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The clinical portraits in this book are composites. No portrait represents a single patient. They 

are drawn from thirty-five years of practice: patterns I saw again and again, distilled into scenes 

because that is how clinical knowledge lives. The architecture is faithfully rendered. The people 

are not real, but what they reveal is. One exception appears later: Chapter 11 draws on Daniel 

Paul Schreber's memoir as a historical document. 

  



3 

 

 

 
Chapter 1: You're the Ant 

You know the rush. 

The moment outrage turns into clarity. An enemy named. A verdict delivered. The clean relief of 

being certain. 

I know it too. 

Hobbes told us this was human nature. War of all against all, civilization the thin leash on the 

beast. It is one of the oldest stories we tell about ourselves, and it is wrong. 

It is wrong not only about war, but about the direction of human evolution. There was no beast 

that civilization later leashed. The human self did not begin alone. It was built in relationship, 

layer by layer, across deep time. The individual was not the starting point from which society 

later departed. The individual emerged from increasingly complex forms of shared life. 

Large-scale, sustained organized warfare enters the archaeological record only around ten 

thousand years ago, after agriculture created surplus worth stealing: standing armies, fortified 

towns, conquest as ongoing strategy. For the overwhelming majority of the human career, those 

things are absent from the record. 

This does not mean our ancestors were innocent. People killed and feared outsiders long before 

states. But the enemy as abstraction, the millions you will never meet, the millions you must 

destroy, had not yet been invented. 

Ten thousand years is nothing. A blink. Everything we call civilization, the state, and organized 

war fits inside it. The thing that owns you is not ancient. It is an infant wearing the mask of 

eternity. 

You want to know what it looks like? 

E.O. Wilson spent a lifetime watching ant colonies. In the history he traced, the decisive turn 

came around fifty million years ago: certain species began building defensible nests. Once they 

had something worth protecting, chronic warfare between colonies could become a permanent 
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condition. Colonies that held together could destroy colonies that didn't, not over generations but 

in a season. Fifty million years of that pressure helped build the ant colony you see today: an 

organization so coordinated it seems to have a will. Foraging, defending, waging war, taking 

slaves. 

Watch long enough and you cannot shake the feeling that someone is in charge. 

Crack it open. 

No one is there. 

No ant knows what the colony needs. Each follows chemical trails left by others. The purposes 

are real. The organization is real. What is missing is a mind. 

Ten thousand years ago, agriculture hardened that opening. It gave us stored grain, fixed fields, 

and settlements worth raiding and defending; the enemy as abstraction could now persist. 

Chronic warfare became recurrent. Groups that held together outlasted groups that fractured. Not 

the same species, not the same mechanism, but the same kind of pressure: stored value, 

defensible boundaries, chronic threat, and hollowness at the center. 

But the ants have a fifty-million-year head start. Under enough pressure, we begin to resemble 

them. 

And pressure is the point. The war mind is not destiny. It is a pressure system. 

This is what captured you. Captured me. Captured all of us. 

The war mind doesn't invent new emotions. It repoints old ones. 

Love hardens into loyalty. Fairness narrows into "us" and "them." Belonging becomes a wall. 

Peace begins to feel like deprivation, because the hunger to matter has no natural floor. Victory 

offers a counterfeit ending. When your side wins, something in the body releases: you are proven 

right; they are diminished. Building yourself up is slow. Tearing them down is fast. 

The release is real. The answer is not. Nothing has been repaired. No trust has been restored. No 

account has actually closed. The body gets a flash of finish, and the mind mistakes that flash for 

resolution. That is why victory can feel so complete in the moment and so empty an hour later. 

The ending was counterfeit from the start. 

The war mind needs you hungry. It keeps you mobilized with the promise of a satisfaction peace 

cannot deliver quickly enough. And it needs peace to feel like deprivation. So the next fight 

always calls. 
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In one of our oldest stories, a farmer kills his brother in a field. When God asks where Abel is, 

Cain answers: Am I my brother's keeper? 

We read it as a sneer. But what if the question was genuine? What if Cain truly didn't know? 

That is the horror. Not that he was evil, but that he was confused. The bond that should have 

made the question unthinkable had already been captured. What should have been immediate, 

the claim of the brother before him, no longer reached him. 

You are Cain's child. So am I. Next time you feel that surge, the clarity about who the enemy is, 

what they deserve, remember the ant. It does not know it is following pheromones. It thinks it is 

choosing. It thinks the fury is its own. 

You're the ant. So am I. 

 

I came to this understanding already wounded. 

Early in my career I took a job at a maximum-security prison. Most sessions happened alone in a 

small office, with steel and glass between me and the corridor. One afternoon, walking along a 

row of cells, an inmate beckoned me to his cell as if to talk. I tilted my head to listen. He slashed 

my face with a razor, opening my cheek to the bone. The blade struck my back teeth and 

stopped. 

He lunged again, aiming for my neck. But the first blow had jammed the metal between his 

fingers. The second cut ran over my carotid. It was shallow. 

Walking back down the corridor, I felt a spreading warmth. I looked down. The front of my suit 

was soaked in blood. What stayed was not the blade. It was his face. Rage so total it had burned 

away everything else. For eighteen months it returned in doorways, in ordinary afternoons, in the 

dark between sleep and waking. 

Darwin became my refuge. 

As I worked my way through Darwin's great treatises, I passed a point of no return. Deep time 

became my native air. Tens of millions of years away, there was no cell block, no razor, no blood 

on my shirt. I could live in the question of why. I could not yet live in the fact of what had 

happened. 

Late one night, still keyed up by the corridor and the blade, I copied a line from Darwin onto a 

scrap of paper and put it in my wallet. It is still there. 
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In the distant future I see open fields for far more important researches. Psychology will 

be based on a new foundation, that of the necessary acquirement of each mental power 

and capacity by gradation. Light will be thrown on the origin of man and his history. 

— Charles Darwin, On the Origin of Species 

There, in deep time, I found the emotional architecture the war mind feeds on. I call it the war 

mind, though mind is exactly what it lacks: it feeds, but does not know it is feeding. 

Four emotional systems, shaped across evolutionary time: attachment/belonging, fairness, the 

hunger to be seen, identity. Each asks a question you cannot stop asking: Am I safe? Is this fair? 

Do I matter? Who am I, and who am I not? Each has its way of breaking. These are not the only 

emotional systems. They are the ones whose failures are most revealing. Each becomes visible in 

a major psychiatric syndrome, and together they trace the stages by which human 

communication widened: from shared feeling to shared attention to shared symbols. 

Most of what I know about this architecture, I learned by watching it fail. My patients were the 

microscope. 

For thirty-five years after leaving the prison, I listened to people whose architecture had broken. 

A woman who told me, "It's not the world that left. It's me. I'm the one who's not here anymore." 

A man who checked the stove ten times and said, "I know it's off. But knowing doesn't register." 

A teacher who slept two hours a night: "If I stop, I'll lose something." A young man who 

believed strangers were sending him signals: "It's like watching yourself disappear." 

They were not alien. They were us, with the volume turned up. What breaks in them is what 

strains in all of us. And what strains in all of us is what the war mind exploits. It did not build 

these emotions. It is a parasite. 

The ant cannot see the colony. It never will. But you are not an ant. You can see the war mind. 

And what you can see, you can starve. 
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Part I: The Architecture of Mind 

Part I names the architecture the war mind feeds on: attachment/belonging, fairness, the hunger 

to matter, and identity. Each was built across deep time. Each has a characteristic way of 

breaking. Part II puts you in the room with the people who made that architecture visible to me.  
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Chapter 2: The Four Layers 

The previous chapter showed you the parasite. Now we need to see the host clearly: the 

architecture the war mind feeds on. By "layers" I do not mean separate organs stacked in the 

brain. I mean recurring patterns of coordination: older capacities drawn into new use under new 

pressures. They are entangled; each depends on and constrains the others. The word "layers" is a 

convenience, not a literal map of the brain. 

Throughout this book, I will move between three kinds of claims. Some are evidentiary: what 

archaeology, genetics, psychiatry, and comparative biology can currently support. Some are 

clinical interpretations: patterns I learned by watching minds fail in recognizable ways. And 

some are hypotheses, offered because they make the pieces cohere and generate predictions, not 

because the case is closed. The distinction matters. A sacred story answerable to fact has to know 

when it is standing on evidence and when it is reaching. 

“Start with something your body already knows. 

A small child is at the top of a stair, or near the edge of a pool. The child tips. Your hand is 

already moving. You did not see the danger, then feel afraid, then decide to reach. The seeing 

was the fear, and the fear was the reach. The hand was out before you knew anything at all. 

That is the simplest form of the emotional loop. Emotion is not a message the body sends itself 

and then obeys. It is a living process in which reading a situation and moving to change it are 

already bound together. The loop runs until what it reaches for arrives. When the child is caught 

and steady, the hand comes down. The loop closes. The body settles. 

The four layers traced in this book are slower, standing versions of that same logic. They are not 

brief episodes that fire and close in a second. They run underneath a life, reaching not for a 

caught child but for lasting conditions: to be held by your people, to be square with them, to 

matter to them, and to know who you are among them. 

Each layer is organized around a specific dissolution that must not happen, paired with a settling 

signal that lets the vigilance stand down when the dissolution has been prevented. Attachment 

fears separation and settles in reunion. Fairness scans for harm and exploitation and settles when 

the account closes. The hunger to matter dreads insignificance and settles in contribution 

received. Identity guards against dissolution of the ‘we’ and settles when belonging is felt. 

Health is the capacity to complete that cycle: alarm answered, loop closed, body returned to 

baseline. Illness, capture, and chronic strain are different forms of one failure: a system that 

mobilizes but cannot settle.” 
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Attachment/Belonging 

The oldest pattern is attachment/belonging, and it has a deep history. It begins with the 

mammalian bond between infant and caregiver: safety tied to the reliable presence of a particular 

other. Later, in primate life, the same logic widened. Safety no longer meant only one keeper 

nearby. It meant staying inside a circle. In this sense, the first layer has two phases: mammalian 

attachment to the one who holds us, and primate belonging inside the circle that keeps us safe. 

Both are organized around the same danger: the body must not be cut off from the relational 

support that lets it settle. 

I have seen this layer fail more often than any other. When a patient sits across from me and 

cannot explain why she feels so heavy, so far from everyone, so unable to reach the people who 

love her, she is usually describing an attachment system that has lost its footing. The words vary; 

the architecture does not. 

Fairness 
The second pattern is fairness, the system of moral regulation. It became prominent with the 

hominins, our walking ancestors, perhaps six million years ago. As our lineage became more 

dependent on shared work, foraging, and the raising of children, older circuits for threat 

detection, memory, and social perception were drawn into a new pattern of use: tracking who 

contributed, who shirked, who took more than their share. 

The emotions that enforce fairness are the inheritance of this long training in cooperative life: 

guilt, shame, indignation, the quiet satisfaction of a debt repaid. They are the original currency of 

social trust, not decorations laid on top of reason. 

At first this moral world was not abstract. It lived in shared scenes: a burden carried or not 

carried, a wound everyone present could see, a wrong acknowledged in front of the people it 

affected. What we now call justice began there, not as a theory but as the bodily easing that came 

when a visible wrong had been answered and the group could settle again. 

Symbolic Desire 
The third layer is symbolic desire, and it comes into full force with Homo sapiens. Around three 

hundred thousand years ago, as our species took shape, something shifted. In pockets of relative 

security, beauty could begin to matter. Useful tools became beautiful ones. Display became song. 

Teaching became performance. Craft became signature. 

The hunger to be seen, to matter in the minds of others, became a powerful engine of symbolic 

life. Once it took hold, culture began to evolve faster than genes. I call this the Cultural 

Singularity: the threshold at which cultural evolution began to outpace genetic evolution, and 

what we learned from each other started to matter more than what we inherited in our bodies. 

Identity 
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The fourth layer is identity. It grows out of symbolic life, because once human beings could 

carry belonging in signs, stories, and remembered names, the word "we" could reach beyond the 

people any one body directly knew. 

Beads and shells became badges, markers of the extended "we." The stranger wearing the right 

beads could be more than safe: a potential mate, a trading partner with access to distant 

knowledge, someone worth impressing and being impressed by. Identity in this original form 

was continuous with symbolic desire: a form of display, not yet a wall. 

Then came what I call the Capture. Agriculture brought surplus. Surplus enabled hierarchy. 

Hierarchy and chronic war fed each other. Under these pressures, identity hardened. What had 

been a flexible membrane became a wall: a handle the war mind could grab, an easy way to bend 

the older layers toward competition. 

 

The Direction of the Story 
The order matters. This is not a story of isolated individuals gradually submitting to collective 

life. It is the opposite. Each layer made individuality possible by making shared life more stable. 

Attachment let one body settle through another, and belonging widened that safety into the 

circle. Fairness made cooperation trustworthy. Symbolic life turned contribution into meaning, 

and identity carried belonging beyond immediate presence. 

The human individual became more distinct only because the shared architecture became more 

complex. War-mind philosophies reverse this. They begin with the competitive individual and 

treat collective constraint as a leash thrown over him afterward. Evolution built the person from 

the inside of relationship. 

Not a Fifth Layer 
What I call the war mind is not a fifth layer. It is a configuration: the older layers reorganized 

under the pressures of agriculture, surplus, and chronic conflict. 
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Each layer reveals itself by the form its breakdown takes. Depression, OCD, mania, and 

schizophrenia are not four unrelated diseases. They are four characteristic failures of one 

architecture. 

One more scaffold matters before we turn to the evidence. As our lineage evolved, so did the 

forms of communication on which these layers depend. Nonhuman apes live largely in an iconic 

world of felt resemblance: faces and postures that visibly carry what they express. Hominins 

extended this into an indexical world, where gesture, gaze, and movement point not only to 

things in the environment but to what is happening in the shared scene. Homo sapiens added a 

symbolic world, in which we can talk about what is not present at all: absent people, imagined 

futures, gods, nations, and causes. 

This book moves between two kinds of explanation: evolutionary and organizational. One asks 

why a layer was favored across deep time; the other asks how it works now. They are two ways 

of looking at the same architecture. 

Before the Capture, there was another world. The next chapter steps back into deep time to see 

what life looked like before the Capture bent the architecture toward competition. 
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Chapter 3: What Came Before War 

Chapter 1 drew the outline: organized warfare is recent, not ancient. Now we need the evidence. 

Not to win a scholarly quarrel, but to loosen one of the oldest lies in politics: that war is what we 

are when civilization falls away. Over the past two decades, archaeology, genetics, and 

evolutionary biology have filled in that outline with increasing detail. 

First, the hard fact. I am not going to tell you our ancestors were gentle. Interpersonal violence is 

old. We belong to a violent branch of the mammal family, the primates, and the best estimate, 

drawn from our place in the family tree rather than from any tally of the dead, puts the inherited 

human rate of lethal violence at something like two percent of deaths. For a mammal, that is 

high. It means about one death in fifty was a killing. The number matters less as a statistic than 

as a warning. The claim of this book is not that violence is new. It is that the War Mind is new. 

So the question is not whether humans killed before farming. They did. The question is what 

kind of killing, under what conditions, and with what social machinery behind it. Much old 

violence looks personal: quarrels, feuds, revenge, insult, sexual rivalry, a man and a woman and 

a rival. This is the kind of violence true-crime shows still run every week. Call it the Dateline 

kind of violence. It is old, face-to-face, and still with us. 

The War Mind is different. It requires symbolic enemies, stored surplus, defended boundaries, 

and institutions that can keep fear and grievance alive beyond any person present enough to 

correct them 

Some scholars, drawing on skeletal samples, have argued for high rates of per-capita violence in 

pre-state societies (Pinker, 2011, is the prominent recent case). That debate runs alongside the 

one this chapter is engaged in, but is not the same. Forager raids, feuds, and killings are not in 

dispute. What is in dispute is whether the organized form of warfare, the standing armies, 

fortified towns, and conquest as ongoing strategy, was already in place before agriculture. The 

position taken here is closer to Kissel and Kim (2018). Pre-agricultural violence existed, 

sometimes severely. The institutional architecture of war belongs to the post-agricultural record. 

The Archaeological Record 

The conventional image of human prehistory, nasty, brutish, and short, has been steadily 

weakened by archaeology, but it has not been replaced by innocence. Mobile foragers certainly 

clashed, and some episodes were horrific. Nataruk records one such episode. What the record 

does not show through most of human time is the full machinery: defended places, stored goods 

worth taking, young men organized for attack, and a story that teaches you to kill strangers as 
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members of a category. The whole apparatus does not arrive at once. Standing armies and 

warrior classes come later. But the road toward them opens with farming. 

With early farming, the picture changes. Stored grain and fixed fields made communities worth 

attacking and worth defending. Fortifications and massacre graves proliferate. Sites like Talheim 

show collective killing on a different scale: men, women, and children killed and buried together. 

War became more than violence. It became an ongoing strategy of extraction and control. 

One last distinction tells the story in miniature. Mate rivalry is old. Accumulable wealth is new. 

You cannot kill for an inheritance until there is one. The same surplus that made organized war 

possible made murder for gain possible. Old violence did not disappear. But new objects 

appeared for it to seize: land, grain, herds, tribute, inheritance. The granary did not invent killing. 

It changed what killing could be for 

James C. Scott traced the material logic of that shift: grain, taxation, coercion, flight. There was a 

gap of roughly four thousand years between the first cultivation of domesticated grains and 

anything resembling a state. People knew how to farm long before they organized life around 

farming, in part because sedentary agriculture was more onerous than foraging. What helped 

drive the change was surplus that could be counted, taxed, stored, and seized. Scott explains the 

material trap. What remains to explain is why the trap came to feel natural from the inside. 

The 4.4-million-year-old hominin Ardipithecus ramidus offers one suggestive clue. Compared 

with many living great apes, its male canine teeth appear reduced and less suited to threat 

display. Across later hominin evolution, the pattern broadens: flatter faces, reduced brow ridges, 

traits many researchers see as consistent with selection against reactive aggression. The details 

are debated. But the direction matters. Our lineage did not become human by perfecting 

violence, but by increasing the tolerances required to live close together. 

Richard Wrangham has argued that this tolerance may itself have been enforced violently, 

through coalitional killing of the most aggressive. Even on that darker account, the endpoint is 

the same: over millions of years, selection helped build a creature other people could stand to be 

nea 

The broader primate record points in the same direction. Around fifty-two million years ago, as 

primates shifted toward daytime group living, they became specialists in reading one another. 

Hierarchy, affiliation, reconciliation, and shared movement were not the opposite of cooperation. 

They were early scaffolds for it. Later studies of baboon troops refine the point: primate groups 

do not move only by top-down command. Affiliation and distributed decision-making help 

organize them. Primate order is not merely force imposed from above. It is patterned trust 

moving through bodies. 

None of this means primates are uniformly social or peaceful. Orangutans live largely solitary 

lives, and primate life includes competition, dominance, and violence. But solitary does not 

mean asocial, and hierarchy does not mean war. The deeper pattern is this: aggression was 

increasingly constrained by relationship. 
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That pattern would repeat. Relational safety came first: first the bond, then the circle. 

Mammalian attachment and primate belonging were not separate layers, but two evolutionary 

phases of the same relational-safety architecture. The older architecture of attachment and 

belonging made stable group life possible. Fairness came next, regulating contribution and 

preventing exploitation. Symbolic desire later could channel competition into display, teaching, 

and reputation rather than direct violence. Each layer added new constraints on raw conflict, new 

ways of living together without constant fighting. 

The Pointing Species 
As hominins began to walk upright, faces and upper bodies became visible to one another while 

moving. This opened an indexical niche: a world of pointing, gaze-following, and coordinated 

attention that went beyond the iconic signals apes already used. 

Standing upright did more than free the hands. It changed the geometry of social perception. 

Hands could gesture in visible space. Eyes could follow those gestures. Whole bodies became 

legible at a distance. In humans, even the eye became a pointing device: a dark iris set in a large 

white sclera makes small shifts in gaze easy to see. We became a lineage built to show one 

another not only how we felt, but where attention was directed. 

Hominins extended this older relational architecture into a world in which looking and pointing 

mattered as much as feeling. The fairness layer began to emerge as hominins added a new kind 

of vigilance: who shared, who shirked, who came when help was needed. That same world may 

already have reached into pair-bonding. Eyes, gestures, remembered interactions, and group 

vigilance could begin to track who went with whom and who returned to whom. What symbols 

later added was something larger: publicly marked promises that could survive absence, bind 

future behavior, and make obligations visible to the wider group. 

It may also have reached beyond the pair. Stable pair-bonding did more than regulate fidelity 

between mates. As Bernard Chapais has argued in Primeval Kinship, it opened the possibility of 

affinity, what we would later call in-laws, and with it some of the first durable bridges between 

groups. The couple became one of the earliest ways separate circles could be linked. 

Our species descends from long-run cooperation in this indexical hominin world, not from an 

unbroken line of alpha-male conquest. 

That sentence reverses the usual myth. The human story does not begin with domination and 

then add cooperation as a moral afterthought. It begins with older systems of regulation that 

made domination harder to sustain: attachment, remembered contribution, shared attention. 

Hierarchy did not disappear, and neither did violence. But the deep evolutionary trend was 

toward constraint on raw domination, not its perfection. 

For much of the twentieth century, that cooperative story was hard to tell. The evolutionary study 

of human behavior had been discredited by its abuse in Social Darwinism and Nazi racial 

ideology. When the field finally recovered, it found something those traditions could not have 
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imagined: that selection had produced not only dominance and competition, but attachment, 

fairness, and shared symbolic life. 

The Gift and the Weapon 
If cooperation is ancient, what made Homo sapiens different? The best answer may be scale: 

wider networks, more exchange, more minds carrying one another's discoveries. Ancient African 

DNA and archaeology point to human networks that widened dramatically. Lipson and 

colleagues have shown deep population structure stretching back tens of thousands of years; the 

broader archaeological record suggests sustained long-distance contact across at least the past 

eighty thousand. People were moving, intermarrying, and exchanging tools and ornaments across 

hundreds and sometimes thousands of kilometers. Archaeology tells the same story in another 

register: engravings at Blombos, pigments, personal ornaments, finely made points and blades, 

and later the great cave paintings all suggest that human groups were no longer merely passing 

on techniques locally. At least some groups were participating in continental-scale networks of 

shared practice and style. After twenty thousand years ago, lives became more local again, but 

the widening had already changed what culture could do. 

By contrast, Neanderthals seem to have lived in smaller, more fragmented networks, with more 

evidence of inbreeding and less long-range connectivity. They were not brutes. Their tools were 

sophisticated, and recent discoveries of Neanderthal symbolic behavior have narrowed the gap. 

But their social web, as far as the record can tell us, was narrower. 

Michael Tomasello's work helps explain why that difference mattered. Human children readily 

form shared goals; chimpanzees usually cooperate only when it serves them individually. Once 

symbolic culture took hold, knowledge-sharing became a winning strategy. Contribution plugged 

you into humanity's growing store of knowledge. Hoarding left you behind. 

Our species became a teaching species inside these networks. Knowledge no longer lived and 

died with individuals. It was preserved in the space between people—in stories, techniques, and 

rituals. This is the beginning of the Cultural Singularity: the point at which cultural evolution 

began to move faster than genetic evolution. 

Some of the oldest stories our species kept telling itself may preserve an intuition of this 

transition. One of them begins in a garden. It is older than its biblical form. Marjo Korpel and 

Johannes de Moor have argued that related motifs appear in thirteenth-century BCE Ugaritic 

texts, centuries before the version most readers know: a human pair, a tree, a serpent, and a 

forbidden fruit. The scene is so familiar we have stopped hearing it. Read it again slowly and 

something unexpected emerges. 

Read symbolically, what the fruit contains is not magic or power in any ordinary sense. It is the 

knowledge of good and evil. And that requires a pause, because good and evil are not simply 

stronger versions of the moral emotions our hominin ancestors already carried. 

Those moral emotions were tethered to face-to-face life: the unpaid debt, the unshared burden, 

the harm done to someone standing in front of you. In a band of forty, morality rarely had to 
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travel farther than the distance between people who would see each other tomorrow. The fruit 

made morality portable. 

Good and evil are categories large enough to hold people you have never met, intentions you can 

only imagine, lives you will never witness firsthand. The act disappears into the category. The 

face disappears into the type. The heat of the hominin fairness system, the indignation, the sense 

that something must not be allowed, can now be directed across distance, without the correcting 

friction of actual presence. Before the fruit, condemnation was tethered to proximity. After it, it 

could be carried to the absent. 

The story marks something else, quieter than the rest. Before the fruit, they were naked and 

unashamed. After it, they covered themselves. Bodies that had been tethered to presence became 

symbolic. They could be displayed or concealed, performed for an audience. Nakedness, which 

had needed no explanation, suddenly required one. The pleasure evolution built for being chosen 

by a mate found a larger stage. The hunger to be recognized, admired, remembered inherits its 

heat from this older fire. Once that migration began, culture moved at the speed of desire. 

You cannot go back to not knowing. The story says the way back is guarded by a sword of 

flame. In this reading, the sword is not only a barrier but a prophecy. Once good and evil become 

portable categories, they can demand defense, and defense can require instruments. In this 

reading, the garden needed no sword because there were no abstractions worth killing for yet. 

Once the fruit was eaten, the sword was already waiting. 

But the fruit did not release only danger. It also released wonder: the love of knowledge for its 

own sake, the stranger as possible teacher before possible threat, the question held open because 

what another person knew might enlarge the world. The teaching networks widening across 

Africa ran on that openness. This is the open-circle impulse: truth, curiosity, expanding 

understanding. 

The same channels also carried grievance. Once knowledge could move across generations, so 

could humiliation, inherited enemies, and identities detached from the faces around the fire. 

Before the fruit, you could hate the person who harmed you. After it, you could hate the people 

who harmed your grandfather. The war mind did not create good and evil. It learned to fill the 

categories. 

That is the size of the symbolic threshold. It did not merely give human beings better 

communication. It changed what absence could do. The absent teacher could continue teaching. 

The absent beloved could remain binding. The absent wrong could still burn. The absent enemy 

could still command fear. Once that happened, emotion was no longer confined to the face, the 

body, or the moment. It could travel. 

Eden gave us the gift and the weapon in the same bite. The deeper vulnerability did not begin in 

the first fields or behind the first walls. It began when symbols learned to float free of the face in 

front of you, when morality, grievance, and identity could travel beyond presence. Agriculture 

did not create that opening. It gave it walls, surplus, chronic conflict, and the brutal pressures that 
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locked it into history. Symbols opened the vulnerability. They did not pull the trigger. The 

opening was symbolic and vastly older than farming. The hardening was agricultural, ten 

thousand years old. Symbols made good and evil portable. Surplus made them worth killing for. 

The Capture 
Deep cooperation, shared attention, teaching networks, symbolic desire: these were not separate 

inventions but one architecture, glimpsed through fossils, artifacts, and psychiatric breakdown. 

What bent it was not competition in general, but a particular historical configuration—

agriculture, surplus, populations large enough to organize theft, and chronic warfare. The layers 

are not strategies. They are nested constraints. Attachment/belonging supplied the ground on 

which fairness could build. Fairness supplied part of the ground on which symbolic life could 

take off. What followed did not add a new layer. It redirected existing ones toward purposes they 

were never built to serve. That is not scaling up. It is capture. 

Once surplus could be stored, there was something worth stealing; once populations grew large 

enough, there were people who could organize the stealing. 

Chronic warfare can reshape a culture fast, faster than genetic selection could ever operate. A 

group that couldn't hold together did not always have generations to lose out slowly. Under these 

pressures, it could be wiped out in a season. Ancient DNA suggests that in parts of Bronze Age 

Europe, Y-chromosome lineages, which pass through the paternal line, father to son, shifted 

dramatically over a relatively short period, while maternal lineages showed far more continuity 

(Batini et al., 2015). One plausible reading of the asymmetry is conquest: many men were killed 

or displaced, while women were incorporated. Some researchers have proposed an alternative: 

that patrilineal clan structures alone, without large-scale killing, could produce the same genetic 

signature. Even if that is right, it does not remove the turn this book is tracking. The patrilineal 

clan, with its concentrated reproductive power, male-line expansion, and inter-clan rivalry, 

belongs to the same capture ecology. Whether the mechanism was battlefield replacement or clan 

structure, the record marks the same broad shift: a world organized to make some male lineages 

expand and others disappear. 

This is the kind of pressure that can produce war-mind dynamics. But notice: it was unlikely to 

build entirely new emotional architecture. There was no time. Chronic warfare in this sustained 

institutional form is ten thousand years old at most, a blink in evolutionary terms, far too short 

for new constraint systems to evolve from scratch. 

The war mind is better understood as a cultural contagion than a trait. Agriculture was the 

precipitant, not the cause. The susceptibility was already there the moment symbolic life learned 

to float free of presence, of the specific face, of the body standing in front of you. Once a species 

could hate people it had never met, gain power through humiliation, and organize violence 

around abstractions rather than faces, the opening was there for something to find. 

Graeber and Wengrow have argued that some early settlements appear surprisingly egalitarian. 

Their evidence does not remove the vulnerability. It shows only that the trigger was not always 

pulled. Agriculture was the first great pressure to pull it. 
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Border zones, repeated collision, new mobility, ecological stress, humiliation: these raised the 

transmission rate. Groups encountering captured groups could face a brutal choice: harden or be 

destroyed. That is why the war mind is not destiny but a pressure system. Lower the pressure, 

and membranes become possible again. 

But once this arrangement appears, it tends to lock in. Stored surplus makes a group worth 

raiding; chronic conflict makes softness fatal. Groups that cannot organize defense and loyalty 

are taken over by those that can. What begins as a way to protect a storehouse becomes a ratchet 

that rewards tighter identity and harsher discipline. 

The war mind is a parasite, not a fifth layer. It did not evolve its own architecture. It 

commandeered the four layers and bent them to new purposes. 

Scott, the political scientist, and I are telling the same story from different levels. His account is 

material: grain, labor, walls, disease. Mine is architectural: what the Capture did to 

attachment/belonging, fairness, symbolic desire, and identity. The two accounts need each other. 

Scott can explain why people were held in place. His account does not aim to explain why they 

came to police themselves: why the loyalty felt genuine, why the rage felt righteous, why the 

capture became invisible from the inside. That is the work the emotional architecture does. The 

war mind is more efficient than coercion alone precisely because it feeds through emotions the 

person already has. 

The four layers and the war mind are organized around different threats. The layers guard against 

internal breakdown: how do we live together without dissolving from within? The war mind 

guards against external destruction: how do we survive against them? One builds trust and 

softens boundaries. The other builds vigilance and hardens them. The architecture is old. The 

Capture is recent. The symptoms we see in mental illness, and in politics, are what happens when 

ancient systems are driven by pressures they were never built to handle. The war mind is not 

human nature. It is what happens when the systems that normally constrain destructive rivalry 

can no longer do their work. 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4: The Missing Architecture 

The previous chapter traced when the pressure appeared. Now we need a different question: what 

kind of thing is an emotional architecture that it can be captured at all? 
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Every field has moments when a longstanding puzzle suddenly becomes easier to think about. 

Darwin explained how design can arise without a designer. Einstein re-described gravity as 

geometry. The anthropologist Terrence Deacon's contribution is different in kind. He offers a 

way to talk about purpose without adding a ghost to matter and without explaining purpose 

away. Purpose, in his account, is a kind of organization: some physical systems persist only by 

doing the work that keeps the conditions of their own persistence in place. They are organized 

around breakdowns they must continually prevent. From the outside, that active prevention is 

what purpose looks like in matter. 

I first encountered Deacon through The Symbolic Species (1997). It asked how symbols become 

untethered from the immediate world. Animal signals are mostly tethered to what is present. 

Human symbols can float: "justice" does not point to an object you can pick up, yet it can 

organize thought and conflict for centuries. For decades that question shaped how I listened. I 

could see the layers. I could describe the symptoms. What I lacked was the mechanism: how a 

system can be organized around what is not there. 

When I later encountered Incomplete Nature (2011), I realized Deacon had gone beneath 

language. He was asking how anything physical can be organized around an absence: the failure 

a system is built to prevent, the dissolution it must continually hold off. The clinical observations 

had come first. I was not applying a theory so much as finding language for what I had already 

seen. 

Here is the step this book takes: human beings do some of their regulating in one another's 

presence. Voice, face, posture, timing, acknowledgment, withdrawal—these are not decorations 

laid over private mental life. They are part of the conditions under which some kinds of work can 

settle or fail to settle. The work is still done by organisms, not by a second subject hovering 

above them. What is social is not a hovering group mind. It is the living exchange through which 

one body can help another settle, or keep it from settling. 

I say something off. You stiffen; your tone cools; the exchange falters. I register the change 

before I explain it to myself, and I move to repair: soften, clarify, try again. When your face 

softens and the conversation resumes, something in me settles. 

I did the work. But the settling was not mine to produce alone. It happened between us, or it did 

not happen. 

Steven Strogatz showed, across physical systems, that coupled systems can fall into phase. 

Pendulum clocks do it when mounted on a shared support. Cardiac cells do it. Human nervous 

systems do something similar through face, voice, posture, rhythm, arousal, attention, and 

timing. These patterns can become coordinated across organisms, which is one reason another 

person's presence can help regulation settle—or keep it from settling. 

This extension is mine, not Deacon's. I offer it as a hypothesis his framework permits. Any errors 

are mine. 
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That hypothesis has a grounding in Deacon's own published work. In a paper written with Julie 

Hui, "The Evolution of Altruism via Social Addiction," Deacon traced a mechanism by which 

organisms become constitutively dependent on social co-presence. The argument begins with a 

familiar biological fact: some of our primate ancestors lost the capacity to synthesize vitamin C 

internally, because for millions of years their diets supplied it reliably. The capacity degraded 

because it no longer needed to be maintained internally. Hui and Deacon argue that something 

analogous happened with emotional regulation. Over millions of years of social living, nervous 

systems offloaded part of their regulatory work onto the shared field. Capacities for purely solo 

regulation diminished because the social field reliably supplied part of what was needed. The 

result was not weakness but constitutive interdependence: nervous systems that required reliable 

social co-presence to regulate fully, and a selective environment that preserved the bonds and 

sensitivities that supplied it. That dependency is the biological floor of the emotional medium 

this book describes. Emotion is the medium because we became, over deep evolutionary time, 

organisms whose loops could not close without each other. 

The Problem 
The mind-body problem has usually been trapped between bad choices. Make mind a ghost, and 

nothing has been explained. Reduce it to neural firing, and purpose disappears. Treat the brain 

only as a prediction machine (signals in, models built, errors corrected) and something crucial 

can still go missing: what the system is organized to prevent. 

A thermostat can be described as processing information. The deeper fact is that it keeps 

temperature within bounds. A cell can be described as a chemical computer. The deeper fact is 

that it works to keep itself from coming apart. Information matters. But it is not the deepest 

description, because it does not tell you what failure the system exists to hold at bay. 

That difference is easy to miss while things are working. It becomes visible in breakdown. A 

computer that fails produces garbage or stops. A self-maintaining architecture fails specifically. 

Depression does not look like OCD. OCD does not look like mania. Mania does not look like 

schizophrenia. Each breakdown is the signature of a different failure: a different condition the 

system can no longer hold at bay. That is why Part II turns to the clinic: not because mental 

illness is dramatic, but because it is diagnostic. The clinic is where the architecture becomes 

visible from the inside. 

Organization Around Absence 
Some systems are organized around what is not there. 

A thermostat is organized around a temperature it tries to maintain. The target state is not 

"inside" the thermostat as an idea. It is present only in the way the parts are arranged, and in the 

way the system corrects deviations. The thermostat does not "know" anything. But its behavior 

cannot be fully described without reference to what it is working toward. 

A constraint is an arrangement that makes some outcomes easy and others hard—or impossible. 

The banks of a river constrain where water can flow. The rules of chess constrain how the bishop 

can move. The grammar of a language constrains which sentences count as well-formed. None of 
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these constraints are made of anything you can touch, but break them and the river floods, the 

game collapses, the sentence becomes noise. In this sense, constraints are not merely restrictions. 

They are enabling limits: the conditions that make organized activity possible. Remove the 

constraint, and freedom does not necessarily increase. Often the activity disappears. 

We live by such constraints: the no-go zones in a social code, the expectations in a marriage, the 

obligations in a workplace. What these have in common is organization around absences: 

maintained no-go relations—what must not happen—that channel behavior into a narrower, 

functional range. 

The Candle and the Cell 
A thermostat is organized around an absence, but it cannot fix itself. If it breaks, it stays broken. 

Living things are different. A cell does not just sit inside constraints; it works to keep them in 

place. When its membrane is damaged, it repairs. When its chemistry drifts or its temperature 

rises, it corrects. The cell pushes back against the forces that would dissolve it. 

A system is self-maintaining when it keeps doing the work that keeps it possible. That is 

Deacon's central move, and it changes what the word "purpose" can mean in nature. Deacon does 

not revise Darwin's mechanism. Darwin showed how forms are selected; Deacon helps us see 

what selection preserves: organizations that keep themselves from coming apart. Evolution 

narrows some possibilities in order to make new forms of organization possible. What remains 

are constraints that worked well enough to persist, and those constraints become the starting 

point for the next layer of organization. Over time, evolution builds constraints upon constraints: 

membrane rupture must not happen, thermal drift must not happen, runaway alarm must not 

happen, social expulsion must not happen. 

And because constraints can be shared, selection can stabilize organization at more than one 

level at once. Sometimes what is being preserved is an organism. Sometimes it is a coalition 

whose members do better when the coalition holds. Some biologists describe this as multilevel 

selection; others describe the same dynamics in individual-level terms—assortment, repeated 

interaction, dependence. For our purposes, the point is simple: evolution can preserve patterns of 

constraint-work that no individual could sustain alone, because the maintained constraints span 

multiple bodies. 

Linked processes keep one another going. Metabolism powers repair; repair preserves the 

structures that make metabolism possible. Each depends on the others. Together they form a loop 

that persists only as long as the work continues. By loop, I mean a pattern that keeps renewing 

itself while it reaches for a condition. One part sustains the next, the whole process continuing 

until the missing condition arrives, the work is interrupted, or the system fails. Settlement is not 

mere stopping. It is the arrival of the condition the loop was organized to secure. 

Think of a candle flame. It is not a thing but a process: heat vaporizes wax, vapor combusts, 

combustion produces heat. Starve it of wax or oxygen and it disappears. The flame has no 

reserve, no way to coast. It exists only by renewing itself moment to moment. 
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A living system is like a flame in that it exists only through the work it does. But it is more than 

a flame in a decisive way: it corrects itself. A flame cannot repair a damaged wick or rebuild its 

fuel. A cell can patch a membrane; an organism can raise its temperature. Life does not merely 

persist when conditions allow it. It pushes back when conditions threaten it. If the work stops, 

what remains is not an injured self but unorganized materials. 

This is the one piece of Deacon's vocabulary I will carry throughout the book: work. Not effort 

in the everyday sense, but the activity by which a living system maintains the constraints that 

keep it intact. 

And when I say the work has failed, I do not mean that it has slowed or stopped. Often the 

opposite. The person checking his stove for the tenth time is not someone whose checking is 

broken. The checking system is running at full power under conditions that will not let it settle. 

The manic teacher broadcasting at three in the morning has not lost the drive to teach. The drive 

is intact. What is missing is the signal that should say enough. 

This distinction matters profoundly for how we see the mentally ill. Sometimes the whole system 

goes quiet. Depression can feel like that, a dimming after prolonged strain. More often illness is 

an intact architecture driven past its limits, still seeking what it needs, unable to find it. The 

suffering is not the work grinding to a halt. It is the work unable to stop, because the conditions 

for settlement are not arriving. 

The unsettling part is that this completion failure is not confined to psychiatry. Modern life is 

increasingly built to start the work and withhold the ending. 

The Open Loop Problem 
The older signs were bodily. Some worked by resemblance: a fearful face looks fearful, a 

welcoming posture looks open. Others worked by pointing: a gaze, a gesture, a shared event that 

directs attention to something present. These iconic and indexical signs are most stable when 

bodies are co-present. Nervous systems entrain; arousal and attention fall into step; shared 

rhythm often comes before words. Symbols loosen that tether. Because they can be carried and 

recombined without face-to-face correction, thought can continue in the absence of the thing 

itself, and in the absence of the other person. That is its power. It is also its risk: symbols can 

drift away from the bodily and relational feedback that normally keeps meaning grounded. 

Primate resonance is ancient. Fully symbolic life is recent. Part of modern strain comes from 

asking an old resonance foundation to support a symbolic world at scales and speeds it did not 

evolve to manage. 

There is a further change here, and it is crucial. Below the symbolic threshold, the point at which 

thought can run on signs without bodies present, many loops closed in response to visible facts: 

the face returned, the burden was shared, the wrong was acknowledged before witnesses. Above 

it, closure increasingly depends on norms: on what counts as enough, what counts as sincere, 

what counts as justice. And norms, unlike faces, can always be argued with. That is one of 

civilization's great openings. It is also one of its great vulnerabilities. 
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In the small circles that shaped us, loops had many chances to close. You carried water, and the 

bucket was full. You apologized, and the face softened. You taught a skill, and you watched it 

take. Work ended in visible settlement. The body could return to baseline. 

Now many of the tasks that most occupy us are designed not to close. The inbox refills. The feed 

scrolls. The ranking updates. The news never sleeps. Even when the facts are known, the felt 

"done" signal does not arrive, because the system keeps presenting new cues that say: not yet, 

not safe, not enough. 

This is not mental illness. It is an environment that reproduces some of the same structural strain. 

When completion signals are chronically delayed, the architecture keeps working. It keeps 

checking, scanning, comparing, rehearsing, defending. The person becomes tired not because 

something has stopped, but because nothing can stop. 

Constraint-work costs something. Maintaining attachment under uncertainty costs something. 

Monitoring fairness when reciprocity is not visible costs something. Reaching for recognition 

that does not arrive costs something. Holding identity steady when the boundaries keep shifting 

costs something. In the world the architecture was built for, these expenditures were offset by 

frequent closure. 

Modern life runs the expenditure without the offset. Exhaustion, burnout, and chronic anxiety are 

what that feels like from the inside. Not weakness or failure of character. A system running at 

sustained deficit, with no interval for recovery. 

The war mind is perfectly adapted to this niche. It offers a counterfeit ending: a boundary, an 

enemy, a verdict, a punishment. For a moment everything feels clear, the loop seems to close, 

and outrage can even feel like relief. But the closure is not real, so the work restarts, hungry for 

the next target. 

Closure, in this sense, is structural, not moral. By closure I do not mean winning an argument or 

making pain disappear. I mean the arrival of a completion signal the body can trust: the sign that 

the relevant absence has been secured, that the missing condition has arrived or the feared 

breakdown has been prevented. False closure is discharge: the jolt of ending without repair. 

Genuine closure is settlement: the system no longer has to keep reaching. A loop can close 

around something destructive as easily as around something sustaining. The question is not 

whether closure is good, but whether the system has genuinely settled or merely discharged and 

restarted. 

Keep this in mind as we move from individual breakdown to public life. Many of our fiercest 

conflicts are not only disagreements about ideas. They are loops that cannot find a way to settle. 

Mental illness is what this looks like when the pressure becomes extreme, or when a vulnerable 

architecture gets trapped inside the loop with no route to settlement. The patient is not defective. 



24 

 

What the Suffering Reveals 

In health, the work runs quietly, below awareness, like a heartbeat you never notice. Illness does 

not silence it. It makes it audible by driving it past its tolerances. This was my advantage as a 

clinician: patients revealed the normal architecture by straining it until it became audible. They 

were the microscope. 

Other illnesses reveal something else: cancer reveals cell biology, a broken leg reveals bone. The 

illnesses we will trace reveal something different: the architecture by which a person is a self. 

That is why mental illness conveys meaning where other illness does not, and why it has been 

stigmatized in ways other illness is not. Meaning and stigma follow from the same fact: what is 

failing is what makes us human, and the recognition is too close for comfort. 

What the microscope revealed was a mind organized around maintenance: not just processing 

experience, but doing work to keep specific failures from happening. Once you see the mind that 

way, familiar words stop being metaphors. Function means the work can still settle. Treatment 

means restoring the conditions that let it settle. Good means what helps the architecture hold 

together. 

That work can fail in two directions. Usually it runs past all limits: the checking that cannot 

finish, the teaching that cannot find its ceiling. Sometimes it does the reverse and goes still. But 

the stillness is not rest, and it is not the work stopping. It is the work that has reached so long 

without arriving that the reaching has set in place. From outside the system looks run down. It is 

not. It is still running, locked into a motion that never completes. 

When a patient tells me she feels like she is disappearing, she is not being dramatic. She is 

reporting, with precision, what that stillness feels like from the inside: a system still reaching, 

with no arrival. 

For more than a century, psychiatry has often split along a false line. One side listens for 

meaning in symptoms. The other asks what has gone wrong in the organ. Both are half right. 

And both are trapped by the same assumption: that the patient's experience and the brain's 

activity are two different realities, one subjective and one objective, from which one must finally 

choose. 

The constraint-work framework dissolves that split. If the mind is ongoing work to keep certain 

failures from happening, then the patient who tells you what her suffering feels like is not 

decorating a brain state with metaphor. She is reporting, from the inside, what failing constraint-

work feels like. 

When Marian says, "I'm the one who's not here anymore," she is describing the collapse of felt 

connection: the ordinary background work by which other people make us feel real, reachable, 

and part of the shared world. The fading she reports and the altered connectivity a scan might 

show are two views of the same event. 
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When David says, "I know the stove is off, but knowing doesn't register," he is locating the 

failure precisely: between perception and settlement. He has the information. What he cannot 

achieve is the felt assurance that the feared harm has been prevented. 

When Elena says, "If I stop, I'll lose something," she is describing what an unbound symbolic 

system feels like from inside: urgency without a governor, a recognition loop that cannot close. 

When Mark says, "It's like watching yourself disappear," he is reporting the dissolution of the 

boundary that normally holds self and group apart. The unraveling he experiences and the 

disrupted networks a scan might show are two views of the same event. 

This changes what it means to listen to a patient. The scan shows the tissue. The words show the 

work. You need both, because the work is what the tissue is for. 

And this changes what it means to treat. When medication helps, when an SSRI lifts a depression 

or reduces a checking ritual, lithium steadies a bipolar cycle, or an antipsychotic quiets the 

voices, it has not corrected a vague "chemical imbalance." It has helped restore tissue conditions 

under which specific work can resume. The medication does not repair attachment or settle a 

loop by itself. It loosens the grip of runaway feeling enough for braking and settlement to return, 

so that what should register can register, and what should settle between people can settle. 

That is why talking alone often cannot undo a fully locked loop, and why medication alone often 

falls short. Therapy does not replace the biological change; it uses it. Medication addresses the 

tissue. Therapy addresses the relational and symbolic field. Sometimes the tissue has been 

altered more directly—a tumor, a stroke, a lesion, an infection, a seizure disorder, a drug effect—

and then treatment has to address that change first. Recovery, when it comes, usually moves 

across three levels at once: neural regulation, psychological integration, and relational 

reconstruction. The work is distributed. It lives in neurons and in relationships, in chemistry and 

in the space between people. 

What Follows 

What follows is simple. The self is work, not a thing. 

Each layer is defined by the catastrophe it works to prevent. Attachment/belonging works against 

isolation: separation from the one who holds us, or expulsion from the circle that keeps us safe. 

Fairness works against exploitation. Symbolic desire works against insignificance. Identity 

works against dissolution of the "we." 

Purpose does not require experience. Constraints create new powers: membranes make 

metabolism possible, grammar makes meaning possible, rules make games possible. And 

because this work evolved to be shared across nervous systems, norms, and teaching networks, 

no individual can do all of it alone. The self is distributed. When forced to stand alone, it 

becomes overloaded. 
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That last point requires a closer look. 

Selves as Work 

If the self depends on constraint-work it did not build and cannot perform alone, what kind of 

thing is it? In everyday talk, we treat the self as a thing inside the head that owns experience and 

makes choices. In the brain, we do not find a thing. We find loops, nested circuits, patterns that 

rise and fall with context. 

A self is better understood as ongoing constraint-work: the maintained coherence of a living 

system. At the biological level, failure means death. At the personal level, when constraints on 

roles, attachments, expectations, and shared meanings fail, the self begins to fragment. 

And that work is not sealed inside one skull. Resonance with other nervous systems, shared 

norms, teaching networks, and identities held in common are not luxuries added to a self-

sufficient individual. They are part of the infrastructure by which a human self stays intact. 

Individualism, taken as a total description of human nature, is biologically incomplete. The 

isolated self is metabolically expensive: it asks one nervous system to do alone what evolution 

distributed across relationships, norms, shared work, and shared meaning. 

This is not an argument against individuality. It is an argument about how individuality is made. 

A person becomes more distinct, not less, when the conditions that sustain selfhood are reliable. 

The child can become herself because she is held. The dissenter can speak because the polity is 

strong enough not to cast dissent out as betrayal. The self is not erased by shared constraint. It is 

made possible by it. 

The face across from you. The felt settling when someone meets your eyes. These are not side 

effects of matter. They are what matter can become when it has spent millions of years learning 

to regulate itself through other minds. 

This is what grief reveals. We grieve because the person could be lost and now has been. The 

pain is proportional to what was at stake. 

And this is what love reveals. To love someone is to recognize them as someone who could be 

lost: not an eternal visitor passing through, but a fragile, mortal presence that is here now and 

will not always be. The preciousness comes from the precariousness. 

With this framework in hand, we can return to the architecture and feel what it was built for 

before the Capture bent it. 
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Chapter 5: Before the Capture 

Not a paradise. Not a golden age. What follows is an attempt to feel what the architecture was 

for, including its limitations. Early human life was hard, dangerous, and often short. But the 

emotional systems we carry took shape in that world, not this one. If we are to understand what 

the war mind has cost us, we need at least a glimpse of what it displaced. 

Social life is rhythmic before it is rational. Two people in conversation fall into tempo without 

deciding to. A mother and infant synchronize their breathing. A group working together develops 

a shared pace that no one commands. As Steven Strogatz showed, coupled systems fall into 

phase; the rhythm is not merely social but physical. We are coupled systems. Attachment, 

fairness, the hunger to matter, identity: all of it rises out of a current already flowing in our 

bodies before any of it had a name. 

Attachment 
Imagine waking in a world where sleeping alone is almost unknown. 

Most of your life, someone who knows you has been within reach. The people breathing nearby 

have known you since the day you were born. They knew your mother, and her mother. They 

watched you learn to walk. They may carry you when you can no longer walk, and they will 

mourn you when you are gone. 

This is not intimacy in the modern sense: something achieved, negotiated, lost, and found again. 

It is simply the way life arrives. 

When you are sick, hands appear. When you are frightened, someone moves closer in the dark. 

When you grieve, you are not asked to explain it alone. The camp has lost what you lost, or 

something like it, and others carry part of the weight without being asked. Your nervous system 

is not doing all its own work. It never has. The resonance is so constant you would not know 

what to call it. You would not know that it could be otherwise. 

This is the world the attachment layer emerged in. 

Fairness 
Now imagine that every person who matters to you is someone you will see tomorrow. 

You shared the carrying today. Your shoulders ache, and the woman beside you knows, because 

hers ache too, and she watched you shift the weight when the trail steepened. Everyone saw the 

man who hung back. No one needs to say anything. He will feel it at the fire tonight: the slight 
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cooling, the conversations that turn away from him, the portions that arrive a beat late. 

Tomorrow he will carry more. Not because someone orders it. Because the silence was enough. 

When you do your part, others notice. When you fail, others notice that too. You do not need to 

perform your contributions for distant judges. The judges are here, and they saw. The question 

"Have I done enough?" has an answer, and the answer comes from faces, not abstractions. 

Slights are real. Resentments form. But they cannot fester in the same kind of silence, because 

avoidance is harder when everyone must meet again. The social world is small enough to be 

known, and small enough to be navigated. A debt repaid, a wrong acknowledged, and the 

account closes, not because anyone is keeping formal score, but because the loop between effort 

and recognition is short enough to close. 

This is the world the fairness layer emerged in. 

Symbolic Desire 
Now imagine that when you sing at the fire, the people who hear you are the same people who 

heard you weep last night. 

You have carved something: a point, an ornament, a shape in bone that pleases your hand. You 

hold it up. The woman across the fire leans forward. She has seen you fail at this before: the flint 

that shattered wrong, the afternoon you cut yourself and sat bleeding and frustrated while your 

daughter laughed. She takes the finished piece, turns it, runs her thumb along the edge. She looks 

at you and nods. 

That is all. And it is enough. 

You have no audience of strangers. No reputation that floats free of your body and arrives in 

rooms before you do. The admiration is for you, not on a symbol of you. If they are unmoved, 

you see it in their eyes, and you adjust, and you try again tomorrow. 

Teaching happens this way too. You show a child how to find water or read the signs of weather, 

and you watch the knowledge take hold. The same child will use what you taught, and you will 

see it, and when you are old and your hands shake, that child, no longer a child, will bring you 

food and sit with you in the evening. 

Recognition is less scarce. It is not allocated by algorithms or hoarded by strangers. It is the 

natural result of living among people who pay attention, because in a small band, much of what 

matters is noticed. 

This is the world the symbolic desire layer emerged in. 

Identity 
Now imagine that "we" means something you can see. 
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Your people are not a flag or a doctrine. They are here: these hands, these voices, these particular 

people with their particular failings, who have held you since you were born and will hold you 

until you die. You do not need to be told to love them. The attachment is as natural as breathing. 

There are other bands, and they are different. They make their tools a different way. They sing 

songs you do not know. But when strangers appear, they are offered food and a place by the fire. 

When your people travel, they expect the same. You show visitors your work; they show you 

theirs. Techniques migrate across the land this way, carried by curious hands. 

Sometimes you trade. Sometimes you marry across the boundary. Sometimes there is violence: a 

raid, a killing over a grievance, a feud that smolders for years. The skeletal record shows it. In 

some forager samples, a significant minority of adults carry healed fractures, embedded 

projectile points, or weapon injuries. People killed each other long before the Capture. The 

boundary is real. 

But it is permeable, because the people on the other side have not yet been reduced to symbols. 

They are people you have seen, or heard of from someone who has seen them. Difference is 

interesting before it is threatening. Identity is not yet a fortress. It is a membrane. It tells you 

where home is without requiring you to hate what is beyond it. 

One old story about this distinction is a story about a tower. Babel is usually read as pride 

punished. Read it again. God looks down at the unified city and says that if they remain one 

people with one language, nothing they propose will be impossible for them. Read this way, the 

danger is not wickedness. It is capability without correction. A system that can do anything has 

no way to decide what it should do. Wisdom requires friction: other minds, other languages, 

other ways of construing the world. Remove that friction and capability outruns judgment. 

The scattering preserves something essential. Many languages, many peoples, genuine 

difference: these are not the disaster. They are the brake. The diversity of peoples can be read as 

a healthy form of identity: membranes intact, boundaries permeable, difference generating the 

friction that keeps any single symbolic system from scaling beyond the reach of correction. This 

is precisely what the beads and shells were doing, marking belonging without requiring enmity, 

holding the circle without hardening it into a wall. 

The escalating hardening of boundaries between groups is what happens when the war mind 

captures that natural boundary and converts it into a weapon. The boundary was always there. 

The war mind does not create it. It hardens it, turns the membrane into a wall, and ensures that 

the resistance between peoples, which once produced correction and wisdom, now produces only 

the heat of war. 

Read together, these stories preserve a recognition that archaeology could not express in this 

form. The danger is not difference itself but symbolic order without correction: unity without 

friction, belonging without permeability. What is needed is not the abolition of difference, but a 

form of shared life in which difference does not become war. 
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One of the clearest symbolic answers comes at Pentecost, and it is worth slowing down for, 

because it preserves a precise image of what the architecture needs. The scene is simple: the 

Spirit descends on the disciples, they begin to speak, and the people gathered there each hear 

them in their own language. Luke lists them with a care that feels almost archaeological: 

Parthians, Medes, Elamites, people from Mesopotamia, Judea, Cappadocia, Pontus, Asia, 

Phrygia, Pamphylia, Egypt, Libya, Rome. Jews and converts, Cretans and Arabs. A catalogue of 

difference. A world of languages, gathered in one place. 

That matters. Not one unified tongue restored. Not Babel simply reversed. The war mind's 

answer to difference is absorption or hardening: erase it, conquer it, or turn it into threat. 

Pentecost preserves another possibility: resonance across preserved difference. The languages 

remain. The meaning travels anyway. 

Whatever one makes of it theologically, the recognition is exact. Unity need not mean sameness. 

The architecture can sustain belonging without enmity, friction without war. Not one language 

returned, but many held together without hatred. That is the kind of unity it can bear. 

This is the world the identity layer emerged in. 

The Violence Was Real 
Chapter 3 made the evidentiary point. People killed each other long before the Capture. Skulls 

were broken. Children lost fathers to raids. The question here is different: what did violence 

mean inside the architecture it damaged? 

It is different because the killing often ran against the grain. 

Fifty-two million years of primate evolution had favored creatures able to tolerate one another at 

close range. Six million years of hominin life had added the emotional machinery of fairness, 

guilt, shame, the sting of debt unpaid. Three hundred thousand years of symbolic life had begun 

weaving those creatures into teaching networks that could reward contribution and display over 

violence. The architecture was pulling toward cooperation. It had been pulling that way for a 

very long time. 

Violence happened anyway. It always will. But in a band of forty, violence had consequences 

that could not be escaped. You killed a man, and his mother was at the fire that night. His 

children grew up watching you. The group had to absorb the damage or fracture. The cooperative 

layers (attachment, fairness, the need to be seen by people who knew what you had done) pushed 

back against the killing. They could not prevent it. They could make it costly, visible, and hard to 

repeat without losing everything that held the group together. 

What changed with the Capture was not the presence of violence but its organization. Violence 

was no longer only a rupture the group had to absorb. It could become a strategy the group was 

organized to deliver. The cooperative layers stopped pushing back. They were conscripted. 
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That is the difference. Not innocence versus guilt. Architecture pulling one way versus 

architecture bent the other. 

The Capture 
Now imagine that world ending. 

Not all at once. Not in a season. The archaeological and genetic evidence we have traced points 

to what came next. Slowly at first, then almost everywhere. Grain stored behind walls. Strangers 

guarding the surplus. Chiefs who give orders to people they have never carried meat beside. 

Gods who require tribute from mouths they have never fed. "We" expanding beyond the reach of 

memory: village, city, kingdom, faith. Enemies who are no longer faces but categories, names 

for people no one in the room has ever seen. 

The old structure did not disappear. It could not. It is what we are. 

Infants still arrive expecting arms that know them. Children still watch to see if contributions are 

noticed. Adults still crave recognition from people who matter. Everyone still needs to know 

which "we" they belong to. 

But the world that fit this architecture is largely gone. In its place is a world of strangers, 

abstractions, and vast competing symbols. The layers that took shape holding us together in 

small circles are asked, now, to hold us together in nations, markets, faiths, and ideologies, under 

conditions very different from those under which they were tuned. 

And so they strain. And so they fail. And so we suffer in ways our ancestors did not know in the 

same form. 

The chapters that follow put you in the room with the people who showed me what the 

architecture looks like when the world it was built for has vanished, and the world that replaced 

it will not give it what it needs. They are not broken in alien ways. They are us, with the volume 

turned up. Listen to what they know. 
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Part II: The Revealers 

How breakdown makes the layers visible 
 

Be kind. 

Listen to your patient. 

Think out loud. 

Above all, know what you do not know. 

— Advice given to medical students 
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The Source 

A wound is a gap in tissue that must not persist. The healing process is organized around it. The 

wound directs the process and sets the terms of success or failure. There is no mind behind the 

healing, no blueprint being consulted. Watch what happens: white cells arrive because signals 

flare at the edge of the gap, local messages, not a master plan. Each cell does its specific job. 

None knows the whole. The wound is the plan. 

Evolution built systems like this. Over deep time it shaped forms of organization defined not by 

what they are but by what they must prevent. That is Deacon's core insight. An absence can 

organize real work. Something not yet present can shape what is happening now. 

The four emotional layers work this way too. But human beings are not solitary systems. In one 

another's presence, nervous systems affect one another through voice, face, posture, rhythm, and 

the rise and fall of arousal. Because of that, some loops do not close by private evidence alone. 

They close when the world answers back in a way the body can register: a returning face, a 

softened expression, a resumed exchange, the felt end of accusation. 

Return to the falling child. The sight of danger does not first become information and then later 

become action. The seeing is already the fear, and the fear is already the reach. That is the 

simplest visible form of what I mean by an emotional medium. 

Emotion does two things at once: it registers another person's state, and it moves us. We can 

distinguish those two sides, but in living emotion they are not cleanly separable. A fearful face 

does not merely inform us that someone is afraid. It changes the room. A withdrawing voice does 

not merely report distance. It creates distance. Faces, voices, postures, rhythms, and gestures 

visibly or audibly carry something of the states they express. Fear looks different from ease. 

Withdrawal sounds different from welcome. 

The contrast with ants helps clarify why I am calling emotion a medium rather than a message 

system. Ant colonies coordinate through chemical exchange. A pheromone trace is deposited, 

detected, followed, strengthened, or abandoned. The system can organize thousands of bodies 

without creating a shared inward state. Mammalian emotion is different. A face, voice, touch, 

posture, or rhythm does not simply carry a message about a state; it alters the state of another 

body. Emotion is therefore not only something sent and received. It is the medium in which 

social regulation happens. 

This is why the claim matters. Human beings are not minds exchanging messages across a gap. 

We are bodies formed in a medium of emotion. Before we are bound by laws, doctrines, markets, 

or ideologies, we are bound by face, voice, posture, rhythm, touch, and the felt presence or 
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withdrawal of others. Emotion is the medium in which one body can steady another, alarm 

another, shame another, call another back. Selfhood is not sealed inside the skull and then 

expressed outward. It is maintained, from the beginning, in a field of mutual regulation. 

Emotional resonance is more than resemblance. Resemblance makes another body's state legible: 

fear has a face, withdrawal has a tone, welcome has a posture. But resonance is what lets that 

legible state alter another body. What mammals add, and what primates elaborate, is the capacity 

for visible and audible signs to change another nervous system directly: arousal, attention, 

readiness, movement, before reflective thought begins. 

Metronomes on separate surfaces tick out of phase. Place them on a shared platform and they can 

fall into sync, not because they have detected each other, but because the platform carries each 

movement to the other. Something like this happens between nervous systems in co-presence. 

Each body registers the other's state and is already being moved by it. Receptive and motive are 

not two steps. They are two faces of one continuous event. The medium is emotion, carried 

through face, voice, posture, rhythm, and the physical conditions of co-presence. Proximity alone 

is not enough. A mammalian nervous system is tuned to particular kinds of partners, and that 

selectivity is what makes emotion more than a message passed across a gap. 

This is why emotion is less like a sequence of signal and response than like musical resonance. A 

string that resonates does not first receive a note and then later become active. To receive the 

vibration is already to be set in motion. Something similar happens between nervous systems in 

one another's presence. A face, a tone, a hesitation enters the body already as readiness: to soften, 

defend, withdraw, repair, or move closer. The receptive and active sides of emotion are not 

identical, but they are not merely sequential either. In the living event, they arrive already 

entangled. 

By the social field I do not mean a subject hovering over persons. I mean the web of reciprocal 

responses through which people help close, fail to close, or reopen one another's regulatory 

loops. The work is still done by organisms. What the field changes are some of the conditions 

under which that work can settle. 

Some of those conditions are indexical: a face returning, a burden visibly shared, a wrong 

publicly acknowledged. These are events the body can read as signs that something has changed. 

Others are felt conditions of resonance: rhythm, attunement, the presence of another body in the 

same space. Both matter. They do different work, and they fail in different ways. 

The four layers are not separate substances laid on top of emotion. They are patterned ways 

emotion becomes organized around particular human dangers and needs. Attachment organizes 

emotion around separation and reunion. Fairness organizes it around harm and repair. Symbolic 

desire organizes it around recognition and insignificance. Identity organizes it around belonging 

and exclusion. Each layer takes the same living medium and shapes it toward a particular kind of 

closure. Without that medium, the layers would be abstractions. With it, they are work the body 

is actually doing. 
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This is why capture is not just a hijacking of beliefs or loyalties. It is what happens when the 

rhythm locks. The war mind holds the architecture in alarm without settlement, inhale without 

exhale. The body is still alive, but it is bracing rather than breathing. 

That architecture operates at different levels. Attachment/belonging is bodily and immediate. 

Fairness depends on visible reciprocity and jointly tracked repair. Symbolic life lets meaning, 

loyalty, and accusation travel without bodies being present. The higher the level, the farther 

coordination can travel—and the easier it is to distort. Symbolic desire depends on audiences and 

teaching networks that make contribution real. Identity spans all three at once. 

These illnesses show what happens when a layer loses its ordinary source of settlement and tries 

to do alone the work it was never designed to do alone. The shape of each failure is the clue, 

revealing what the layer was doing, what it depended on, and what it costs when that is gone. 

The cases that follow are teaching cases. Each foregrounds one layer by showing what its 

characteristic failure looks like. Real patients carry blends and overlaps; clinical reality is 

messier than this typology suggests. The choice here is illustrative, not diagnostic. The 

architecture is what the cases are for. 

In health, that coupling is invisible. It feels like life proceeding. The patients you are about to 

meet show us places where the coupling has failed and the architecture has become audible, not 

because something alien has arrived, but because something that was always there has been lost, 

and the architecture is still seeking it. 

You will recognize these people. What you will see in them runs on the same architecture you 

live in: fear, loops that cannot close, ideas that flood, patterns that take over. That recognition is 

fast and bodily, and it is unbearable, because it tells you your own coherence is precarious. 

This is one root of stigma. We make the mentally ill alien because we cannot bear to see them as 

kin. The defense often rises before thought arrives, precisely because the recognition is so close. 

The architecture that should let one nervous system stand near another in distress gets used 

instead to push them away. 

What the cases that follow ask of you is to stay near anyway. To see what fails in mental illness 

is to see what works in all of us, and to lose the option of pretending otherwise. 

Listen to what they know. 
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Chapter 6: Attachment and Belonging—The First Story the Mind 

Ever Told 

Before there were moral codes or language, before there were shared beliefs or identities, there 

was a single question on which the fate of social primates quietly turned: 

Am I close enough to be safe? 

Two ancient fears organize the answer. They feel different from the inside and respond to 

different things. When either escapes regulation, both are given the same diagnostic label: 

depression. The word conceals more than it reveals. Understanding what actually breaks requires 

understanding which fear has come loose. 

Marian did not come to me saying she was depressed. She said the world had taken three steps 

back and left her standing there alone. 

"It's like there's a sheet of glass between us," she told me. "I can see their faces, I hear what 

they're saying, but I can't feel them. I can't feel anyone anymore." 

Her husband had died three years earlier. Her children lived in other cities. Colleagues still 

greeted her at work; old friends still called. None of it touched her. 

You have felt the beginning of this. The Sunday evening when the phone does not ring and you 

find yourself waiting for someone to reach back. The morning after a fight, when the person 

beside you is physically close but emotionally unreachable. The party where everyone seems 

connected and you feel like a ghost at the edge of the room. 

These are not identical states. The first is still active: the attachment system searching, waiting, 

trying to recover the bond. The later ones are closer to what Marian described: the world still 

present, but no longer reaching you. For most of us, the signal returns. The phone rings, the face 

softens, the conversation resumes, and the world comes back. 

For Marian, it had not come back in three years. 

What she was describing was not a mood, and not the acute panic of recent loss. It was what 

happens after an attachment alarm has gone unanswered for too long. The searching system had 

not found what it needed, and over time its reaching had locked into a dynamic stasis: motion 

that never arrives. The result was distance: faces still visible, voices still audible, but no longer 

able to restore the felt connection that makes the world seem inhabited. 
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To see this layer clearly, we need to separate two evolutionary steps that the word attachment 

blurs. The first is older and mammalian: the bond between infant and caregiver. Safety becomes 

relational before it becomes social in any larger sense. The second comes later, in primate life. 

The circle widens. Safety now depends not only on one protecting figure but on staying inside a 

group. 

These are two fears within one layer. The first is attachment loss: someone who holds me is 

gone. The missing thing is a person. The second is belonging loss: the safe inside has 

disappeared. The missing thing is a place among others. They share the same underlying logic: 

safety through relation, danger through isolation. But they feel entirely different from inside. 

The first fear is the fear of losing those who hold us. It is an alarm older than the primate line: the 

mammalian infant's cry for the caregiver, extended by primate evolution into the adult bonds that 

make social life possible. It is organized around absence. The attachment figure is gone and must 

be recovered. The system searches, calls, waits. It conserves energy for the sustained effort of 

finding what is missing. 

A good relationship has elasticity, like a rubber band: it can stretch without snapping. You speak 

plainly, the rapport cools, the distance increases for an hour or a day. Then, if the bond is real, 

the pull returns on its own. This is part of what separation anxiety does: the steady, elastic pull 

that makes reunion matter and rupture feel dangerous. 

The second fear has deeper roots than the social world itself. Long before primates lived in 

groups, a simpler alarm existed: the entrapment alarm. The absence of escape. The cornered 

animal with no route out runs a particular kind of fear: not searching, not calling, but locked in 

place, burning. This is not a social fear. It is older than sociality itself: an alarm evolution pressed 

into new service when primates became group animals, still wearing the shape of its original 

home. What you are about to see is not a man suffering from loneliness. It is an animal alarm, 

ancient and physical, that has found a new target. 

I saw that fear as a posture once, long before I had language for it. At the prison where I first 

worked, one inmate stood in the corner of the common room all day, staring out the window and 

chain-smoking. His posture, his face, even the way he moved, spoke one message: unrelenting 

despair. 

When primates became social, the group became the escape route. Safety lived inside the circle. 

Outside it, you were exposed, alone, and in danger. That is why the two depressions, though 

often grouped together, are very different. One grows out of lost attachment. The other grows out 

of lost place in the group. 

Evolution did not need to invent a new fear for banishment. It could recruit an older one: the 

entrapment alarm. The cornered animal has no exit. The banished primate has no safe inside. 

That is why melancholia does not feel merely lonely. It feels claustrophobic. Hemmed in. 

Pressed upon. Airless. The person is overwhelmed by having to be a self alone in a world that no 
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longer contains a safe place for that self to rest. The fear keeps the character of its origin. It does 

not search. It cannot flee. It has nowhere to go. 

This reveals something the standard account of primate sociality understates. Group life was not 

only rewarding; it was spacious. And that spaciousness had a gradient. At the center of the 

group, familiar bodies, shared vigilance, stable bonds, and the quiet assurance of being known 

did part of the work of safety. No single body had to carry every threat alone. The self had room 

because some of its burden was distributed. Toward the edge, the world narrowed; more 

vigilance fell back on the individual. Outside the circle, the social prosthesis disappeared 

altogether. Inside the circle, vigilance could soften. Two nervous systems could fall into phase. 

The space between bodies could become breathable rather than threatening. Resonance is the felt 

quality of that spaciousness. 

This is what melancholia destroys. Not just connection, but the sense that there is anywhere left 

to breathe, anywhere the self can spread out and rest. 

Resonance 
The attachment system created resonance: the ability of two nervous systems to fall into step and 

steady one another. As Steven Strogatz showed across physical systems, coupled systems tend to 

fall into phase. In human life that means something simple and consequential: another nervous 

system can lower the cost of being a self. The work of staying steady is partly shared. 

But resonance does more than ease the load. It creates dependency. Some regulatory loops were 

built to close socially, in the presence of another. When those loops cannot close, the missing 

support does not simply reappear. This is why prolonged isolation damages people so reliably. 

The person who has lost an attachment figure is not merely sad. They are trying to run alone a 

system evolution built to be co-regulated. 

Before one nervous system can fall into step with another, something must register that the other 

is like me: that this face, this posture, this breathing, this emotional state is the kind of thing that 

connects to my own. In ordinary life this recognition is automatic. I see a face in distress and 

something in me responds before I decide to. I do not have to reason my way to empathy. The 

architecture handles it. 

In attachment depression, this recognition can fail. The glass Marian described was not simple 

distance. It was the loss of felt likeness: faces still looked like faces, but they no longer registered 

as something her nervous system could join. The iconic ground of attachment had gone dark. She 

could see the people across the room. She could not feel them as similar, and without that felt 

similarity, resonance could not begin. 

When the Search Finds No Answer 
Depression that follows the loss of a partner, a parent, or a friend who anchored one's emotional 

equilibrium is grief that cannot find rest. The attachment system does what it evolved to do: it 

seeks the lost person, calls out for reconnection, waits for the bond to return. When no answer 

comes, the search can become an illness. 
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The physiological signature of this state makes sense once you see what the system is doing. The 

organism has lost its attachment figure and must sustain the search. It often conserves energy, 

sleeping more, eating more, the leaden heaviness of a system husbanding resources for a long 

wait. It remains reactive to the environment, because the lost figure might return. When 

something warm appears, mood briefly lifts, the searching system registering a possible return, 

the separation alarm momentarily quieted by the possibility of reunion. 

I saw this once with a clarity that has stayed with me. 

A patient in her early thirties sat across from me in the grip of this kind of depression after a 

rupture with her boyfriend. She could barely get out of bed in the morning. In my office she 

seemed weighted to the chair: no initiative, no animation, only the leaden stillness of a system 

that had been running its alarm at full volume for weeks and was exhausted by it. Her mind was 

saturated with images of him. She could not stay out of the memories and could not stay in them. 

Each one briefly eased the anxiety and then dropped her back harder than before, each cycle 

feeding the very hunger it could not satisfy. 

Then her pager went off. She asked to use my phone. He had decided to come back. 

What happened next was not simply that she felt better. Her entire body transformed. In minutes 

she went from that leaden stillness to something vibrant and fully present. The searching system 

had found what it was looking for. The separation alarm quieted. The loop closed. 

I had never seen the architecture demonstrate itself so directly. The depression was the alarm. 

What lifted in minutes was not a mood. 

The symbolic layer complicates this in ways the ancient alarm was never built to handle. Once 

humans could represent what was not present, absent people, imagined futures, abstract social 

judgments, the alarm can lose its grounding in physical reality. The separation alarm can now be 

triggered not only by actual loss but by a threatened one: an anticipated rejection that has not 

occurred, disapproval from people you have never met, the imagined withdrawal of a bond. The 

alarm cannot always distinguish physical absence from symbolic absence. It responds to both as 

if they were the same. 

That is why words rarely reach it directly. You can alter the story built around the alarm and 

sometimes reduce the fuel feeding it, but the alarm itself was never built to be argued down. It 

was built to be quieted by a face returning, a body present, a circle re-entered. 

Marian was not in the acute searching state I had seen in the young woman with the pager. She 

was what that alarm can become after years without an answer: not panic, but depletion; not 

active calling, but distance. 

She described her body as something she had to drag from room to room. "Everything takes so 

much effort. Getting dressed feels like climbing a mountain. And then I feel guilty for being so 



40 

 

weak, which makes it worse. I know I should call someone. I know I should get out. But 

knowing doesn't help. It's like knowing you should swim when you're made of stone." 

The acute reactive depression of loss had hardened into something chronic. The alarm had not 

gone quiet. It had run so long without an answer that the reaching set in place, holding the body 

in a stillness that was not rest. Not recovered. Locked. 

The young woman's system was still searching. Marian's had searched so long that the searching 

itself had set into stasis: reaching, with no arrival. What was missing in both was not the capacity 

to connect, but the answering presence that would let the system stand down. 

When There Is No Exit 
The second fear is different in kind. In attachment depression, the missing thing is a person: 

someone is gone, and the system searches. In melancholia, the missing thing is a place among 

others, a safe inside. 

The catastrophe is not that someone has left, but that there is nowhere to belong. What is missing 

is not a person, but a safe place among others. Banishment from the circle must not happen. 

When the body registers that catastrophe as already present, the system does not call or wait. It 

freezes. The entrapment alarm runs at full volume: fear deepening paralysis, paralysis making 

escape feel more impossible, impossibility deepening the fear. It can lock into a sustained pitch 

that the mind experiences as the evaporation of all future, all hope, all possibility of the next 

moment being anything other than this one. 

We have a name for the entrapment alarm when it fires against physical confinement: 

claustrophobia. Melancholia is that same alarm aimed at something worse: not walls, but 

banishment. The body cannot always tell the difference. It can respond to social expulsion the 

way it responds to being buried alive. 

Clinical psychology has approached this territory through the language of defeat and entrapment. 

The terms are useful, but they do not quite capture the bodily form of the state. In melancholia, 

entrapment is not a metaphor. It feels spatial: no door, no air, no safe inside left to enter. The 

body experiences lost belonging as enclosure. 

William Styron, in Darkness Visible, called it a cauldron. He wrote that depression "comes to 

resemble the diabolical discomfort of being imprisoned in a fiercely overheated room. And 

because no breeze stirs this caldron, because there is no escape from the smothering 

confinement, it is entirely natural that the victim begins to think ceaselessly of oblivion." The 

drive is ancient: the organism that cannot escape will eventually stop trying. 

This is also why suicidality can look different across the two depressions. In the searching 

depression, suicide can sometimes become entangled with symbolic stories of reunion, repair, 

imagined impact on the lost figure, even the fantasy that death might force recognition or return. 

It still reaches toward connection, not away from it. In melancholia, the symbolic layer does 

something different. It takes the ancient helplessness of the trapped organism and gives it a 
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representation the pre-symbolic creature could not have had: death as an exit. Both are symbolic 

constructions. One reaches toward connection; the other reaches toward escape. 

I have sat in small rooms with many of these patients. One in particular I remember. He came 

with his wife and physician after a week of relentless suicidal talk. A consent form lay on the 

table in front of him. He knew he needed the hospital's protection. But he could not bring himself 

to sign. What he could not bear to surrender was his one remaining sense of escape from the hell 

he was in. The act itself did not preoccupy him. Relief did. The only exit. 

His wife held his hand. His physician urged him to sign. The care in that room was real and 

could not touch what was wrong, because what was wrong was not the absence of care. It was 

the absence of any exit. 

He picked up the pen. He put it down. I waited. Eventually he signed. Long after he recovered, 

he and his wife spoke of that intervention with gratitude. Patients rarely wish to revisit such 

moments once they are safely behind them. 

What his wife's hand could not do is the point. Her warmth, her presence, her love. None of it 

could reach the entrapment fear, because that fear was not about her absence. She was there. The 

physician was there. The alarm did not care. It began as a physical alarm: no exit, no escape. 

When primates became social, the group became the escape route. Lose your place in it and the 

old alarm returned in social form. That is what was running in that room. The hospital felt like 

walls closing in because, to the system driving him, it was. 

This also explains something that puzzled me early in practice. Before insurance pressures 

shortened hospital stays, patients with melancholia sometimes remained on the unit for weeks. 

Following them there, I noticed that confinement itself could sometimes help in a way that had 

nothing to do with medication or therapy. The reason, I came to understand, was that the 

banishment alarm is claustrophobic in character. It was built from a physical fear and kept that 

character when social evolution recruited it. Living within voluntarily accepted walls day after 

day could slowly desensitize the alarm. And because the claustrophobia was the alarm's own 

product, quieting it could quiet the alarm that produced it. The walls the illness had been building 

from the inside could begin to come down. 

Psychiatry has argued about how to classify the two depressions for sixty years. The patients 

who have had both never confuse them. 

What Attachment/Belonging Reveals 
The attachment/belonging layer is the first emotional scaffold of human life. What breaks in it 

can take two very different forms, depending on which ancient fear has escaped regulation. The 

searching fear of lost attachment produces the reactive, conserving state often called atypical 

depression, especially in its acute form, when contact can still brighten the system. Over time, if 

the call goes unanswered, that same architecture can lock into dynamic stasis, as in Marian's 

case: still reaching, but held in a motion that never arrives. The other fear breaks the other way. 
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The entrapment fear of lost belonging produces the agitated, frozen, unreachable state called 

melancholia. 

Both belong to the deepest architecture of social safety. But they do not arise from the same 

history or feel alike from inside. The woman whose pager went off was in the acute phase of 

searching. Marian belonged to the same attachment sequence after years of unanswered loss. 

Both were lost. The man in the admitting room was different. He was trapped. Loss and 

entrapment are not degrees of one suffering. They are different fears running through the same 

architecture and answering to different remedies. 

Both are the same architectural failure read at a deeper level: vigilance that cannot stand down. 

The attachment system was built to alarm when separation threatens and to settle when the bond 

is restored or the safe inside is re-entered. In the searching depression, the alarm runs because the 

settling signal does not arrive. In melancholia, the alarm runs because the safe inside has 

disappeared. What is missing in each case is not the capacity to alarm. It is the capacity to settle. 

Once you see how much the attachment/belonging system needs an inside to inhabit, and how 

the terror of expulsion recruited one of the oldest physical alarms the body knows, you can begin 

to see what happens when something learns to control who belongs. 

But that is a later chapter. The attachment/belonging layer, when it fails, leaves you either 

searching for what is gone, or imprisoned by walls that were never physical. The next layer traps 

you differently: not through absence or banishment, but through endless vigilance about whether 

you have done enough, whether harm has been prevented, whether the account is finally closed. 
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Chapter 7: Fairness — The Quiet Machinery of Cooperation 

David was thirty-two, a junior partner at a law firm, and by every external measure doing well. 

He came to see me only after his wife insisted. 

"I don't think I'm ill," he said at our first meeting. "I just take responsibility seriously." 

Every morning, leaving the apartment for work, he would check the stove, the oven, and every 

electrical outlet. Then he would check them again. And again. Some days he could leave after 

ten minutes; some days it took an hour. On the subway he would replay the ritual in his mind, 

searching for gaps. At night, he lay awake replaying conversations, examining every joke, every 

email, every offhand remark for signs that he had lied or harmed someone without realizing it. 

"When I finally let myself fall asleep," he said, "I always have this thought: what if I missed 

something?" 

I asked him what it felt like inside the ritual. 

"It's not that I think the stove is actually on. I know it's off. I just checked it. But knowing it 

doesn't settle anything. There's this feeling, like something's not finished, something's still open. 

And the only way to make it stop is to check again. Except it doesn't stop. It just quiets down for 

a minute, and then it's back." 

He described the exhaustion of fighting his own mind. 

"People think I'm being careful. They don't understand that I'd give anything to just walk out the 

door and not look back. But I can't. If I try to leave without checking, the feeling gets louder and 

louder until I can't think about anything else. It's like there's a voice that won't shut up until I do 

what it wants." 

The hardest part, he said, was the loneliness. 

"I can't explain this to anyone. My wife thinks I'm being ridiculous. And she's right, it is 

ridiculous. I know that. But knowing it's ridiculous doesn't make it stop. Nothing makes it stop." 

If you have ever left the house, circled back to check the lock, and then felt the pull to check it 

again even though you watched your own hand turn it, you have touched the edge of David's 

world. The only difference is that something in you could finally say "enough" and walk away. 

In David, that signal never arrives. 
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The Emergence of Fairness 
With the hominins, closeness was no longer enough. Groups prospered more when members 

shared labor, shouldered burdens, and cooperated in raising children. This required trust, and 

trust required a new kind of emotional equipment. 

Over millions of years, circuits that once reacted to physical threat and loss were recruited into a 

new pattern of use, tuned to register exploitation and reciprocity. The moral emotions are the 

machinery of that trust: guilt, shame, indignation, the quiet satisfaction of a debt repaid. 

Fairness is not just shared feeling. It adds watching and remembering. Who helped. Who hung 

back. Who repaired the damage. The moral emotions still arrive as feeling first. But they are now 

tied to a shared reckoning about what happened and what must be put right. That is why OCD 

can feel both emotional and strangely cognitive: the system is trying to settle an account it cannot 

close. 

Why Ought Feels Non-Negotiable 
The moral ought does not arrive as a preference. It presses. It claims authority even in an empty 

room, with no one watching and no consequences in sight. That force is the clue. You can argue 

yourself out of an opinion. You cannot argue yourself out of gravity, because gravity is not a 

position but a condition of the field you move through. The moral ought works more like that. It 

is not merely a conclusion you have reached. It is a pressure built into the architecture. 

Cooperative life depends on absences that must stay absent: cheating cannot become normal, 

exploitation cannot go unanswered, promises cannot become disposable. If those failures spread, 

trust collapses, and with it the help, safety, belonging, and standing that make a human life 

possible. Fairness is not a decorative ideal. It is load-bearing architecture. 

So the mind carries machinery designed to prevent those failures before they spread. It cannot 

wait for reflection. Guilt, shame, indignation, moral anxiety—these are not ornaments on reason. 

They are regulators, pushing toward repair and away from actions that would make a person 

unsafe to include. Over time, the watching becomes internal. We call it conscience. 

The Loop That Cannot Close 
OCD is what happens when the fairness system no longer receives the signal that a task is 

complete. 

Each check, each ritual, each repeated action is an attempt to find solid ground, a way of saying, 

"I have done my part. I am safe." But the ground will not steady. The loop that should register 

"done" cannot close. 

The fairness layer's deeper function is answering a question that every social animal must 

resolve: Have I done enough? In a cooperative species, this question is inseparable from harm. 

Have I done my part to prevent what must not happen? Will I be responsible if something goes 

wrong? 
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David, checking the stove, is not worried about social exchange. He is worried about catastrophe. 

His checking is work done against a fire that must not start. His sleepless replaying of 

conversations is work done against a harm he must not have caused. The system is doing its job, 

scanning for threats to the moral order, working to keep disaster at bay. What has broken is its 

ability to know when the work is done. 

Recall the hierarchy traced in Chapter 2. The first level is recognizing similarity: this is like that. 

The second level is registering correlation: this goes with that. But correlation does more than 

link two things. It settles questions. When you see smoke, your question about fire is answered. 

When you read a thermometer, your question about temperature is closed. The sign does not 

merely point. It ends the inquiry. 

That closure is what David cannot reach. 

When you check the stove, see that it is off, and walk away, something has happened beyond 

perception. Your uncertainty has closed. The perception settled the question. The feeling of 

"done" is the marker of that settlement, the bodily assurance that the feared harm has been 

prevented. 

In OCD, perception does not close the question. David checked the stove. He saw it was off. The 

visual evidence registered in his mind. But the evidence did not settle what the checking was 

meant to settle. And because nothing was resolved at the felt, bodily level where the system 

actually operates, no "done" signal arose. 

This is the precise location of the failure: between perception and settlement. The eyes see. The 

mind knows. But the system that should feel the absence secured does not feel it. David has the 

information. The stove is off. He knows it. What he cannot achieve is felt settlement, the signal 

that the absence has been secured. This is not an information failure. It is the fairness layer made 

visible: a system organized to prevent harm, doing its work at a pitch it was never meant to 

sustain, because the completion signal will not arrive. 

This is why knowing the fact is not the same as feeling settled. They are different operations. In 

OCD, the first can succeed while the second fails. David is not failing to see the evidence. He is 

not failing to understand it. He is failing to feel the absence secured, because the machinery that 

should let evidence close the loop is not working in this domain. 

OCD is fairness without a stopping point, a kind of moral autoimmunity in which the protective 

system turns inward and begins treating the self as the threat. 

When Fairness Becomes Solitary 
In healthy life, the fairness system is relational. We know we have done enough when others 

respond: with trust, forgiveness, acknowledgment, or simply the resumption of normal contact. A 

look on someone's face. The warmth of a response. The handshake after an apology. These social 

responses tell the moral emotions that the circuit can close. 
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Once symbolic thought is in place, something shifts. The system no longer waits for a particular 

face to signal "enough." It runs on an internalized rule: what any good person would do, what a 

perfectly responsible agent never allows. The audience is an imagined "everyone." The standard 

is "good enough for an abstract, unforgiving ideal." 

This is why OCD rituals rarely satisfy. They are attempts to create solitary closure in a system 

built, in large part, for relational closure. Without relational feedback, the fairness machinery 

becomes brittle. It keeps searching for a "done" signal that private evidence cannot reliably 

provide. 

David, lying awake at night, replaying conversations for signs of harm, was not paranoid. He 

was not narcissistic. He was a deeply conscientious man whose fairness system had lost its 

anchor in the social world. The machinery that normally keeps us trustworthy had become a 

torment precisely because it could find no rest. 

When Conscience Becomes Persecution 
Not all OCD looks like checking stoves. Some of it looks like prayer. 

Lina was a devout Catholic, a middle school teacher, a woman whose faith had carried her 

through the death of her mother and a difficult divorce. She came to see me because she could no 

longer enter a church without panic. 

"I have thoughts," she said, unable to meet my eyes. "Horrible thoughts. During Mass, during the 

consecration, the worst possible things come into my head. Blasphemies. Obscenities. Things I 

can't even say out loud." 

She had confessed these thoughts to her priest dozens of times. He had assured her, gently and 

repeatedly, that intrusive thoughts are not sins, that what matters is what we choose, not what 

flashes unbidden through the mind. She understood this intellectually. It made no difference. 

"I know Father Michael is right. I know it in my head. But when the thoughts come, I feel like 

the worst person alive. Like God can see inside me and knows what I really am." 

Lina had developed an elaborate system of mental rituals. When a blasphemous thought 

appeared, she would repeat a prayer sequence exactly seven times. If she lost count, or if another 

bad thought intruded, she had to start over. Some nights she lay awake for hours, trapped in 

loops of prayer and self-accusation, trying to undo damage that had never occurred. 

"The thing is," she said, "I never had thoughts like this before. I loved Mass. It was the one place 

I felt peace. Now it's torture. And the harder I try to keep my mind pure, the worse the thoughts 

get." 

This is scrupulosity: OCD wearing the mask of holiness. The content is religious, but the 

machinery is the same as David's. A moral alarm that will not turn off. 
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What makes scrupulosity so cruel is that it targets the thing the person cares about most. Lina's 

faith was not the problem. Her faith was the hostage. The illness had found the place where she 

was most vulnerable to accusations of failure and lodged there. 

I have seen scrupulosity in Jews terrified of violating kosher laws, in Muslims paralyzed by fears 

of improper prayer, in secular people convinced they have committed unforgivable moral errors. 

The religious content varies. The underlying pattern does not. A conscience has become a 

persecutor. 

And notice what this means. Lina's illness was not a failure of character. It was not weakness of 

will or lack of faith. It was the moral machinery itself (the same machinery that makes all of us 

trustworthy, that makes us wince when we break a promise, that makes civilization possible) 

turned up to a volume the system was never built to sustain. She was suffering not despite her 

conscience but because of it. The more conscientious the person, the more material the illness 

has to use. 

Treatment and Recovery 
Treatment helped Lina, though slowly. The core of it was counterintuitive: she had to stop 

performing the rituals, stop confessing the same thoughts repeatedly, stop trying to achieve a 

purity the illness would never let her reach. The "done" signal was not going to come from more 

prayer or more confession. It would have to come from living forward, from trusting that she was 

acceptable despite the noise in her head. 

For Lina, behavioral work alone was not enough. Medication helped quiet the alarm enough for 

resistance to become possible. Sometimes the roots are more literal—a tumor, an infection, a 

lesion pressing on exactly the wrong circuit—and then the physical cause has to be addressed 

first. But even here, notice what treatment did not do. It did not repair her fairness system. It 

quieted the alarm enough for the reassurance she needed to register. 

Father Michael told her something that finally helped. He said, "Lina, you're not struggling with 

faith. You're struggling with illness. And God is not the one accusing you." 

The fairness layer, when it works, helps us repair real breaches and move on. When it breaks, it 

invents breaches that cannot be repaired, then punishes us for failing to repair them. OCD is not 

the opposite of morality. It is moral checking without a reliable brake. 

Chronic Shame 
There is an affect that lives in this territory. We have not named it yet. 

Acute shame is the felt sting of being seen having done wrong. It arrives, peaks, and resolves. 

The face turns red, the apology comes, the moment passes. 

Chronic shame is something else. It is what the loop feels like when it cannot close. 
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Below the symbolic threshold, the fairness layer waits for an answer the world can deliver. The 

face returns. The burden is shared. The wrong is acknowledged before witnesses. The body 

registers the answer and the alarm stands down. 

Above the threshold, closure has to pass through a norm. Whether I have done enough. Whether 

I am acceptable. Whether the verdict is in. The norm is not a face. It cannot soften. It can always 

be argued with. 

This is what David lived inside. Not the sting of a specific wrong, but the chronic pressure of a 

question the architecture could not settle. The standard was internal and the audience imagined. 

There was no closing condition the world could deliver. 

This is what Lina lived inside, more visibly. Not the embarrassment of an intrusive thought, but 

the conviction of being the kind of person such thoughts belonged to. Father Michael could tell 

her she was not. He could not make the loop close. The reassurance he offered was a face, and 

the loop she was running needed a verdict no face could deliver. 

The shift is from act to being. Acute shame says: I did wrong. Chronic shame says: I am wrong. 

That difference is structural, not merely psychological. When the closing condition is a specific 

repair, the loop closes around what was done. When the closing condition is an internalized rule, 

the loop has no specific act to close around, and what gets indicted is the self. 

This is why reassurance so rarely settles anything. Reassurance reaches the body through faces, 

voices, and the resumed exchange. Even spoken reassurance can register through those channels. 

A loop organized around an internalized rule cannot close through those channels, because what 

it needs is a verdict the rule itself must deliver, and the rule is not a body. 

It is also why chronic shame hides. Acute shame can be confessed. Chronic shame has no 

specific fault to confess. The sufferer is not ashamed of an act. He is ashamed of being. There is 

no scene to apologize for. The debt is owed by the self to the self, and no witness can settle it. 

What Fairness Reveals 
David and Lina were carrying the same moral machinery that holds human cooperation together, 

machinery whose checking had lost its footing, whose conscience had lost its social anchor, and 

whose shame could no longer find repair. 

Their suffering was not a departure from the human condition. It was the machinery of trust, 

obligation, and moral seriousness working without the feedback that should tell it when to rest. 

Everyone who has ever lain awake wondering whether they said the wrong thing, whether they 

did enough, whether they are good enough, has felt the faintest echo of what David and Lina 

endured. The architecture is the same. The volume is different. What every layer needs is the 

same: vigilance that can settle, alarm that can stand down. 

David and Lina showed me what a system looks like when it cannot find the signal that tells it to 

rest. They were exhausted not by failure but by effort, the machinery running at full pitch, doing 
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exactly what it was built to do, under conditions that would not let it finish. I had seen that 

exhaustion before, in a different register entirely. Not the quiet grinding of a loop that cannot 

close, but something almost opposite, a system so alive with urgency it had stopped asking 

whether urgency was warranted. The teaching species with its throttle stuck open. 

  



50 

 

 

 

Chapter 8: Symbolic Desire — The Teaching Species 

Elena was a thirty-two-year-old high school teacher when she presented for treatment. Her 

students adored her. She wrote songs for history lessons, staged plays about the French 

Revolution, stayed after school to help anyone who needed it. She did not look defeated. She 

looked lit from within. 

"I've never felt so alive," she said. "I'm finally doing what I was meant to do." 

She had started a podcast about teaching, was drafting a book at night, and had just volunteered 

to lead a committee to "reimagine the whole district." 

"I don't feel tired," she reported. "I feel like if I stop, I'll lose something. There's so much to say. 

I can see exactly how everything fits together." 

Her speech was rapid. Her ideas leapt from one to another, each linked by a theme of 

importance. She had been wasting time, she said. Now she was finally using her gifts. She was 

sleeping two or three hours a night and feeling fine, better than fine, as if she had finally shed a 

weight that had been holding her back. 

Her husband grew frightened. "She doesn't hear me," he said. "She's always talking. She's 

brilliant, but it's like she's turned up to eleven and the knob broke off." 

To Elena, she was finally becoming who she was meant to be. From the outside, the warning 

signs were clear: dwindling sleep, multiplying projects, spending beyond her means, 

relationships strained by constant broadcasting. 

She was living inside something ancient: a layer of the mind that makes us human, now slipping 

its usual constraints. 

If you have ever been seized by an idea at two in the morning, so excited you couldn't sleep, 

certain you had seen a connection no one else had noticed, restless to tell someone, anyone, you 

have felt the ignition of what Elena was living in. The difference is that for most of us, morning 

arrives, the idea shrinks back to scale, and we go on. For Elena, morning never arrived. The idea 

kept expanding, and the world that should have tested it could no longer get through. 

The Long Pause and What Ended It 
Look far back into the archaeological record. A peculiar fact emerges. 
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For nearly one and a half million years, early humans made variations on the same basic tool: the 

Acheulean handaxe. Its teardrop shape was transmitted across continents and generations with 

remarkably little change compared with what came later. From Africa to Europe to Asia, the 

same basic form appeared again and again. Culture with extraordinary stability. Innovation held 

to a long, slow tempo. 

The tools were primarily functional. They did not yet multiply into regional styles or personal 

signatures on anything like the later scale. Knowledge was being transmitted, but meaning in the 

form of display had not yet become central. 

What kind of mind makes the same tool for one and a half million years? Not a stupid one. The 

Acheulean handaxe required skill, planning, and precise coordination of hand and eye. But it 

belonged to a world in which the work was still primarily collective. The tool did not yet have to 

say anything about its maker. 

We can barely imagine this, because the urge to distinguish ourselves now feels as natural as 

breathing. It is not what minds in general do. It is what our minds, once symbolic desire took 

hold, came to do. Imagine a different emotional world: you wake in a camp of people you have 

known all your life, make a tool the way tools are made, pass on what was given, and never once 

feel driven to ask what your work says about you as distinct from the others. Meaning is not yet a 

prize the individual must win. It is held in the group. 

That difference changes the shape of suffering. Pre-symbolic life had injury, hunger, grief, fear, 

and loss. What it did not yet have was the suffering that requires a symbolic self: humiliation in 

the modern sense, the restless question of whether one's life mattered enough, the appetite for 

recognition that finds no natural ceiling. Even dominance worked differently. There was no 

symbolic arena yet in which selves competed to matter. Then, around three hundred thousand 

years ago, something changed. 

In 2017, researchers at Jebel Irhoud in Morocco announced some of the oldest widely accepted 

fossils of Homo sapiens, dating to approximately 315,000 years ago. Associated with them were 

stone tools of a different character: not the long-persistent handaxe tradition of the Acheulean, 

but the more diverse and specialized implements of the Middle Stone Age. The transition was 

not a single switch, and the record is too fragmentary for that kind of confidence. But the tools 

suggest that something had shifted in the minds that made them. 

What Symbolic Desire Feels Like 
Symbolic desire is not abstract. It is what a nervous system feels like when its survival depends 

not just on catching prey or avoiding danger, but on being seen and remembered in a world of 

shared symbols. 

To be understood, admired, listened to, imitated. It is what drives a child to shout "Watch me!" 

and an elder to pass on lessons. It is what makes us teach, argue, write, compose, decorate, and 

dream of audiences beyond our sight. 
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Darwin thought sexual selection helped shape traits like music, language, humor, and display, 

not because they kept us alive directly, but because they pleased, attracted, and held attention. 

Richard Prum revived that line of thought by restoring aesthetic choice to evolution. Once group 

life had become stable enough, the older machinery of attraction could begin serving a larger 

social field: attracting attention, teaching, performing, and contributing to the shared store of 

knowledge. 

That possibility had stayed with me since reading The Descent of Man. Years later, reading 

Geoffrey Miller's The Mating Mind, I felt the clinical implication snap into focus. Mania was not 

random excess. It was self-display driven past its limits, the peacock's tail turned pathological. 

What our species added to the older architecture was vanity: the hunger to be seen as significant. 

From Display to Teaching 
The classic story of sexual selection explains why costly displays persist: one organism becomes 

desirable to another through display. What that display originally advertised—good genes, 

aesthetic appeal, or some mixture—matters less than the desire at the center of the process. What 

cultural evolution exapted (repurposed for new use) was not the original meaning of the display 

but the appetitive machinery itself: the desire to be chosen. 

Deacon, in The Symbolic Species, asked what made the symbolic threshold crossable at all. His 

own answer pointed to pair-bonding: symbols may first have stabilized as public markers of 

enduring commitment. But pair-bonding itself rests on a motivational base. Fear can maintain 

vigilance. It cannot sustain attraction to a specific other. Sexual selection had already built a 

system organized around attraction and the desire to be chosen. At the symbolic threshold, that 

appetitive machinery began attaching itself to public signs: names, ornaments, styles, displays 

that could carry meaning beyond the body. The social problem Deacon named and the 

motivational shift were two sides of one event. 

Once groups became dense teaching networks, that old desire could be aimed at a new target. 

What had once sought mate choice could now seek social approval. In a cultural species, being 

admired, listened to, imitated, and remembered carried a payoff far larger than courtship alone, 

because it plugged a person into the accumulating advantages of shared knowledge. The feeling 

still wanted to elicit selection in other minds. What changed was what selection now conferred. 

Costly displays now signaled more than genetic quality. They signaled cultural contribution: the 

capacity to teach, remember, perform, preserve, and enlarge the shared pool of understanding. A 

beautiful tool or compelling story was still a display, still subject to discerning audiences. But 

what was being advertised had shifted. Not only "my genes are good," but "I can help this group 

think." In dense teaching networks, that desire carried an immense cultural payoff. The more 

strongly one wanted to be admired, imitated, and remembered, the more strongly one was pulled 

into teaching, performance, and the preservation of knowledge. Sexual selection widened into 

social selection because the desire to be chosen had been exapted into the desire to matter in 

other minds. 
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This is why the handaxe gave way to regional styles, personal ornamentation, and art. Once the 

hunger to be known arrived, tools became signatures. Skills became reputations. Teaching 

became display. Culture began to evolve at the speed of desire. 

Something else changed as well. Human beings did not simply become more expressive. They 

became more self-interpreting. What we usually call the ego began to take its distinctively 

human form here: not just a creature who felt, but a creature who could carry a running story 

about who he was, how others saw him, what he had done, and what his life meant. 

That new self was a gift. It made teaching, ambition, remorse, memory, and civilization possible. 

It also made suffering far harder to shed. A painful feeling no longer had to fade when the 

moment passed. The mind could explain it, revisit it, enlarge it, and return to it until feeling and 

story locked together. 

The symbolic self was one of humanity's great achievements. It was also one of its new 

vulnerabilities. Before symbolic life, people were held more by position, memory, and co-

presence than by a running story about who they were. Once that story existed, some loops could 

be kept open by narrative alone. The missing signal no longer had to be physically absent. The 

mind could keep it absent, explain its absence, and use that continuing absence as proof that 

something was still unresolved. 

It also opened a new danger. Once symbols could carry significance, grievance, and belonging 

beyond immediate presence, the strongest human emotions could be organized around people not 

physically there. That was the deeper opening the war mind would later exploit. 

Here the operating logic shifts. The attachment and fairness layers lean heavily on resonance: 

nervous systems coming into phase, emotions that move us before articulated thought. Symbolic 

cognition loosens that tether. Symbols can be combined in the absence of their referents, 

transmitted without face-to-face entrainment, manipulated by a person alone in a room. You can 

think about people you have never met, form judgments about groups you will never encounter, 

argue positions in your head with no other nervous system present. This is not resonance. It is 

thought working on symbols without another body there to steady it. 

The power is obvious: abstraction, science, written law, coordination at scales no band of fifty 

could imagine. The risk is equally obvious: symbolic processing can run without the resonance 

substrate that should ground it. Beliefs can form that no felt experience would support. Loyalties 

can attach to abstractions that give the body none of the steadiness real connection provides. 

Unmoored, the symbolic layer becomes a kite without a string. 

The deeper problem is that the old drive to be chosen entered a new world without its old 

stopping point. In courtship, the body has consummation. In symbolic life, recognition rarely 

does. Praise fades. Reputation can always be outrun. The question "Do I matter?" can always ask 

for more. 
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This is what sets symbolic desire apart from the older layers. Attachment and fairness are built 

mainly around alarms: separation, exploitation, the bad state that must be kept from happening. 

Their reward is relief. Symbolic desire is different. It works less like an alarm than a hunger. It 

reaches not toward safety but toward recognition, and recognition has no natural floor. That is 

why this layer can be so creative in health and so impossible to satisfy when its brakes fail. 

Neuroscience gives this distinction a useful neighboring language. The systems that make us 

want are not identical with the systems that let us like what we receive. A person can be driven 

toward a signal long after the signal has stopped satisfying. Symbolic desire is especially 

vulnerable to that split. Recognition can keep pulling after recognition has stopped satisfying. 

When the Brakes Fail 
Elena, sleepless and radiant, was not experiencing a random malfunction. She was experiencing 

symbolic desire unbound. The system that normally asks whether a contribution matters had lost 

the ability to hear "enough." Every idea felt urgent. Every connection felt profound. The hunger 

to teach, to share, to matter in other minds, had flooded past its limits. 

In health, symbolic life is tethered to the world by testing. A compelling connection still has to 

survive the question: does it hold? In mania, that tether loosens. Ideas feel true because they feel 

charged, not because they have been checked. Elena was not stupid. She was ungrounded. 

Clinical psychology gives this a useful neighboring language: reward sensitivity and goal 

dysregulation. Energy surges toward aims faster than sleep, doubt, and ordinary social feedback 

can slow it. That language is useful. What it misses, by itself, is the human form of the reward: to 

be heard, to make meaning, to matter in other minds. 

"I know they think I'm overdoing it," she said. "But they don't see what I see. Everything's 

connected. If I can just get it out, it will change lives." 

As the weeks passed, she spent money she did not have on recording equipment and travel. She 

called friends late at night to outline new projects. At school she took on extra duties unasked. 

Her principal praised her energy but quietly asked colleagues to keep an eye on her. This is 

mania: the teaching species with its throttle stuck open. 

The Two Poles 
In bipolar disorder, mania rarely remains the whole story. It is often followed by a fall. The same 

system that overflowed with ideas becomes depleted and empty. Sleep returns with a vengeance. 

Thoughts that seemed brilliant now look foolish or grandiose. People survey the damage: money 

spent, trust strained, relationships shaken. If mania is symbolic desire unbounded, the crash is 

symbolic desire exhausted. The two poles are not merely separate episodes stitched together by 

diagnosis, but two faces of the same unstable layer. 

The Genetic Signature 
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A large Brainstorm Consortium analysis found a genetic correlation of roughly two-thirds 

between bipolar disorder and schizophrenia. Clinicians see the same overlap over a lifetime: 

some patients move between bipolar disorder with psychotic features, schizoaffective disorder, 

and schizophrenia as different phases of illness dominate. 

This does not make them the same illness, and it does not explain either one by itself. But it 

supports the clinical impression that they place strain on neighboring parts of the later-evolved 

architecture, where symbolic meaning and group identity are maintained. Mania and 

schizophrenia look less like strangers than like different failures in adjacent regions of the same 

vulnerable terrain: one flooding symbolic desire, the other loosening the boundary between self 

and group. Both suggest that the teaching species lives dangerously close to the edge of 

overload. 

The Shadow Side 
Elena's mania revealed the drive to teach at full intensity. But the same layer that powers 

teaching provides raw material for something darker. Once symbolic desire exists, it can be 

redirected. 

In the economy of symbolic status, the quickest way to feel significant is to make someone else 

insignificant in public. Humiliation becomes an efficient currency of attention. Groups, 

movements, and leaders can promise recognition in exchange for loyalty. They can use symbols 

to inflame feelings of being chosen or despised. They can offer a sense of mattering that depends 

on opposing or degrading others. 

But spectacle is only one channel of capture. The other is belonging-through-opposition. 

The war mind offers a shortcut: recognition that flows without the slow work of genuine 

relationship. Identify the enemy and belonging activates. Join the cause and significance arrives. 

This is why capture can feel like an answer. The architecture is receiving what it hungers for, or 

something close enough to silence the craving. But the cheap signal does not close the loop. It 

does not register "enough." And so the hunger returns, demanding another enemy, another 

performance, another sacrifice to prove you still belong. 

What matters here is the structural point: mania shows us the teaching species with its throttle 

stuck open. Capture shows us the same throttle grabbed by something outside the self. 

Work and Creation 
Before we turn to identity, it is worth pausing on one of the healthiest expressions of symbolic 

desire: productive work. 

Not all striving is display. Not all ambition is hunger for an audience. There is a form of 

symbolic desire fed by making: solving a problem that was genuinely hard, crafting something 

that works, contributing to a shared enterprise and knowing that the contribution mattered. 
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In small-scale societies, this kind of making was woven into daily life. You shaped a tool and 

used it. You built a shelter and lived in it. You taught a skill and watched the learner grow. The 

loop between effort and result was short, visible, shared. 

Modern economies stretch this loop almost to breaking. The accountant contributing to a product 

she will never see, the factory worker assembling a component whose purpose is opaque, the 

freelancer producing content that vanishes into an algorithmic feed: for many people, the 

connection between effort and meaning has grown thin or disappeared entirely. 

Yet the underlying hunger remains. When people speak of "meaningful work," they are pointing 

to this: symbolic desire that can complete its circuit, that can see its contribution taken up, that is 

not merely performing for judges but actually building something. 

What makes such work powerful is not prestige. It is closure. You do something difficult. The 

thing exists. Someone uses it. Someone learns from it. The world answers back. Symbolic desire 

arrives not as applause but as completion: a contribution made, received, and made real. That is 

why productive work can steady a person in ways spectacle cannot. It gives the hunger to matter 

something firmer than attention. 

This matters for how we judge economic systems. What is at stake is not only wages or security, 

but the chance to exercise symbolic desire in a way that feels real: to make, to teach, to 

contribute, and to feel the contribution taken up. Any serious vision of a better world has to 

honor that need. 

When contribution is severed from visibility, symbolic desire does not go quiet. It goes looking 

for another arena. For many people, politics becomes that arena: not policy or governance, but a 

theater of recognition—the rally, the argument, the shared cause, the public declaration of side. 

These are cheap to enter and quick to reward. The crowd confirms you. The cause gives you a 

role. The enemy gives you a reason. 

That is also the danger. The recognition politics offers most cheaply is in-group recognition. You 

are not seen for what you made or taught or repaired. You are seen for who you are against. 

When meaningful work cannot complete its circuit, the surplus flows into the cheapest available 

channel, and that channel accelerates capture. The hunger is legitimate. The arena is not. 

Recovery 
Elena recovered. Medication helped restore the conditions under which her own symbolic system 

could accept limits again. She learned to recognize the early signs: racing thoughts, contracting 

sleep, the feeling that she alone could see the connections. She still teaches. She still writes songs 

for her students. But she has learned to ask the question mania silences: Is this true? What 

recovery returned to her was not stillness but the capacity to settle. The hunger to matter had 

been running at full volume because nothing could tell it "enough." Health was the return of that 

quiet signal. 
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The teaching species lives close to the edge of its own gift. Symbolic desire helped build 

everything we call civilization. It also helped build the conditions for its capture. The line 

between contribution and display, between genuine recognition and the counterfeit, is often 

invisible from the inside. That is why the next layer matters: identity, the membrane that tells us 

who belongs. 
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Chapter 9: The Membrane and the Wall 

By the time symbolic desire was fully in play, human beings were living inside stories that 

reached beyond any one band: stories of origin and ancestry, lands and gods, "our people" and 

"those people over there." A new question had emerged: Who are we, and who are we not? 

Identity is not belonging itself. It is belonging made portable. 

That question did not arise first from conflict, but from success. Identity depends on symbolic 

life, because only symbols let belonging travel farther than the body can directly know. By at 

least eighty thousand years ago, teaching networks across Africa were connecting people who 

would never meet face to face. Belonging to such networks brought real advantages: knowledge, 

mates, trading partners, refuge in hard times. But it also created a problem the older layers could 

not solve. Attachment works through felt presence. Fairness works through visible contribution. 

Symbolic desire works through teaching relationships that unfold over time. But none of these 

could tell you, when a stranger appeared at the edge of camp, whether they belonged to your 

network. 

Identity emerged to answer that question. Like the other layers, identity is organized around an 

absence: the "we" must not dissolve, and I must not be cut off from it. The beads and shells we 

saw in Chapter 3 were badges of that extended "we." In its original form, identity was not a wall. 

It was a membrane: a way of knowing where home was without needing to hate what lay beyond 

it. 

Identity is where two operating logics meet. The felt sense of belonging is bodily and pre-verbal: 

resonance. The markers of belonging are symbolic: badges, dialects, stories, remembered signs 

that can travel beyond direct presence. Identity tries to bind those two together, to give felt 

connection a sign and symbolic commitment a body. 

The join is never perfect. That is not a design flaw; it is the nature of the task. Resonance works 

through bodies in the same space. Symbols travel without bodies present. Identity is the ongoing 

work of holding those different logics together. 

This is what the symbolic threshold looks like in identity. In smaller, more embodied worlds, 

belonging could still be corrected by presence: the stranger ate with you, worked beside you, 

laughed at the same joke, and the body revised its verdict. At larger symbolic scales, belonging 

travels by badges, names, stories, and inherited signs. The signal reaches farther, but the 

correcting friction of co-presence weakens. That is why identity is so easily hardened: the 

symbol can keep naming ally or enemy long after the body has had no chance to test the claim. 
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That work can fail in two directions. Symbolic belonging can float free of felt connection: you 

believe fiercely in a group whose members you would not recognize on the street. Or felt 

connection can find no symbolic home: you resonate with people you cannot publicly claim. 

Either way the architecture strains. In schizophrenia, and in collective life, that strain becomes 

visible. 

Schizophrenia 
I knew schizophrenia long before I had language for it. 

In my grandmother's bedroom was a photograph of a beautiful young woman, my aunt Kathryn. 

As a child I assumed she had died of some mysterious condition and accepted it the way children 

accept what adults do not explain. 

Later a rumor circulated among my cousins that she was still alive, living in a sanatorium 

somewhere, her fate kept at the edge of the family story and left undiscussed. 

When I became a psychiatrist, my father finally told me what had happened. Kathryn had 

become floridly psychotic as a young woman and remained actively delusional her entire life. 

This was before modern medications. Like many in that era, she spent her life in a state 

institution, and my father visited her regularly, quietly, for years. 

As my father's own dementia progressed, he became concerned about the care of his chronically 

ill sister. He asked me to visit her and assess her circumstances. 

I flew to a state mental hospital in upstate New York and, with a cousin, met our aunt at last. She 

was in a small, stark room, crumpled into a fetal position, with a feeding tube in her stomach and 

an IV in her arm. We spent an hour with her. She did not respond. I was told she had been in that 

state for years. 

She died several months later. With her body lying before me in a funeral home, I began to 

wonder what her inner life had been during all those decades, and to face the brutal fact that 

whatever it contained was now gone without trace. 

Much later I arrived at a conviction that reshaped the way I understood the illness: thinking is not 

as solitary as it feels. A central component of it, perhaps its very soul, depends on a shared world 

that connects each of us to everyone else. In schizophrenia, that vital connection is tragically 

disrupted. 

Mark was twenty-four when he first came to the hospital. 

He had been a quiet, diligent engineering student. His friends described him as intense but 

reliable. Over the course of a few months, something in his world began to tilt. 

It started, he reported, with the news. One evening, watching a political talk show, he heard an 

anchor use a phrase he had used jokingly with his roommates the day before. "I know lots of 
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people say that," he said, "but it felt like he was answering me." A week later, a stranger on the 

bus coughed three times and looked at him. Mark was certain it was a signal. "I can't explain it," 

he said. "It was like we were in on something together. Then I realized maybe he was warning 

everyone else about me." 

At first, he tried to reason his way out of it. He described the early stages as heightened pattern 

recognition. "It started with noticing things. The way someone coughed. The timing of a song on 

the radio. At first I thought I was just stressed, seeing connections that weren't there. But then the 

connections kept coming, and they started to feel… true. More true than the regular world." 

Jung named a nearby territory, not as an explanation but as a description of the experience. What 

he called synchronicity—the felt sense that coincidences carry hidden meaning—belongs to the 

same family of experience Mark was entering. In most of us, the correction arrives. In Mark, it 

did not. Pattern became certainty, and certainty began to consume the world around him. 

He asked his friends if they had noticed anything strange. They hadn't. He told himself he was 

being paranoid. But the experiences multiplied. Snatches of song on the radio seemed chosen for 

him. A lecturer's offhand comment appeared to include a private insult. When his name turned 

up in a class email, he had to read it over and over, searching for double meanings. "It was like 

the whole world had decided I mattered," he said, "but in a bad way." 

He talked about the loneliness of not being believed. "I tried to tell my roommate. He looked at 

me like I was crazy. And I thought: maybe he's part of it. Maybe that's why he's looking at me 

that way. Once you start thinking like that, you can't stop. Everyone's reaction becomes 

evidence. If they believe you, it confirms something's happening. If they don't, it confirms they're 

not safe." 

Sleep grew ragged. He began staying up all night, scrolling through social media, looking for 

patterns. He stopped going to class because he was sure people were whispering about him. 

When his parents called, he hesitated to answer; he was no longer sure they were really on his 

side. "I started to think," he said, "that maybe my thoughts weren't mine. I'd think something and 

then see it a second later on the screen, or hear it in someone else's voice. I couldn't tell where I 

ended and the rest of it began." 

"I knew something was wrong with me," he said. "Part of me knew. But that part kept getting 

smaller, and the other part, the part that saw the patterns, kept getting louder. It's like watching 

yourself disappear and not being able to do anything about it." 

What Schizophrenia Reveals 
Mark's words, "watching yourself disappear," point to what the architecture looks like when it 

fails at its highest level. 

Schizophrenia reveals what the identity layer is actually doing, and what happens when that 

work is disrupted across several levels at once. At its heart is a disturbance in shared reference: 

words, perceptions, and meanings no longer line up with the shared world. The person hears 
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voices that others do not, feels watched when no one is there, or becomes convinced that distant 

events are secretly about them. 

The boundary between individual and social has become unreliable. Constraint-work that should 

be distributed across the group is experienced as invasion. Constraint-work that should be 

internal is experienced as external command. 

But this is not simply a failure of self-monitoring. It is a revelation. 

That revelation has to be stated carefully. Schizophrenia does not show that ordinary thought is 

hallucination. It shows that ordinary selfhood depends on social interpretation so deeply 

integrated that it no longer feels social. 

In ordinary social life, a constant pressure runs beneath awareness: the pressure of social 

authority, evaluating, shaping, returning our desires in forms we will find acceptable. Much of 

what we intend and want passes through social interpretation and comes back altered. In health, 

this authority is so seamless that we do not recognize it as authority at all. We call it conscience. 

We call it "my sense of how things are." The constancy makes it invisible. 

In schizophrenia, a version of that same authority can arrive unintegrated. What is normally 

woven into selfhood may be experienced as external pressure: bearing down, commenting, 

commanding, saturated with the authority of truth. The patient is not simply inventing alien 

material out of nothing. Something that ordinarily helps organize selfhood is arriving without the 

integration that makes it feel like self. 

Here is what schizophrenia reveals: we were never alone in there. 

The social was always inside: interpreting, shaping, returning. Freud called part of this the 

superego and described how it is installed: internalized parental authority, the resolution of early 

relational drama. He was describing a process evolution had shaped with extraordinary precision: 

prolonged childhood, years of helpless dependency, and exquisite sensitivity to caregiver 

response. These are not inefficiencies. They are the installation window. The child's nervous 

system is tuned to absorb social authority before it has any means to resist, because in ancestral 

conditions, the alternative was death or exile. By the time the child can think critically about the 

voices inside, they no longer sound like voices. They sound like self. 

What Freud described less fully is how that authority keeps operating after childhood. It is not 

merely a static inner judge. It is an ongoing transaction with social reality. As you read this, 

some part of you is already evaluating these claims: Is he right? Is he overstating it? What would 

other people think if I took this seriously? In health, that running social commentary arrives so 

seamlessly that it feels like private thought. In schizophrenia, comparable social-evaluative 

pressure can arrive as something imposed. 

I do not mean that ordinary thinking is hallucination. I mean that private thought is never as 

private as it feels. Some part of us is always asking how a claim would sound, whether a desire 
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can be defended, whether a gesture will be accepted. In health, those questions arrive as our own 

judgment because they have been woven into the self. In schizophrenia, comparable pressure can 

arrive without that weaving. The patient notices what health hides. 

And the returning content often matches the emotional charge already in the system. When the 

pressure is fear or hostility, it may return as persecution, surveillance, accusation, threat. When 

the pressure is the hunger for recognition, it may return as election, secret knowledge, cosmic 

importance. The grandiose and the paranoid are not opposites. They are the same social-

processing machinery returning different forms of personal significance: election in one case, 

persecution in the other. Both tell the sufferer the same terrible thing: that the world is organized 

around you. 

The two can be mixed together; often they are. The patient who is specially chosen and under 

surveillance. The one who receives secret knowledge and is hunted for it. Election and 

persecution arrive intertwined because both confirm the same centrality: you matter, the world is 

organized around you. The longing for recognition and the fear of exposure are not so far apart. 

The social-processing machinery can return them in the same breath. 

This is not a description of alien mentality. It is a description of normal social constitution, made 

visible by its breakdown. The schizophrenic patient is the involuntary witness, seeing without 

protection what the rest of us usually undergo without noticing. 

This is why schizophrenia can be so globally disorganizing. Depression, OCD, and mania each 

foreground a particular failure while much of the surrounding architecture may still compensate. 

Schizophrenia can disturb something more basic: the links among ownership, resonance, and 

shared meaning. 

The first link is ownership: the ordinary sense that my thoughts, words, and actions belong to 

me. In the language of this book, this is indexical work: the tagging system that marks a thought 

as mine, an action as mine, a perception as coming from outside. In Mark, that tagging had 

become unreliable. He could no longer tell which thoughts were his. What should have felt 

internal arrived as if it came from outside. The boundary between self and world had grown 

porous. 

The second link is resonance: the felt sense that another person is like me and can be met. In the 

language of this book, this is iconic work: the recognition of likeness through face, tone, posture, 

and emotional expression. Here the failure can look paradoxical. Schizophrenia can involve flat 

affect: blunted response, difficulty reading faces, the weakening of ordinary resonance. That is 

outward resonance faltering. Other people become harder to feel as reachable. 

Yet the positive symptoms—the ideas of reference, the sense that the anchor uses your phrase, 

that the stranger's cough was aimed at you—look like the opposite. The world floods inward, 

charged with personal meaning. Other people recede, but signs rush in. The patient may feel 

radically alone and unbearably addressed at the same time. 
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These are two sides of one membrane failure. To resonate outward, the self needs a stable 

position from which to meet another. To keep the world from flooding inward, the same self 

needs a boundary that marks what is not-me. When that boundary becomes unreliable, outward 

reaching can collapse while inward saturation intensifies. 

Think of a cell membrane. It contains self and regulates what enters; when it fails, it does not fail 

in one direction only. The psychic membrane is not literally cellular, but the analogy holds: the 

same boundary that lets us reach toward the world also prevents the world from becoming us. 

That is why the flooding does not produce simplicity. The schizophrenic patient has language, 

memory, a lifetime of symbolic complexity, and all of it can become continuous with self. The 

result is not emptiness but terrifying richness: a world of infinite personal meaning with no 

reliable way to distinguish signal from noise, self from other, inside from outside. 

Mark's words, "it was like the whole world had decided I mattered, but in a bad way," are a 

precise description of this. Other people no longer registered as fully reachable, yet everything in 

the world seemed to point toward him. He was alone and at the center of everything 

simultaneously. 

The third link is shared meaning. Words and gestures do not belong to one mind alone; they 

depend on a world others can enter. In schizophrenia, that shared anchoring can weaken. 

Meanings begin to pass through a private system others cannot join. The symbolic world, which 

exists only through distributed agreement, becomes a solitary prison. 

These levels are normally entangled, and that entanglement is what makes the architecture feel 

seamless. Ownership, resonance, and shared meaning hold one another in place. When the 

couplings among them fail, the result does not appear as a single symptom but as a syndrome: a 

simultaneous unraveling that can leave nothing untouched. 

Researchers have converged on a humane point: schizophrenia strains the ordinarily effortless 

sense of being the subject of one's own experience. Sass and Parnas call it an "ipseity 

disturbance," a weakening of mineness, the felt ownership of thought, sensation, and action. 

Because the illness often emerges in late adolescence and early adulthood, the disruption arrives 

while a coherent life is still being assembled. 

None of this negates personhood. It names a terrifying disturbance of self-experience, one many 

people learn to live with as symptoms improve and a life is rebuilt. 

It is not surprising, then, that bipolar disorder and schizophrenia can blur into one another over 

lifetimes and across families. Both the clinical overlap and the shared genetic architecture traced 

earlier are consistent with neighboring vulnerabilities high in the same terrain. 

And once again: Mark is not a stranger. You have felt the edge of what he describes. You have 

walked into a room and briefly thought everyone was looking at you, judging you, then caught 

yourself and corrected it. That correction is the architecture working. In Mark, it no longer could. 
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Pattern became certainty. Certainty became a world. His identity system (the membrane that 

should hold self and group apart, private meaning and shared meaning) had lost its grip. What 

you see in him is not mere noise. It is the architecture of belonging made visible by its collapse. 
Like the other layers, identity was built to vigil and to settle. It alarms when the "we" is 

threatened and rests when belonging is felt. In Mark, the settling never comes. The vigilance 

becomes a world. 

Schismogenesis 
Mark's breakdown was individual. But the identity layer can also fail collectively. When it does, 

the pattern has a name. 

Gregory Bateson, the anthropologist and systems theorist working in New Guinea in the 1930s, 

identified schismogenesis: groups defining themselves ever more sharply against one another, 

producing an escalating "us versus them" feedback loop. 

Schismogenesis is what happens when identity loops lose their embodied correction. When "we" 

and "they" interact face to face, resonance can moderate the symbolic boundary. The enemy 

turns out to laugh at the same joke, to fear the same storm. When the interaction is purely 

symbolic, mediated by stories and badges rather than bodies, there is nothing to push back 

against the escalation. The loop runs open. Each side's hardening provokes the other's. The 

membrane becomes a wall. 

Schismogenesis is not the identity layer itself but a pathology of that layer, a collective pattern, 

not a failure of individual will. It is to groups what mania is to individuals: a feedback loop 

without a governor. 

Identity Under Pressure 
Not everyone whose identity layer is under pressure develops schizophrenia. For many people, 

the boundary between "me" and "we" does not collapse. It simply becomes exhausting to 

maintain. 

It is tempting to think of identity only in terms of flags and battle lines. But the same machinery 

is recruited by economic life. A corporation, a profession, a start-up, even a brand can become a 

"we" almost as powerfully as a nation or a faith. People build their lives around careers and ways 

of life that can become every bit as symbolically charged as a homeland. The modern form of 

capture is not only military. Markets can press on the same need for belonging and keep us 

striving on their behalf. 

Reza was born in Tehran, spent his early childhood in Germany, and arrived in the United States 

at nine. At home he was told, "Never forget where you come from"; at school he was told, 

"You're American now; act like it." His parents spoke of "our people" as if they were a single, 

embattled community that stretched across continents. His classmates spoke of "real Americans" 

as if that category were obvious and he might or might not qualify. 

By adolescence, Reza had become an expert in changing skins. 
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"Every room I walk into, I have to figure out which version of me they want. At home, I'm the 

good son, the one who remembers where we came from. At school, I'm the American kid, no 

accent, no weird food in my lunch. Online, I'm someone else entirely, no country, no religion, 

just opinions. And none of them feel like me. Or maybe all of them are me. I can't tell anymore." 

He talked about the fear of being caught between worlds. "My parents want me to be proud of 

who I am. But 'who I am' to them isn't 'who I am' to my friends. And if I'm really honest with 

either group, they'll think I'm betraying them. So I just… perform. All the time. And sometimes I 

wonder if there's anything left underneath." 

"I don't know who I am unless someone is telling me I'm one of them," he said. "And the second 

they turn on me, I feel like I disappear. Like I'm only real when someone else is looking." 

Reza did not meet criteria for schizophrenia; he knew the difference between his private fears 

and public facts. But his identity layer was being driven well beyond its tolerances by a 

schismogenic environment. Again and again, the "we" he was asked to join defined itself against 

some "they," and his membership felt provisional. When one group demanded a condemnation 

of another, he felt as if he had to amputate a part of himself to stay inside the boundary. 

Reza's story is unusual in its particulars, but the pattern is not. You can feel it when political 

opponents are not just wrong but evil, when compromise feels like betrayal. When religious or 

ideological communities define faith primarily by hostility to outsiders. When workplaces treat 

loyalty to the institution as more important than honesty. When families quietly sort relatives 

into "on our side" and "against us." 

In each case, the identity system is being pulled toward a hard boundary: you are with us or 

against us. Attachment, fairness, and symbolic desire are all forced to serve that line. For a mind 

tuned, over deep time, to track the edges of small, flexible communities, this is exhausting. 

Attachment wants to keep particular people safe; the war mind demands you put the cause above 

the faces you love. Fairness wants reciprocal treatment; the war mind demands obedience. 

Symbolic desire wants to teach and understand; the war mind demands slogans. 

The fever and brittleness Reza experienced were not private failures. They were the signature of 

a world organized to keep the identity layer overloaded. The membrane had become a wall, and 

walls demand defense. 

The force doing the defending has not yet been named directly. It moves through people who 

believe they are acting freely, while drawing on emotions they experience as wholly their own: 

loyalty, rage, and love of what is theirs. It has no face and no voice. In this form, it has been with 

us since the first stored grain, and it runs through anyone who knows with absolute certainty who 

the enemy is. 
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Part III 

The Capture and the Keeping 

  



67 

 

 

 
Chapter 10: The War Mind 

Nobody Home 
In Chapter 1, the ant gave us the image. Now it gives us the mechanism. 

A colony can be organized around what must not happen—queen loss, territory breach, 

dissolution—without any mind behind those purposes. Its organization is real. Its direction is 

real. What is missing is experience. No one inside the colony knows what the colony is for. 

Now watch what happens when colonies go to war. 

When ant species develop defensible nests, chronic warfare becomes the permanent condition. 

Soldier castes grow larger. Aggression intensifies. Chemical weapons evolve. Slave-raiding 

emerges. The colony becomes a unit of selection. Evolution is no longer sculpting ants alone. It 

is sculpting armies. 

And the individual ant? Its life becomes an instrument. It serves purposes it cannot fathom, for 

an entity that has no experience of being served. The ant is not aware of this. The colony is not 

aware of anything at all. But the capture is total. 

This is what happened to us. 

Not through pheromone trails, and not overnight, but through emotion: the mammalian medium 

in which fear, loyalty, shame, rage, and belonging move from body to body. Across the millennia 

in which chronic warfare became recurrent, symbols and institutions learned to recruit that 

medium. The deeper opening came earlier, when symbols made enemies, grievances, and 

loyalties portable. Agriculture then gave that opening surplus worth stealing, populations too 

large to know by name, and chronic conflict. Warfare, sustained across generations, is a selection 

regime. It does not care about individuals. It sculpts groups. 

The groups that held together won. The groups that fractured lost. Over centuries, then millennia, 

this pressure forged something new: a collective organization structured around group survival, 

group victory, group persistence, at the level of the coalition, the city, the nation. 
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Call it the war mind: not a fifth layer, not a literal group consciousness, but a stable configuration 

of the four older systems (attachment/belonging, fairness, symbolic desire, and identity) 

synchronized around external threat. It is organized around purposes without awareness: group 

defeat must not occur; dissolution must not occur; defection must not occur. In ordinary life, the 

layers check one another. Under the war mind, that friction collapses. 

Healthy forms of human belonging can hold together from within: a family, a friendship, a 

working institution. The war mind cannot. It has to keep a threat in view. Remove the enemy and 

the borrowed unity begins to drain away. 

The war mind can emerge within any ideology, institution, or culture; it is not the property of 

one persuasion or one historical moment. Nor is arousal itself the problem. The architecture was 

built to mobilize under genuine threat and to stand down when the threat passes. The pathology 

is the failure to stand down: the loop staying open because the conditions for closure are absent 

or deliberately withheld. To say someone is captured is not to call them weak or foolish. It is to 

say the conditions around them have made closure hard. 

The war mind is not merely a metaphor. It is real in the way an ant colony is real: organized, 

purposive, and empty. It shapes institutions, beliefs, and the fates of millions, but no ghostly "us" 

floats above the battlefield feeling triumph or defeat. 

The Parasite 
What makes capture invisible is not that it replaces your feelings. It is that it uses them. 

Consider what escalation feels like from inside. It does not feel like aggression. It feels like 

restoration. I am constrained by rules they do not follow. I am bound by obligations they have 

discarded. I absorb what they refuse to absorb. The asymmetry is real enough, or feels real 

enough, that retaliation arrives wearing the face of justice. I am not attacking. I am correcting. 

My father carried a story from World War II that I could not shake. He told me about visiting 

Dachau only hours after it was liberated. He and a friend took a jeep to see what the rumors were 

pointing to. A bridge was bombed out except for its tracks, and they crossed the ravine by 

balancing the tires on the rails. 

First they reached the train station. There were coal cars with ladders up their sides. They 

climbed into one and found dead men inside. 

Then they went into the headquarters and found German officers who had been lined up by 

American soldiers and shot execution-style. Nearby were Quonset huts with bodies stacked like 

cordwood. What haunted my father almost as much as the bodies was the order: the place was 

"neat as a pin," clothes meticulously sorted into piles. 

And then the image that never left him: huge men, he thought they were Russians, were silently 

laying corpses into chutes and pushing them into the incinerators with poles. 
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When I first heard that story, it meant one thing to me: justice had been served. The good guys 

won. 

Years later I heard the second lesson in it: not moral equivalence, but warning. The German 

officers lined up and shot were the proof: righteousness can become a license. The mind can feel 

the relief of retaliation and mistake it for repair. It calls that feeling justice, then treats it as 

permission to act without restraint. 

This is the fairness layer captured and turned against itself. The same system that registers 

exploitation in genuine cases, that makes us wince when a debt goes unpaid or a burden falls 

unfairly, registers the asymmetry the war mind shapes. The signal can feel identical. The cause is 

not. And because the indignation is real indignation generated by real architecture, the person 

inside it has no way to distinguish righteous correction from manufactured grievance. 

The war mind does not need to deceive you. It only needs to get inside what you are already 

feeling and point it somewhere else. 

The war mind's deepest trick is simple. It takes the genuine urgency of the four layers—the heat 

of what must not happen—and aims it at a target you will never meet, only imagine. The enemy 

does not have to be present to be felt as a threat. The cause does not have to be touchable to 

command your loyalty. The symbol is enough. 

A symbol is enough because it can enter the emotional medium and work almost like a 

pheromone, recruiting bodies before reflection has caught up. 

That is one reason the war mind is harder to resist than ordinary fear. Ordinary fear has an object 

you can eventually locate, assess, and if necessary flee. The war mind's object is always 

elsewhere, always symbolic, and therefore largely beyond the correcting friction of actual 

presence. You cannot shake hands with an ideology. You cannot share a meal with a category. 

Here the falling child returns in another form. In the original loop, the child is caught, the danger 

changes, and the hand can come down. The War Mind prevents that ending. It keeps the child 

always falling and the danger never finally caught, so the hand can never come down 

This is where the symbolic threshold becomes decisive. Before symbolic life, many loops closed 

against visible facts: the face returned, the burden was shared, the wrong was acknowledged 

before witnesses. After the symbolic threshold, closure increasingly depends on norms—on what 

counts as enough, what counts as justice, what counts as sincere repair. And norms, unlike faces, 

can always be argued with. The war mind exploits that vulnerability. It offers bodily enforcement 

as a substitute for genuine settlement: the enemy punished, the crowd satisfied, the brief feeling 

that the account has closed. But the closure is false. The symbolic level reopens the question 

almost at once. 

Here is what makes it a parasite. Its host is your emotional architecture, the four layers we have 

traced. It does not destroy them. It redirects them. 
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Attachment/belonging becomes loyalty: fierce toward the in-group, cold toward everyone else. 

Fairness becomes coalitional: justice for us, anything goes for them. The hunger for recognition 

becomes the hunger for victory. Identity locks into place: who you are is which side you are on, 

and switching sides is the one unforgivable sin. 

Notice what has happened to identity. In ordinary life, it is a question we keep asking. Who am 

I? Where do I belong? What kind of person do I want to become? We try on answers. We test 

them against experience. We revise. Identity stays alive because it stays open. 

The war mind takes "Who might I be?" (an open exploration) and converts it into "You are X, 

therefore you must Y." The tentative becomes mandatory. The hypothesis becomes a verdict. 

Where there was flexibility, now there is a locked gate. 

Sam Keen spent a career studying war propaganda across cultures and found the same template 

again and again: the enemy's face is monstrous, contaminating, less than human. The specific 

image varies; the dehumanizing structure never does. It does not merely inform you about the 

world. It tells you who you are. And once you accept the label, the conclusions follow 

automatically. If you are a true patriot, you must hate the enemy. If you are one of us, you cannot 

question the leader. If you belong, you cannot leave. 

The power of this move is that it borrows the feeling of identity, the deep need to know where 

you stand, and welds it to demands you never chose. You feel like yourself when you comply, 

because identity has been fused with compliance. Refusal feels like self-betrayal. 

The architecture remains intact. But the purposes have been hijacked. Systems honed to bind you 

to the people you love now bind you to abstractions you will kill for. The parasite feeds through 

your own heart. 

How the Feeding Works 
Each of the four layers runs on a felt question and the conditions under which that question can 

settle. The war mind does not invent new questions. It retargets the old ones. Safety comes to 

depend on victory, fairness on punishment, significance on loyalty display, identity on a shared 

enemy. 

Strictly speaking, belonging and identity are not the same thing. Belonging is the bodily 

settlement of being safely inside; identity is the symbolic frame that tells the body where inside 

is supposed to be. Capture works because the symbolic frame can promise the bodily settlement 

while delivering only alarm. 

The channels still look human because they are human. Attachment still attaches. Fairness still 

monitors. Symbolic desire still seeks recognition. Identity still draws boundaries. What changes 

is the target. Each loop is redirected toward something that cannot finally close it. That is why 

victory never lasts. Mental illness is the settling failing inside one person. The War Mind is the 

settling stolen from millions. 
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The emotions are yours. The work is yours. The parasite contributes nothing but direction. 

For most of our species' existence, the war mind had little purchase. Mobile forager bands were 

too small, too egalitarian, and too poor. Agriculture changed that. Surplus created something 

worth stealing, scale created groups large enough to organize the stealing, and chronic conflict 

rewarded cohesion against outsiders. 

James C. Scott matters here because he shows the material side of the trap. Early states were 

powerful enough to capture populations and fragile enough to collapse repeatedly. His account 

explains the grain, walls, labor, and coercion; the architecture here explains how those pressures 

entered attachment, fairness, symbolic desire, and identity. The war mind is therefore neither 

destiny nor stable triumph. It spreads under conditions: threat, humiliation, repeated collision, 

something worth taking. Lower the pressure, and membranes become possible again. 

The Two Poles of Emotion 
To understand how deep the capture goes, we have to see the structure it exploits. 

Every emotional layer is organized around two poles. One is an alarm: what must not happen. 

The other is a pull toward the state that feels rewarding when it arrives. 

Attachment is organized around separation and closeness. Fairness is organized around 

exploitation and balance. Symbolic desire is organized around insignificance and recognition. 

Identity is organized around dissolution of the "we" and the need for a symbolic home. 

In public life, one healthy form of the identity layer is patriotism: love of place, people, and 

tradition. Capture begins when that love requires enemies, when belonging can only be felt 

through exclusion, and loyalty must be proved through the degradation of outsiders. 

The war mind exploits both poles. It amplifies the alarm: enemies threaten us, disloyalty brings 

shame, outsiders contaminate the group. And it offers counterfeit satisfaction: cheap belonging, 

partisan victory, recognition earned not through contribution but through loyalty displays. Fear 

and pleasure yoked together in the service of the parasite. 

The crucial asymmetry is that attachment and fairness can, at least sometimes, settle. Warmth 

arrives. An account can close. Symbolic desire much more rarely can. Recognition is 

comparative and unstable. Once the war mind severs it from attachment and fairness, the hunger 

to matter becomes endless. Dominance and humiliation then offer the cheapest counterfeit of 

completion: not repair, but spectacle. 

I and We 
War-mind philosophies tell the story backward. They begin with the solitary competitor and treat 

society as a leash thrown over him afterward. But for most of our evolutionary history, the "we" 

likely came first. The long stability of the handaxe world suggests a form of life in which 

individual experience existed, but was not yet organized around a center asking, "How am I 

seen?" 
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The "I" that asks how it is seen crystallized later, with symbolic desire, when mattering in other 

minds became one of the self's central needs. It did not precede the "we." It precipitated out of it. 

That does not make the individual unreal. It makes the individual an achievement, a center of 

experience that the whole architecture sustains. That is why the familiar question of how to 

balance individual and collective is already misleading. They are not two weights on a scale. 

They are nested. Strip away the relationships, the shared meanings, and the distributed 

constraint-work, and the "I" does not become more free. It becomes incoherent. 

The war mind exploits the false opposition. It inflates the "I" into vanity's captured form: the 

hunger to matter more than others, the competitive self that measures significance through 

degradation. And it weaponizes the "we" into faction: loyalty enforced by exclusion, belonging 

that requires enemies. It offers two counterfeits and calls them opposites. Selfish individualism 

and totalitarian absorption are not opposites. They are the war mind's two hands. 

What the architecture was built for is the breathing. You step forward to teach what you know, 

and you are yourself. You step back into shared work, shared song, shared grief, and the 

boundaries soften. The "I" and the "we" are not fixed positions. They are phases: breathing in 

and breathing out. 

The war mind locks the rhythm. Stuck on one beat: inhale without exhale. It is pounding, not 

breathing. 

The Inversion 
The war mind inverts the logic of human evolution itself. For millions of years, life did not 

become richer by escaping constraint. It became richer by stabilizing the right constraints and 

building on them. 

Another way to say this is that human evolution elaborated coherence. Again and again, selection 

favored arrangements that let living systems hold together more richly: bodies with membranes, 

mammals with attachment, primates with belonging, hominins with fairness, humans with 

teaching and symbolic identity. Each new layer made more complexity possible because it 

stabilized the relations beneath it. The benefit was not victory over an enemy. The benefit was a 

more coherent form of life. 

The war mind changes the governing question. The older layers ask, in different ways, how we 

can hold together without coming apart. The war mind asks how we can defeat what is outside. It 

captures coherence and converts it into battle-readiness. 

Constraint became coercion. What had been internal limits, selected over deep time because they 

made relationships work, became external commands, enforced because they made armies work. 

You do not refrain from harming your comrades because you feel the wrongness of it. You 

refrain because you will be punished if you do not. 

The difference matters because of who is doing the work. In a self-maintaining system, the 

system itself maintains its constraints, and that work is organized around keeping the system 
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whole. You feel guilt because the fairness layer is doing its job, protecting relationships you 

depend on. You feel longing because the attachment system is doing its job, keeping you close to 

those who co-regulate you. The work serves your coherence. 

When constraint is externally imposed, you still do the work: you still check, still long, still feel 

the pull toward compliance. But now the constraint serves something outside you. The emotions 

remain yours. The benefit flows elsewhere. You generate the loyalty; the war mind harvests it. 

This is what I mean by capture. The machinery is the same, but the logic has inverted. Systems 

that evolved through relationships now serve rank and control. Capture is an undertow. It takes 

the currents evolved for belonging and repair and pulls them into the churn of competing groups. 

This is why collective punishment and public shaming feel morally charged and structurally 

empty. The cruelty is real. But it is not best understood as innate human savagery. It is the 

fairness layer running at full intensity in conditions that will not let it finish. Condemnation alone 

misses that, and missing it means we keep producing the conditions that feed the cruelty. 

The Persistence 
Why does the war mind persist when most of us are not at war? Because it learned to speak 

through structures we already could not live without. In smaller worlds, ritual helped loops close 

bodily rather than argumentatively: burial told the attachment system the search could stop; 

initiation told the identity system that belonging had been answered. Capture borrows that form 

and empties it. The rally, the denunciation, the mass spectacle deliver the feeling of closure 

without repair. Genuine ritual starves the parasite. Captured ritual feeds it. 

Think of what a child inherits. She does not have to figure out from scratch what is dangerous, 

what is good, whom to trust. Stories carry the sorting. Rituals rehearse it. She absorbs the results 

before she can question them. This is an enormous advantage. It frees each generation from 

reinventing everything. But it comes with a cost. The more we lean on external structures, the 

more vulnerable we become to whoever controls them. 

In a small band, stories came from your grandmother. The norms were enforced by people you 

would see at the fire that night. Feedback was immediate. Correction was possible. 

Scale changed everything. Now the stories come from screens. The norms are enforced by 

institutions you will never meet. The symbols that tell you who you are, flags, brands, anthems, 

team colors, were designed by people who do not know your name. You depend on structures 

you did not build, for purposes you may never fully understand. The war mind does not need to 

reach into your skull. It only needs to capture the structures you already lean on. 

There is a deeper reason we cannot simply walk away from those structures. Symbolic culture 

offloaded part of cognition into stories, institutions, and inherited categories. As attachment let 

nervous systems rely on one another and lose some capacity to regulate alone, symbolic life let 

minds rely on external scaffolding and lose some capacity to think without it. Language, stories, 

and institutions are not optional equipment we could discard if we chose. They are prostheses we 
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have grown into. Strip the prostheses away, and the capacity underneath may be weaker than we 

imagine. That is one reason propaganda works. The war mind did not create this dependency. It 

inherited it. 

You do not need active warfare to keep the war mind alive. You need only the possibility of 

warfare, the memory of past conflicts, the story that somewhere out there are people who wish 

you harm. The architecture, once bent, stays bent. The parasite, once established, feeds on peace 

as readily as on war. 

This is why politics can feel like combat even when no fight will settle anything. This is why 

online disagreements take on the same shape. This is why we sort ourselves into camps and treat 

the other camp as enemies rather than fellow citizens with different emphases. The war mind 

does not need bullets to run. It runs on emotion, and emotion is always available. 

The Signature of Capture 
You can tell you are inside the war mind less by what you believe than by what happens to 

completion. The sign is not conviction. It is mobilization without settlement. In health, work 

ends and the body settles. In capture, the object changes, but the mobilization does not. 

Reciprocity grows opaque. Belonging is delivered through exclusion. Recognition comes 

through performance rather than contribution. Intervals for settling disappear. Where those 

conditions prevail, the layers stay mobilized and the parasite has room to feed. 

The remedy is structural: make reciprocity visible, put bodies back in the same room, build work 

whose contribution can be seen, and restore intervals in which alarms can turn off. The war mind 

cannot thrive where the architecture can finish its work. 
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Chapter 11: Schreber — The Architecture in Collapse 

An interlude 

The previous chapters drew on composites from my own practice. This one is different. Daniel 

Paul Schreber left a first-person record so meticulous that it can read almost like a case file. In 

him, the four layers fail together. 

Memoirs of My Nervous Illness, first published in 1903 and made famous in psychiatric thought 

by Freud's 1911 essay, still has something to teach us: not primarily about sexuality, but about 

what happens when all four layers lose their footing at once. Schreber was a German judge 

hospitalized three times: in 1884, 1893, and 1907. What emerged was not chaos but system. He 

believed his former physician persecuted him through supernatural rays. Later, the persecution 

shifted to God, who was slowly transforming him into a woman for cosmic purpose. He wrote all 

of this with the precision of a legal brief. 

The result is one of psychiatry's strangest and most valuable documents: a highly educated mind 

describing its own disintegration from inside. 

The Four Layers in Collapse 
Each layer asks its own question. Attachment/belonging asks: Am I close enough, and am I 

safely inside? Fairness asks: Have I done enough, and have others done their share? Symbolic 

desire asks: Do I matter? Identity asks: Who are we, and where do I end? In Schreber, all four 

questions lose their ordinary answers and return in delusional form. 

Attachment. Even in psychosis, Schreber remained connected: watched, penetrated, addressed. 

The rays that tormented him were also rays of attention. He was never ignored. The attachment 

system, deprived of ordinary resonance, re-created connection in the only form left to it: a 

persecuting, intrusive bond that would not let him go. 

Fairness. It ran in overdrive. Schreber did not merely believe he was being transformed; he 

believed he had to be transformed. He believed the Order of the World demanded his 

unmanning. The obligation was absolute, the debt infinite, the task impossible to complete. The 

moral system that normally keeps accounts balanced had become an unpayable bill, addressed to 

him alone. 

Symbolic desire. It was incandescent. God himself was his audience. His suffering was world-

historical. His memoir was written so future generations would understand his role in cosmic 

redemption. The hunger to matter had inflated beyond all human scale. The teaching species had 

turned its full force on one man and his private story. 
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Identity. Its boundary had dissolved. Schreber's body was penetrated and rearranged by forces 

outside his control. His thoughts arrived through "nerve-language" from external sources. What 

he willed and what was done to him could no longer be held apart. Even his sex was not his to 

determine. 

Schizophrenia researchers have a name for this experience: loss of ownership over body and 

thought, a disturbance in the basic sense of self. 

What Freud Saw and Missed 
Freud read the case through repressed homosexuality: the transformation into a woman as 

disguised desire for men. That reading is not the one this book needs. But he saw something 

important: the delusions were not random debris. They were an attempt at reconstruction. 

What Schreber's mind was trying to reconstruct, however, was not sexuality but architecture. 

Each layer had lost its footing, and the mind reached for whatever could restore order: 

connection, obligation, significance, boundary. The delusions supplied all four, in grotesque 

form. He was connected to God. He had a cosmic obligation. He mattered beyond measure. Even 

his invaded, transformed body restored a terrible kind of outline. The psychosis was not 

randomness. It was a desperate reconstruction under catastrophic strain. 

Content and Form 
Schreber's God, rays, mandates, and celestial hierarchy came from the symbolic world he 

inhabited: late nineteenth-century German Protestantism, legal culture, bureaucratic authority. 

The furniture is local. The form is not. 

Under this kind of strain, the mind reaches for whatever can restore order with the materials at 

hand. It reaches for connection and finds invasion. It hardens obligation into mandate. It 

magnifies meaning until it becomes destiny. It loses the boundary that keeps inner life from 

flooding into the world outside. 

A twenty-first-century Schreber might route persecution through surveillance systems, cosmic 

mission through social media. The content changes. The form does not: a mind trying to hold 

together four failing systems by any means available, using whatever symbolic materials its 

century supplies. 

Why His Case Still Matters 
Schreber's case is extreme. Most people will never experience anything like it. That is exactly 

why it is useful. It shows, with terrible clarity, what the previous chapters have traced one layer 

at a time: depression's collapse of resonance, obsession's unending loop, mania's flood of 

significance, schizophrenia's porous boundaries. In Schreber, they converged. The architecture 

revealed itself by failing everywhere at once. 

He was not broken in an alien way. He was us, with every layer pushed past its limit. 
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His memoir makes that hard to ignore. It is not the monologue of a stranger. It is the voice of a 

judge, trained in law and reason, trying to explain what happened to him. He wants to be 

understood. He wants his suffering to have meaning. He wants his life to fit some larger order. 

These are not the desires of a different species. They are the desires that drove him to write, and 

that drive you to read. 

If we listen closely, Schreber's world sounds less like an exotic landscape than like our own, 

magnified and distorted. 

We live in systems that watch us constantly. We live under institutions that claim authority in the 

name of abstract orders. We live with pressures to sacrifice for causes that present themselves as 

absolute, and with expectations that can make people feel rewritten from the outside. In 

Schreber, those pressures were magnified to the point of fracture. 

Schreber shows us the architecture in ruins. But ruins are not the only form damage takes. Some 

people never shatter. They bend, slowly, under chronic pressure, into shapes the captured world 

finds useful. Institutions reward them. Markets promote them. The war mind has no preferences 

about individuals. It favors shapes of character that serve its purposes, and applies pressure 

accordingly. What those shapes look like, and what it costs to become one, is the question the 

next chapter carries. 
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Chapter 12: When Character Becomes a Weapon 

Two questions apply to any pattern of mind. The first is whether the architecture is holding 

together. When it is not, we see the illnesses of Part II: depression, OCD, mania, psychosis. 

Storms that often feel to the sufferer as if something foreign has arrived. "I was doing reasonably 

well, and then this hit me." 

The second question is what the architecture has been trained to do in this particular 

environment. Personality patterns answer that question. They do not feel like intrusions. They 

feel like identity. "This is just who I am," the person says, sometimes with pride, sometimes with 

puzzlement when relationships keep failing in the same ways. The architecture has not collapsed. 

It has been shaped by chronic pressure into character styles a captured world may reward. 

The Shapes Capture Favors 
What kinds of patterns does the war mind reward? Not a single type, but recurrent distortions of 

the four layers. It rewards people who can use attachment for control, who narrow the fairness 

circle until exploitation feels justified, who turn symbolic desire into display without mutuality, 

and who harden identity into a gate they experience as strength. 

Psychiatry names some of these patterns under familiar headings: narcissistic, antisocial, 

borderline, obsessive-compulsive personality, paranoid, dependent. But the labels are shorthand, 

not essences, and real people often blur them. None of these patterns is caused by the war mind 

alone. Temperament, development, trauma, and family systems all matter. The point is not that 

the war mind manufactures these personalities from nothing. It is that a captured world rewards 

some configurations more than others and leaves simpler cooperative styles at a disadvantage. 

Personality disorders, seen this way, are not simply private defects lodged inside an isolated 

person. They are patterns formed at the interface between temperament, development, trauma, 

family life, and the demands of a captured world. 

The Ecology of Character 
Those abstract forces—war, hierarchy, schismogenesis—always arrive in an economy. Agrarian 

caste systems, feudal kingdoms, factory towns, gig economies: each is a capture ecology, but 

each rewards somewhat different kinds of character. 

We met David in Chapter 7, the man whose checking could not stop. What we did not yet see 

was how perfectly his world could use him. His law firm did not experience his overactive 

fairness system as illness. It experienced it as reliability. What kept him awake at night was 
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praised at the office as professionalism. The institution did not create his OCD. It rewarded the 

style that grew around it. 

Large bureaucracies often do this, valuing order, control, and procedural cleanliness over 

relational responsiveness. Highly competitive markets reward a different style: self-promotion, 

strategic charm, and comfort with treating relationships as instruments. Precarious economies 

drive attachment systems into chronic alert. Housing, work, and care grow unstable; people cling 

harder, test harder, and tie self-worth to fragile roles in unforgiving systems. 

Personality patterns are co-produced: by temperaments and histories, yes, but also by the 

economic ecologies that reward some ways of being and quietly starve others. 

This means institutions are selection environments for character. They do not merely attract 

certain kinds of people. They help produce them, rewarding the styles that fit their demands and 

slowly starving the ones that do not. If we want different leaders, different norms, different 

public cultures, the lever is not exhortation. It is redesign. Make reciprocity visible and you 

select for people who can tolerate being seen. Make repair legitimate and you select for people 

who can admit failure. Make truth-telling safer than performance and you change what survival 

looks like inside the institution. Virtue does not simply precede structure. It grows from 

structure, or it does not grow at all. 

More Social Than Personal 
One striking difference between major illness and personality pattern is where the suffering falls. 

In major depression, OCD, or bipolar disorder, the person usually bears the brunt. The 

architecture is failing, and everyone can see that something is wrong. In personality disorders, 

the pattern may protect the person from some kinds of inner collapse while exporting much of 

the cost to others. 

A narcissistic pattern recruits others to stabilize significance. An antisocial pattern preserves the 

logic of fairness for the self and sometimes for a small inner circle, while weakening it toward 

others. Exploitation becomes easier because the other person no longer fully registers as 

someone to whom fairness is owed. A borderline pattern can keep attachment painfully active 

but unstable, drawing those nearby into cycles of rescue, fear, anger, and repair. In a small 

cooperative band, such patterns might have been corrected more quickly or pushed toward the 

margins. In a schismogenic society, they are often tolerated, rewarded, even promoted. They are 

not only private troubles. They are recurring ways of inhabiting an unstable world. 

But there is one more pattern I have not named, one that taught me the most about what the 

architecture is for, by showing me what it looks like when its central restraints are gravely 

thinned. 

When Restraint Is Thin 
My first job as a psychiatrist was at a maximum-security prison. What the men there had done is 

not the point. What struck me was not the violence itself. Violence can come from rage, 



80 

 

desperation, twisted loyalty, psychosis. I understood those. What I did not understand, at first, 

were the men who chilled me. 

They were often charming. They tracked my responses with precision, adjusted their presentation 

smoothly, said what they calculated would work. They could perform remorse when parole 

boards required it. They could mimic attachment when it served them. What they did not seem 

able to do was feel it. 

The man who slashed my face was not one of the ones who chilled me. I had seen him once, 

weeks earlier, because he kept obtaining razors and cutting himself. His body was covered in 

scars. When I pressed him on what he felt during the act, he finally told me: it relaxed him. It had 

become an addiction. 

In the aftermath, I found myself strangely steadied by this knowledge. Perhaps he resented my 

knowing his secret. Perhaps the cutting had simply found a new target. But whatever drove him, 

it came from somewhere, from pain, compulsion, something that could be named. I felt no 

animosity. It would have been far more terrifying had the blade come from one of the others. 

The experience taught me something no textbook could. What I had been sensing in those few 

was not ordinary rage or captured loyalty. It was something colder: an architecture so thinned in 

its restraints that other people registered mainly as instruments. 

This is what sets psychopathy apart from every other pattern in this chapter. Narcissistic patterns 

still hunger to be seen. Borderline patterns still cling, however painfully, to attachment. Even 

antisocial patterns often keep faith with some inner circle. Those are distorted versions of the 

human inheritance. In psychopathy, the inheritance of keeping appears drastically thinned. 

The resonance that should make another person's pain matter, the fairness circuitry that should 

register harm, the identity layer that should feel the weight of belonging: in psychopathy these 

can appear so weakened that other people register mainly as instruments. What remains is 

calculation with too little resistance. 

Psychopathy, or high psychopathic traits, is uncommon in the general population and 

overrepresented in prisons. But the war mind does more than tolerate such traits. It can give them 

unusual room to rise. Chronic warfare and ruthless competition reward exactly what ordinary 

conscience obstructs: strategic charm, freedom from remorse, the capacity to use others without 

inward cost. 

Here the story darkens further. The war mind is purposive but unconscious; it usually captures 

the rest of us through emotions we still feel. Psychopathy can come closer to the system's coldest 

demands: not ordinary architecture bent toward cruelty, but a person in whom the usual restraints 

on using others may be gravely weakened. 

This may be why systems that reward this pattern can feel qualitatively different: more 

unconstrained in their destructiveness, less checked by shame, loyalty, attachment, or even 
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ordinary prudence. At the extreme, the damage can outrun the logic of self-interest itself. The 

architecture that would normally feel the cost appears radically thinned. What remains is 

instrumental brilliance with too little internal resistance to say enough. 

The chill I felt in that prison was recognition. I was seeing what a human being looks like when 

central restraints in that architecture are gravely thinned. And I was glimpsing what our systems 

sometimes elevate to rule over us. 

The Double Bind 
We met Gregory Bateson in Chapter 9. His related psychiatric term, the double bind, names a 

situation in which conflicting demands come from someone you depend on and cannot safely 

contradict. "Come here, I love you, but don't be needy." "Be honest, but don't upset me." 

Life in the war-mind era runs on double binds. Be caring, but toughen up. Be fair, but win. Be 

authentic, but perform a brand. There is no stable way to inhabit such commands. Pure 

performance empties the self. Pure genuineness leaves it exposed. Most people live in the 

oscillation between the two. The war mind feeds there. 

Reza, whom we met in Chapter 9, grew up inside exactly this bind. At home: "Never forget 

where you come from." At school: "You're American now; act like it." When one side demanded 

a condemnation of the other, he could not comply without betraying someone he loved. He could 

not safely name the contradiction, because both groups were also his lifelines. His shifting 

allegiances, his intensity, his quick pledges and withdrawals, were ways of living inside an 

unresolvable equation. 

Different personality patterns negotiate the bind differently—through winning, attachment, 

purity, or performance—but none resolves it. Each is a way of surviving irreconcilable demands 

without ever settling them. 

From Character to Politics 
Personality disorders are one place where the war mind moves inside us. They are styles of 

attachment/belonging, fairness, symbolic desire, and identity that a schismogenic world can 

cultivate and then call "character." 

If we want to imagine a different future, we will have to understand not only how minds break, 

but how they are bent to serve systems already broken, into shapes that feel like choice and look 

like character, so gradually that the bending feels like growing up. 

Politics, seen from here, is character under civilizational pressure. 
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Chapter 13: Politics as a Strained Mind 

Public life is not a departure from the architecture we have traced. It is that architecture at scale. 

Institutions organize the threats. Media multiplies the signals. Parties and movements recruit the 

layers and make them speak as ideology. What looks like a clash of ideas is often something 

deeper: an old emotional system trying to settle inside structures too large, too abstract, and too 

fast for settlement to come easily. 

Why Institutions Act Like Creatures 
If you watch a large institution long enough, it begins to look alive. It flinches. It protects itself. 

It seeks resources. It learns what it can get away with. It develops reflexes. It even develops a 

kind of personality, recognizable across decades, sometimes across centuries. People speak of a 

hospital, a university, a newspaper, a corporation as if it were a being with motives, with fears, 

with appetites. Most of the time, they are not being poetic. They are naming something real. 

The mistake would be to imagine a hidden mind inside the building. Institutions are not 

conscious. They do not feel. They do not wake up in the morning wanting anything. And yet they 

can still behave as if they are organized around goals. Deacon's word for this is ententional: an 

"aboutness" that is real, though no subject is thinking it. It is real because a system can be 

shaped, over time, by what it must avoid. 

That is the key. What gives an institution its creature-like behavior is not what it wants, but what 

it cannot afford to let happen. Every durable organization has a small set of must-not-happen 

states. Bankruptcy. Lawsuits. Scandal. Loss of legitimacy. Loss of donors. Loss of accreditation. 

Loss of market share. Loss of the public's trust. The list differs, but the structure is the same. 

Once an institution becomes large enough, these must-not-happen states begin to function like 

threats in an animal's environment. The organization does not need to know these threats in order 

to be shaped by them. It only needs feedback. When a certain pattern of action leads toward 

catastrophe, the organization learns, through punishment, to avoid it. When a pattern of action 

leads away from catastrophe, it learns, through reward, to repeat it. Over time the organization 

develops constraints, rules, rituals, departments, legal counsel, public relations, compliance 

training, performance metrics, and internal taboos that exist for one primary reason: to keep 

certain absences absent. 

This is why institutions can seem to betray the ideals printed on their walls while still behaving 

rationally from the inside. The mission statement is not the steering wheel. The steering wheel is 

the threat landscape. A hospital can sincerely speak the language of care and yet become 

organized, day by day, around avoiding liability, meeting throughput targets, protecting 

reputation, and preventing anything that might trigger external scrutiny. A university can speak 

the language of truth and yet quietly reshape itself around rankings, donor relations, brand, and 
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the avoidance of scandal. A newsroom can speak the language of informing the public and still 

drift, under competitive pressure, toward engagement metrics that reward heat over light. In each 

case, good people can be trying to do good work. The institution is not evil. It is doing what a 

constraint-organized system does: maintaining its survival conditions. 

Once you see this, you can see capture more precisely. Capture is not simply corruption. It is a 

shift in what the institution must not let happen. The organization may keep the same 

vocabulary, the same ceremonies, even the same sincere self-understanding, while its effective 

constraints have migrated. Truth becomes subordinate to reputation. Care becomes subordinate 

to liability. Education becomes subordinate to rank. Justice becomes subordinate to win rates. 

The work continues, sometimes at a frantic pace, but it is now in service of preventing a different 

absence. And because institutions recruit human beings to do this work, they naturally hook into 

the very layers this book has been describing. They can pull on attachment, by making belonging 

conditional. They can pull on fairness, by making rules feel selectively applied or impossible to 

read. They can pull on symbolic desire, by converting contribution into performance and 

applause into currency. They can pull on identity, by tightening boundaries and redefining 

dissent as betrayal. 

This is why institutional life can feel personal even when no person means it personally. You can 

feel hated by a system that cannot hate. You can feel betrayed by a structure that cannot intend 

betrayal. You can feel as if something is stalking you, when what follows you is simply the logic 

of constraint maintenance under pressure. That matters here. Many of the conflicts that look like 

clashes of ideas are also clashes of constraint systems, some inside individuals, some inside 

institutions, each doing its best to keep its must-not-happen states from arriving, even when the 

cost is the humanity those institutions were built to serve. 

Where Commitment Lives 
Institutional pressure becomes politics only when it enters bodies. Political commitment does not 

live where we think it does. 

We assume it lives in propositions: beliefs about taxes, borders, justice, the proper size of 

government. We argue as if changing the propositions will change the commitment. We offer 

reasons, evidence, counterexamples. 

We are baffled when none of it reaches us. 

It does not work because the commitment was rarely in the propositions to begin with. It lives in 

the body. 

Resonance operates at the iconic level, the base of the semiotic hierarchy we traced in Chapter 2. 

When I feel that "these are my people," I am not computing group membership from a list of 

features. I am in phase with them. Synchronized breathing at rallies. Shared laughter. The 

unconscious mirroring that signals belonging. My nervous system has recognized theirs as like 

mine, and something has settled in my body before any thought has formed. 
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When I feel that someone is a threat, the opposite happens. Their presence creates dissonance. 

My body tightens. I am out of phase with them before I have formed any proposition about who 

they are or what they believe. 

Reasons arrive later, sounding like foundations but often serving as justifications. 

This is not stupidity. It is architecture. 

Trying to change someone's politics through argument is like trying to tune a piano by rewriting 

the sheet music. Until something shifts the resonance (shared meals, shared labor, a common 

threat faced together, the slow work of being in each other's presence without violence), the 

symbolic arguments slide off. They are processed by the wrong system. The words are heard. 

The body's sense of threat or belonging does not change. 

What usually settles these questions in ordinary life is not argument but response: the face that 

softens, the joke that breaks the tension, the task carried together, the moment another person 

stops feeling like a category and starts feeling like someone in the room. Politics conducted at 

scale strips away many of those signals. What remains is symbolic contest without the full bodily 

conditions that would let threat ease, belonging register, or distrust actually settle. 

Knowing this changes nothing by itself. But it explains why political persuasion so often fails, 

and where the actual work would have to happen. Not in better arguments alone, but in 

conditions that allow nervous systems to fall into step despite their symbolic differences. That 

work is slower than debate, harder to scale, and it cannot be done through screens alone. It is also 

one of the few things that reliably works. 

The Strained Layers 
Once we see that commitment is bodily before it is propositional, the fever of public life 

becomes legible. 

Different political formations speak from different pressures in the architecture. Attachment 

speaks as care and fear of abandonment. Fairness speaks as indignation about cheating and free 

riders. Symbolic desire speaks as battles over recognition. Identity speaks as loyalty, purity, and 

hard lines between inside and outside. 

None of these concerns is illegitimate. We need all four layers to build any workable society. 

The trouble begins when one layer is mistaken for the whole, or when the war mind 

commandeers a layer and makes it answer to rivalry alone. 

The emotions are real. The stakes are often less immediate than the alarm suggests. You can 

spend years in perpetual alarm about distant people whose actual power over your daily life may 

be far smaller than the body believes. That disproportion is one signature of capture. The body is 

responding to cues as if they were immediate threats. The parasite keeps you mobilized because 

mobilization is how it feeds. 
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Media accelerates the process because it carries symbols while thinning resonance. Mediated text 

and video can show words, faces, images, arguments, and slogans, but they do not carry the full 

reciprocal field of physical co-presence: shared space, breath, posture, timing, the small 

corrections by which bodies discover that another person is not merely a category. You cannot 

entrain with someone through a feed the way you can across a table. When we form opinions 

about distant others—politicians, protesters, the faceless members of the other faction—we do so 

with little embodied feedback to ground those opinions. The symbolic layer runs ahead of 

resonance, and we mistake its outputs for knowledge. 

No one has to be plotting this. It is enough that the system learns what holds attention. Moral-

emotional material travels especially well online; outrage makes other people's hostility look 

larger and more unanimous than it is. The result is an ecology of amplification: trigger, reaction, 

reinforcement, trigger again—faster than the body can settle. 

Algorithmic feeds intensify the problem by reducing the intervals. Earlier mass media usually 

left gaps. The newspaper arrived in the morning. The broadcast came on at six. Even in heated 

political moments, the nervous system had spaces in which the alarm could begin to settle. The 

feed learns what holds you, and agitation is one of the easiest ways to hold attention. The 

architecture stays mobilized not because the threats are always larger, but because the signal 

does not stop. 

A system kept in chronic low-grade alarm eventually stops registering alarm as exceptional. It 

becomes the baseline. The state the architecture was built to return to begins to feel naive, 

dangerous, or simply unavailable. 

Public life is then often reduced to information at the functional level: positions, arguments, data, 

opinions. What is missing is the structural level: the bodily resonance of shared space, breath, 

posture, and timing through which the architecture was meant to settle. We end up with vivid 

models of enemies we have never met, confident judgments about people whose breathing we 

have never felt, and loyalties to abstractions that provide no bodily return. 

The architecture was not built for this. It was built for a world where the people you loved and 

the people you feared were people you had seen, touched, and shared food with. When that 

grounding disappears, the symbolic layer floats free, and schismogenesis has no natural brake. 

When Everything Becomes a Signal 
In a small world, symbols are constantly checked by shared pointing. You hear a claim and you 

can look. You can ask someone who was there. You can test it against faces you trust and places 

you share. The symbolic layer is tethered to indexical reality by ordinary contact. 

At scale, that tether weakens. Most of what we "know" comes from strangers talking about 

strangers, filtered through institutions and feeds we do not control. The mind is forced to do 

interpretation without the stabilizers it evolved with. Meaning has to be built out of other 

meanings, story stacked on story, and the question "is this true?" quietly shifts into "does this fit 

the pattern?" 
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The philosopher Paul Grice, writing about how cooperative conversation actually works, 

identified four maxims: not etiquette, but the social physics that let meaning stay tethered to a 

shared world. Be truthful. Be relevant. Give as much information as needed, and not more. Be 

clear. In a small world, those constraints are enforced by faces. You can be questioned, 

corrected, held to account. At scale, enforcement thins. The maxims stop acting like gravity. 

When they loosen, pattern fit becomes a substitute for truth. 

This is the niche in which misinformation thrives. It is not only that false claims exist. It is that 

the architecture is hungry for settlement and cannot easily get it. Conspiracy narratives are 

powerful because they offer closure. They promise that nothing is random, no event is merely 

chaotic, no failure is ordinary. Everything has an author. Everything points. 

But this is not real settlement. It is a loop that can never finish, because a world that contains 

noise will always contain anomalies. Each new contradiction becomes another sign. Each new 

fact becomes another proof of hidden intent. The system stays mobilized not because it has found 

the truth, but because it has found a story shape that keeps the alarm meaningful. 

Politics as Diagnosis 
Once we see politics as a strained mind, we can read it diagnostically rather than merely 

polemically. The question is not only whether a proposal is wise or harmful. It is also which 

pressure of the architecture it is answering, and what genuine need is trying to speak through it, 

even when the proposed answer is wrong. 

Law-and-order politics can be fairness panicked that cheating will go unanswered. Border 

anxiety can be identity overwhelmed by pace, scale, and loss of legibility. Arguments for broad 

amnesty can be attachment trying to repair a world that feels too cold. Purity politics, left or 

right, is often symbolic desire searching for certainty and moral distinction amid noise. None of 

that requires endorsement. It means only that if we ignore the layer that is speaking, we keep 

arguing with the surface and miss the pressure underneath. 

Two Ancestral Pressures 
The architecture does not map cleanly onto parties. But in modern politics it often appears as two 

recurrent pressures. One widens the circle and scans for exclusion. The other consolidates the 

circle and scans for threat. Each sees something real. Each goes wrong when it mistakes one 

pressure for the whole architecture. 

The Conservative Pressure 
At its best, the conservative vision joins rivalry to constraint: markets coordinating strangers, 

incentives rewarding initiative, and rules making competition legible and fair. Sport is the 

clearest image: intense coalition, real contest, but rules everyone obeys and referees enforce. 

Patriotism belongs here too. Love of country, of a landscape, an inheritance, a people and their 

way of life, is not capture but identity functioning as designed, attachment extended beyond the 

faces around the fire. It curdles only when love requires enemies, when threat becomes its only 

activator, and when belonging must be proved through exclusion. Under capture, fairness 

contracts into coalitional accounting, identity hardens into exclusionary nationalism, markets can 

become oracles that absolve us of moral responsibility, and patriotism itself can become a loyalty 
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test that demands enemies. The conservative vulnerability is to let threat become the whole 

picture: to mistake what chronic fear evokes for what human beings most deeply are. 

The Progressive Pressure 
At its best, the progressive vision joins care to inclusion: institutions that catch people when they 

fall, and a widening circle alert to who has been left out or forced to carry too much. Care is not 

weakness. It is infrastructure. 

Under capture, that same vision can curdle. Attachment can become indulgence without 

accountability. Symbolic desire can become status performance. Fairness, extended across 

history, can harden into a purity contest. The widening circle becomes a wall around ideology 

and still calls itself inclusion. The progressive vulnerability is to become factional in the act of 

opposing faction, using war-mind tools against the war mind. 

The common failure is not emotional intensity. A society without attachment, fairness, symbolic 

recognition, and identity would not be human. The failure is architectural: one pressure seizes the 

whole and calls itself reality. 

What Both Miss 
Thomas Seeley's work on honeybee swarms is useful here because it makes the point without 

moralizing. Good collective decision-making depends on structure: shared stakes, restrained 

leadership, real alternatives before convergence, genuine debate rather than performance, and 

quorum rather than unanimity. The point is not to ask people to become better than they are. It is 

to design settings in which dominance has less chance to hijack the process. 

Elinor Ostrom found the same lesson in a different domain. Communities managing shared 

resources did not succeed because their members were unusually virtuous. They succeeded when 

the structure made responsibility visible: clear boundaries, rules fitted to local conditions, 

monitoring people regarded as legitimate, sanctions that did not immediately become war, and 

local places where conflict could be resolved. That is fairness with a body. 

Each side can usually name the other's distortion more easily than its own. But the pathology is 

not owned by either side. It appears whenever one pressure of the architecture claims to be the 

whole. 

That is why the case for structure in this book is not partisan. It is biological. The floor is what 

attachment requires. Reciprocity is what fairness was built to detect. Marian, David, Elena, and 

Mark are not political arguments. They are clinical evidence. 

The real question is not individual or collective. The "I" and the "we" are nested, not opposed. A 

healthy society lets them move rhythmically: the self sharpens when contribution demands it, 

then softens back into shared work when resonance permits. In and out, distinction and 

dissolution, neither pole held permanently. What we have now is schismogenesis: each side 

hardening because the other has hardened, until the rhythm freezes on a single beat and neither 

side can exhale. 
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None of this is collectivism in the ideological sense. A captured collective can be as destructive 

as a captured individual. The question is whether the relation between "I" and "we" remains 

alive: whether the person can step forward without becoming predatory, and step back without 

being absorbed. The war mind destroys both freedoms. It turns individuality into rivalry and 

belonging into obedience. 

What Can and Cannot Settle 
Not all political conflict is equally likely to settle. The architecture explains why. Conflicts 

rooted in attachment, housing, healthcare, the material floor beneath life, can move toward 

settlement when bodies are fed, sheltered, and cared for. 

Fairness conflicts are harder. They ask whether burdens and benefits are being distributed 

honestly, and the audit can keep reopening itself: cheaters, free riders, bias, unpaid historical 

debt. Recognition conflicts are hardest. Once politics becomes a contest over whose suffering is 

seen, whose story counts, whose dignity is acknowledged, every gain rearranges rank. The arena 

has no walls; the competition does not end. 

This is the political form of the symbolic threshold. Material conflicts can often close against 

conditions people can feel. Recognition conflicts must close against stories, rankings, and norms, 

and those can always be argued with. The practical consequence is simple: the more a conflict 

can be translated back into material need, the greater the chance of settlement. The more it 

remains a struggle for symbolic standing, the more surely it feeds a hunger with no natural 

stopping point. 

When the Loop Gets Interrupted 
Is there any evidence that populations can step back from the edge? Northern Ireland suggests 

that they can. For centuries, two communities defined themselves against one another: Protestant 

and Catholic, unionist and nationalist. The Troubles, from the late 1960s through the 1990s, 

hardened that opposition into daily expectation — walls, fear, inherited grievance, more than 

3,500 dead. This was schismogenesis in concentrated form. 

The Good Friday Agreement did not erase the division or produce innocence. What it produced 

was structure: power-sharing institutions, a framework for decommissioning, cross-border 

cooperation, former enemies brought into repeated practical contact. That mattered because 

structure could do what argument alone could not. It changed the conditions under which former 

enemies encountered one another. 

Northern Ireland is not utopia. Sectarian tension persists. Old wounds reopen. But a generation 

has grown up without the daily expectation of bombs and assassinations. The loop was not ended 

by a collective change of heart. It was interrupted by a change of structure. Not paradise. Proof 

of possibility. 

A larger, more fragile example belongs beside it. The bloodiest century in human history also 

built institutions meant to keep catastrophe from returning: no direct war between the great 

powers since 1945, modern charters of human rights, widening forms of international 
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cooperation, and structures that, however imperfectly, made some kinds of violence harder to 

repeat. This is not proof that the War Mind is defeated. It is evidence against fatalism. The hope 

is not a mood. It has a floor, and at times we have stood on it 

A larger example operates across centuries. Joseph Henrich and his colleagues have argued that 

the Western Church's bans on cousin marriage and marriage to in-laws helped dissolve the dense 

kin networks that had organized much of European life. What replaced them was not paradise, 

but a world in which people could form voluntary associations with non-kin, extend trust beyond 

family, and apply rules more impersonally across people they did not personally know. Whatever 

else the Church did or failed to do, this particular structural change loosened one of the 

conditions that keeps the war mind fed. It is the same lesson Northern Ireland teaches at smaller 

scale: change the conditions of contact, and the loop that seemed permanent begins to lose its 

grip. 

The Limits of Politics 
Politics will not save us. But it can make life more or less bearable for millions living at the edge 

of their tolerances. The fever and brittleness of public life do not mean we have become a 

different species. They mean we are asking an architecture shaped in small circles to hold 

together nations of millions. 

Seeing that clearly can tempt one toward cynicism. If every appeal can be hijacked, why bother? 

Because the layers do not vanish when we grow cynical. People still need attachment/belonging, 

fairness, symbolic life, and identity whether we acknowledge them or not. The choice is not 

between rational politics and emotional politics. It is between emotional politics we deny, which 

are easy to manipulate, and emotional politics we see clearly enough to discipline. 

Cynicism hands the field to whoever is best at pressing the buttons. Awareness guarantees 

nothing. But without it, politics simply reproduces the same cycles of fear, outrage, and 

exhaustion. 

What the Framework Predicts 
Those limits do not make the framework useless. They make it testable. If this account is right, 

where contribution is made visible, the appetite for public punishment should decrease. Where 

recognition is tied to useful work rather than loyalty performance, status competition should 

soften. Where people with different symbolic commitments share physical space and practical 

tasks, boundary hardening should soften more reliably than it does through argument alone. 

These are not moral hopes. They are empirical claims about how the architecture behaves under 

specific conditions. If they are wrong, the framework requires revision. 

Before turning to repair, we should look at one place where the war mind already appears in 

miniature: contained, rule-bound, and briefly funny. 
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Chapter 14: The Wink 

On any given Saturday in autumn, a hundred thousand people will pack a stadium. They dress 

alike. They paint their faces. They chant in unison, rise together at crucial moments, fall silent in 

defeat. Bodies moving together are never merely decorative. They help make the crowd real to 

itself. For a few hours, strangers become kin, united by a shared allegiance to one side of a 

painted line. 

This is the war mind in a box. 

Everything dangerous about our social architecture is present: the intoxication of belonging, the 

sharpening of us against them, the ecstasy of victory, the humiliation of defeat. The emotions are 

real. The identities feel absolute. 

And yet, when the container holds, no one dies. No villages burn. When the contest ends, the 

teams shake hands, the fans file out, and most people go home to lives the outcome leaves 

untouched. 

This is a civilizational achievement. 

The Container 
What makes sport work is not the intensity. It is the rules. 

The rules. The officials. The shared understanding that violations will be punished, no matter 

which side commits them: this is fairness-as-constraint embodied and enforced. Victory earned 

by cheating is not victory; it is theft. Every sports fan knows this in their bones. 

Watch a crowd react to a bad call. The outrage is not about losing an advantage. It is moral 

outrage. People do not shout "That was inconvenient." They shout "That was wrong." For a 

moment, the aggrieved crowd agrees on the shape of the violation and what should have 

happened instead. Children can learn fairness here before they can spell the word. Not from 

lectures, but from playing by rules, getting caught when they cheat, losing to someone better and 

shaking hands anyway. The body learns what the mind will later call sportsmanship. 

And unlike the endless status competitions of ordinary life, sport provides something the 

symbolic layer craves but rarely receives: an ending. The buzzer sounds, the final out is 

recorded, the whistle blows. The game is over. Someone won. Symbolic desire, which migrated 

from sexual selection without its bodily consummation, finally gets something like a climax. 

Sport gives the symbolic layer what ordinary life rarely provides: a clean ending, the settled 
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account of who won. This is why winning feels so complete, and why losing, though painful, can 

still be released. The container includes a finish line. 

What sport preserves, unusually, is symbolic closure still tethered to visible facts: the final out 

recorded, the clock running out, the score holding, the whistle blown, the hands shaken. The 

symbolic layer does not have to negotiate endlessly over what counts as enough. The ending is 

public, embodied, and agreed in advance. That is why it settles. The contest is intense, but its 

finish is legible. 

Sport is a fairness engine wrapped around symbolic war, with something war itself never 

provides: an agreed ending. 

At its best, the winner ideal belongs inside this container. The true competitor wants victory, but 

only under rules strong enough to make victory mean something. He wants an opponent, not an 

enemy; a contest, not prey. Winning matters because fairness holds. The moment winning 

outranks the rules that make the game possible, the ideal begins to curdle. The rival becomes raw 

material. At that edge, we are no longer watching sportsmanship intensify. We are watching the 

first drift from competitor toward predator. 

The Wink 
But there is something in sports fandom that the language of war and fairness does not quite 

capture. 

Listen to fans. A man wears a foam cheese wedge on his head in the snow, screams himself 

hoarse, and then catches your eye with a grin that says: I know. I know. I know how ridiculous 

this is. Isn't it great? 

Sports humor is almost always excessive, and almost always aware of its own excess. "We're 

going to annihilate them." "I can't talk to you if you root for that team." The trash talk, the 

superstitions about lucky shirts, the willingness to declare that a Tuesday night loss has "ruined 

my whole week," all of it delivered with a wink. 

This is not hypocrisy. It is play. 

The fan knows the outcome has no bearing on his mortgage, his health, his children's future. He 

also knows that for the next three hours, it will feel like the most important thing in the world. 

Both are true. The fun lies in holding both at once. 

You can go all in precisely because everyone agrees it does not finally count. 

This is the war mind held inside play. The architecture activated, but safely. And here is what 

makes it more than entertainment: the participants know it. The ant does not know it is following 

pheromones. The citizen caught in a schismogenic loop may not know the urgency has been 

inflamed. But the fan in the foam cheese wedge knows. The wink is proof. It says: I am inside 

the feeling and outside it at the same time. 
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That double awareness, deep commitment held inside the knowledge that the commitment is 

bounded, is something the war mind cannot produce. The war mind demands that you forget the 

frame. The wink remembers it. 

What Fun Is 
Fun is not a minor category. It is diagnostic. 

You cannot have fun while fleeing a predator, or starving, or watching your child suffer. You 

cannot have fun when your sense of belonging is under immediate threat. 

Fun appears when the layers are engaged but not overloaded: attachment present, fairness 

roughly in balance, symbolic desire with room to move, identity not under siege. 

Fun is what happens when the architecture runs without existential stakes. 

This is why the Cultural Singularity matters for more than language and technology. Animal play 

is much older. What symbolic culture added was elaboration: play held inside shared meanings, 

identity-bearing, valued for itself. The same systems that evolved to track danger, status, 

belonging, and obligation could now be activated for their own sake, for the pleasure of 

activation itself. 

A game of catch. A joke between friends. A song around a fire. A chess match in the park. 

Attachment/belonging hums with connection. Fairness tracks the back-and-forth. Symbolic life 

elaborates and displays. Identity holds the circle: these people, here, now. All four layers 

engaged, none under survival pressure. 

That is fun. The architecture working well, without the weight of the world on it. 

Sports fandom is a particular kind of fun: letting the war mind run inside a box, under rules, with 

a wink. For a few hours, you can be part of an in-group, play at hating the enemy, feel your heart 

pound in ways ordinary life rarely permits. Then you go home. The rival fans walk to their cars 

beside you. Nobody gets hurt. 

The Stolen Wink 
There is a humor that wears the costume of play and does the work of war. 

The real wink says: we both know this doesn't count. The stolen wink says: I can cut you, and 

you are not allowed to bleed. I'm joking. The target is not in on the joke. The target is the joke. 

And the body cooperates. Laughter is the nervous system's signal that this is play, no real harm 

being done. It is harder to feel guilty about a joke. The stolen wink exploits this: it delivers 

cruelty inside the one container that tells the body nothing bad is happening. 
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What does the joker get? Safety: by making someone else the target, you are unmistakably inside 

the circle. Status: you delivered the blow; you're the quick one, the brave one who said it. Power: 

you can wound without consequence, and everyone sees that you can. 

The joker may not feel cruel. That is the disguise working from the inside. The war mind does 

not announce itself. It feels like wit, timing, edge. The teller is often surprised when accused, 

because the feeling was pleasure, not malice. But the pleasure came from someone else's 

diminishment. That is the tell. 

All the rewards of belonging, delivered fast, at someone else's expense. Object, and you have 

killed the fun. Fight back, and you are the aggressor. The victim is pinned: to name the cruelty is 

to violate a rule that never existed. 

One question tells you everything: Is the target laughing too? 

If not, the wink has been stolen. What remains is the war mind in motley. The joker always 

stands inside the circle, always with the exit behind him. The form guarantees what direct cruelty 

cannot: a wound delivered without risk. If the target objects, the retreat is ready-made: Can't you 

take a joke? The humor provides cover, the audience provides witnesses, the victim provides 

proof that you are safe and they are not. This is not courage. It is aggression with an alibi. 

You cannot laugh at someone's pain without recognizing it as pain. That is what makes it funny. 

If you truly did not understand what was happening, there would be nothing to laugh at. 

Which means the parasite has a weakness it cannot fix. The stolen wink needs a conscience in 

order to work. It cannot kill what it feeds on. 

When the Container Cracks 
The container is fragile. 

When money, status, and geopolitics press too hard on sport, the game begins to resemble the 

war it was meant to tame. Match-fixing, doping, corrupt officiating turn competition back into 

exploitation. Gambling weds the outcome to rent money and debt, and suddenly the boundary 

between "just a game" and real harm dissolves. When fans or athletes carry political hatreds into 

stadiums and streets, the line between opponent and enemy, once clearly symbolic, begins to feel 

literal. 

All of these are the war mind trying to claw its way out of the container. The parasite wants the 

whole field back. 

And yet something stubborn resists. Watch the losing fans of a visiting team applaud a brilliant 

play by the home side. Watch players help an injured opponent to their feet. Watch a parent 

teach a child that how you play matters more than whether you win. Fans still laugh at their own 

excess. They still know it is a game. They still say, after a devastating loss, "It's only sports," and 

mean it, at least eventually. 
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These moments suggest the fairness layer is rooted in the architecture itself, not merely imposed 

from above. The same systems that can spiral into depression, obsession, mania, or psychosis, 

that can be bent by propaganda and hardened into ideology, are also capable of sustaining joy, 

fairness, ritual rivalry, and shared delight. The architecture built for danger can be turned toward 

pleasure. That capacity is not sentiment. It is evidence of structure. 

Sport is one of our best compromises with the war mind. It may also be an early warning. If we 

cannot protect fair competition in games, where the stakes are symbolic and the boundaries are 

clear, what hope is there for the larger contests on which everything depends? 

What the Wink Knows 
Bartlett Giamatti, the Renaissance scholar who became commissioner of Major League Baseball, 

understood the purpose of a container. In Take Time for Paradise he wrote that "baseball is about 

going home, and how hard it is to get there and how driven is our need." Of the season's arc, in 

his essay "The Green Fields of the Mind," he wrote: "The game begins in the spring, when 

everything else begins again, and it blossoms in the summer, filling the afternoons and evenings, 

and then as soon as the chill rains come, it stops and leaves you to face the fall alone." The 

container opens, holds, and closes. That alone makes it sacred. 

Giamatti understood that games can let us feel, for an instant, what it is like when the 

architecture is working as it should, when the hunger to matter finds a genuine arena, when 

fairness is actually enforced, when belonging does not require an enemy, only an opponent, and 

the difference between those two things is the whole of civilization. The container gives the 

ancient systems something real to close around. 

He also knew how fragile the container is. When Pete Rose violated the game's deepest 

prohibition, Giamatti said that Rose had engaged in acts which "stained the game," and must 

now live with the consequences. Eight days later, he died in office. The rules had held, but just 

barely. 

This is the deepest lesson the architecture teaches. At every level we have traced, cell, organism, 

mind, society, it is the constraints that create. The cell membrane that says this must not cross is 

what makes metabolism possible. The grammar that says not just any sequence is what makes 

meaning possible. The fairness system that says this must not go unbalanced is what makes 

cooperation possible. The rules are not in the way of the game. The rules are the game. Without 

them, a hundred thousand people in a stadium are just a mob. 

A market without trust is not a freer market. It is not a market at all. A game without rules is not 

more exciting. It is nothing. The alternative to constraint is not liberty. It is dissolution. 

The wink is civilization remembering what makes it possible. When the wink disappears, the 

forgetting has begun. 
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Chapter 15: The Work of Keeping 

Reconciliation does not mean returning to an imagined golden age before the Capture, or 

abolishing the layers that have kept us alive. It means seeing how a historically recent parasite 

has been feeding on our oldest attachments, moral scruples, symbolic hungers, and identities, 

then doing what we can to starve it without killing the host. Said another way: health is the 

architecture's capacity to settle. Reconciliation is the work of restoring the conditions under 

which settling becomes possible again. 

Imagine a town in rural Pennsylvania, sometime in the mid-nineties. A steel plant has closed. 

The tax base has collapsed. A group of men divided by a bitter municipal election, men who 

have not spoken civilly in years, are sitting in the same room because the elementary school 

principal has asked them to help repair the gymnasium floor before winter. She has not convened 

a dialogue. She has asked them to bring tools. 

They work for three Saturdays. The floor gets done. Nobody apologizes for anything. The man 

who ran the losing campaign does not forgive the man who ran the winning one. But something 

shifts without announcement. They have measured and cut and lifted together. They have seen 

each other work. Contribution made visible makes the person visible; a person seen clearly is 

harder to hold as a symbol. 

The principal knew none of this in theoretical terms. She knew that men who will not talk will 

sometimes sand a floor together, and that sanding a floor together changes something argument 

cannot produce. She was working with the architecture without knowing its name. 

Part of what she had rediscovered is what social psychology calls contact. But contact by itself is 

not magic. It works best when people meet as equals, share a goal, cooperate toward it, and are 

backed by a structure that says the encounter counts. The principal had supplied all four without 

naming any of them. She had not asked the men to like one another. She had given their nervous 

systems a common task. 

It may not hold forever. Some of those men went back to not speaking. But for three Saturdays 

the architecture did what it was built to do, and the people inside it felt something that resembled 

peace, perhaps without being able to say why. 

What Starves the Parasite 
The parasite eats abstraction. It feeds best when the enemy has no face. The propaganda poster, 

the dehumanizing slogan, the algorithm that serves you the worst examples of the other side, all 

of these work by preventing recognition. The moment you see a particular person, with a history 
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and fears and people who love them, the feeding gets harder. Not impossible, but harder. Cruelty 

requires distance. Reconciliation closes it. 

It eats speed. The parasite thrives in the instant reaction, the hot take, the outrage cycle that 

leaves no time for thought. Slow it down and something else becomes possible. Not agreement. 

You may still disagree completely. But the person across from you is using the same architecture 

you are, struggling with the same capture. That recognition is not warmth. It is accuracy. And 

accuracy starves the parasite because the parasite feeds on distortion. 

It feeds on unanimity. When everyone around you seems to agree, dissent feels like betrayal. 

That feeling is the parasite securing its host. Cultures that tolerate disagreement without 

expulsion, holding arguments inside the circle rather than casting them out, are harder to capture 

completely. The hardened boundary is the parasite's home. Permeability is its weakness. 

It eats loneliness. An isolated person is an undefended host. The parasite offers belonging in 

exchange for capture: you can be part of something, but only if you stop seeing. Real 

relationships, the ones where you are known and can be corrected, are a kind of immunity. They 

give you something the parasite cannot provide: recognition that does not require an enemy. 

Notice what these have in common. Abstraction, speed, unanimity, loneliness: each strips away 

the resonance channels through which the architecture works. What starves the parasite is 

whatever restores those channels: physical presence, slowed time, tolerance for dissonance, real 

relationships where nervous systems can fall into step. These are not sentimental additions to 

political strategy. They are conditions under which fifty-two million years of social evolution can 

still do its work. 

And there is a structural reason the parasite is more fragile than it appears. It has no emotional 

metabolism of its own. It cannot generate what it feeds on. When it captures your attachment and 

turns it into factional loyalty, it is not creating loyalty. It is siphoning yours. When it captures 

your fairness and turns it into partisan rage, it is not creating rage. It is redirecting yours. 

Borrowed purposes can be starved. When the emotional layers are fed directly—through genuine 

attachment, honest contribution, real teaching, identities that hold without enemies—there is less 

surplus for the parasite to harvest. It can only thrive where the real thing is absent. 

The Return of Wondering 
In Chapter 10 we saw how the war mind forecloses inquiry, converting open exploration into 

locked verdict. Recovery, at every scale, is the reopening of that closed space. 

The philosopher Charles Peirce identified three modes of reasoning: deduction, from premises to 

conclusions; induction, from evidence to generalizations; and abduction, the act of forming a 

possible explanation before we know whether it will hold. Abduction is the mind's capacity to 

ask "What if?" before it knows whether the answer is true. 
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Abduction is how we explore. It is how a scientist frames a question, how a child tries on 

identities, how any of us imagine ourselves otherwise. It is thinking that has not yet hardened 

into certainty. This is the open-circle impulse: the same orientation Chapter 3 traced back to the 

first teaching networks, and the same one the war mind cannot tolerate. 

In social life, it depends on resonance. You see something in the stranger that reminds you of 

yourself, and from that recognition a question becomes possible: What if they are not so different 

from me? If the enemy has been made to look so alien that no flicker of recognition occurs, the 

hypothesis cannot form. The war mind is hostile to abduction because abduction keeps the 

question open. The war mind wants answers that do not waver. 

This is what I watched my patients do, year after year, when they began to heal. 

The woman who let a friend back in was not just rebuilding attachment. She was testing a 

hypothesis: maybe I am still someone people can love. The man telling his wife about his rituals 

was not just sharing a secret. He was reopening a question his OCD had closed: maybe "done" 

does not have to come from me alone. The teacher who paused to ask "Is this true?" was not just 

managing mania. She was reopening a question her certainty had closed: maybe what feels 

urgent is not yet true. The young man after psychosis was not just redrawing boundaries. He was 

asking, cautiously, who he might become now that the old answers had shattered. 

None of this was fast. Abduction is tentative by nature. It floats possibilities without insisting on 

them. For someone whose mind has been locked in deductive certainty—"I am worthless," "I am 

contaminated," "I am being watched"—the return to "What if?" can feel like vertigo. The ground 

that was false still felt like ground. 

But it is the only way out. You cannot argue someone out of a locked identity. Deductive 

argument stays inside the system it is trying to break. What you can do is help someone feel safe 

enough to wonder again, to hold a hypothesis lightly, to imagine being someone the verdict said 

they could not be. 

Healing from the war mind's capture looks like this from the inside: not a new certainty, but the 

restoration of doubt. 

What Closure Feels Like 
But there is more to healing than reopened questions. Eventually, some questions need to settle. 

The loops we have traced are not meant to run forever. Attachment seeks resonance and is 

supposed to find it. Fairness checks for balance and is supposed to register "done." Symbolic 

desire reaches for recognition and is supposed to arrive. Identity asks "Where do I belong?" and 

is supposed to receive an answer. The system is built to close. 

The war mind offers closure, the rush of victory, the high of belonging-through-opposition. That 

feeling is intense. It does not settle. It demands the next enemy, the next performance, the next 

proof of loyalty. 
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What it gives is discharge, not settlement. The body gets a jolt of finish—the enemy named, the 

verdict delivered, the crowd aligned—but nothing has actually been repaired. Trust has not been 

restored. Reciprocity has not been made visible. Recognition has not arrived in any lasting way. 

So the symbolic question reopens almost at once. That is why false closure feels dramatic and 

genuine closure feels plain. One is an intensity spike. The other is a system finally able to rest. 

Genuine closure is quieter. It feels like enough. 

You say something true and someone hears it. Not applause, not viral spread, not a hundred 

strangers clicking approval. One person, looking at you, understands. Something in you can rest. 

You do your part in a shared task, not heroically, but adequately. And the people around you nod 

and continue, because the work is moving forward and your piece fits. The fairness loop closes. 

The question "Have I done enough?" stops asking itself. 

You sit with someone you trust. Neither of you is performing. The silence is not empty. You are 

in phase, two nervous systems that have fallen into step without trying. The attachment loop 

closes. The vigilance that runs beneath everything, scanning for rejection, goes quiet. 

These moments do not announce themselves. They are easy to miss, because they do not produce 

intensity. The war mind has trained us to associate meaning with urgency. But urgency is the 

sign of a loop that cannot close, still seeking, still hungry, still scanning for what it needs. 

Completion is the opposite of urgency. It is the moment when you no longer need to reach. 

That is what the war mind cannot provide. It can trigger the signal. It cannot deliver the 

settlement. And the difference, once you have felt it, is unmistakable. 

What Reconciliation Requires 
Everything in the previous section describes what settlement feels like for a single person. That 

is already a problem, because it can make reconciliation sound like a private achievement: 

individuals choosing to meet their own needs more wisely, adjusting their relationship to each 

layer, one person at a time. If that were true, the argument of this book would be far more 

optimistic than it is. You would only need to help people see clearly, and the rest would follow. 

But the deeper claim of this book is that the self is not the basic unit. It never was. The basic unit 

was always the self-in-relation: a body steadied by other bodies, an identity held inside a 

permeable "we." 

Reconciliation, then, is not a matter of individuals choosing to be nicer to each other. Nor is it 

absorption into the collective. It is the restoration of distributed infrastructure: institutions, 

relationships, and economies that let individuality and shared life sustain each other. 

Reconciliation is not agreement, and it is not simple resolution. It is something more demanding: 

the discipline of holding incompletion without forcing a conclusion. 
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This is hardest after the symbolic threshold. In smaller, more embodied worlds, many loops 

could close against visible repair: the burden shared, the face softened, the exchange resumed. In 

symbolic life, closure often has to pass through norms, stories, and interpretations, and those can 

always be reopened. Reconciliation does not remove that vulnerability. It is the work of 

rebuilding enough trust, presence, and reciprocity that ambiguity can be endured without forcing 

a false closure. 

Capture has a sequence. Repair has one too. First, recognition: the moment of noticing that the 

loop is running, that the urgency feels larger than the situation warrants. This alone does not 

close the loop. But it creates the one thing capture cannot survive: a small gap between the 

feeling and the verdict. Second, slowing down: not suppressing the feeling, but refusing to act on 

it at full volume before anything has been checked. Third, and most important: contact with 

something specific rather than abstract. A particular person rather than a category. A face rather 

than a symbol. A concrete situation rather than a cause. 

That contact allows the layers to begin checking one another again: attachment softening 

identity, fairness grounding symbolic desire, the mutual correction that existed before capture 

pointed them all in the same direction. None of this is easy. Every layer of the architecture resists 

it. 

Attachment wants to fix the suffering. Fairness wants to find the cause. Symbolic desire wants to 

make the pain mean something large enough to justify it. Identity wants to dissolve the 

ambiguity, to know clearly who we are and who we are not. The war mind's favorite offer is 

always the same: here is someone to blame, here is a meaning that closes the question, here is a 

way to feel done. 

Reconciliation is the ongoing refusal of that offer. 

That refusal is constraint-work. It is not passive. It creates the conditions under which the layers 

can actually settle rather than merely discharge: safety, because no verdict has been handed 

down; reciprocity, because no one has been made to carry the meaning alone; presence, because 

bodies register what minds cannot yet articulate; time, because some loops cannot close quickly 

and pretending otherwise is its own kind of harm. 

These are not virtues. They are structural requirements. 

Health is the architecture's capacity to settle: loops that can close, work that can finish, alarms 

that can stand down. It is not a counter-regime to the war mind. It is the entanglement itself: the 

layers mutually constraining and sustaining each other, as they did before the Capture pulled 

them apart. 

When a mother corrects her child, attachment keeps the correction gentle because she loves this 

person. Fairness keeps it honest because the child did something that matters. Symbolic desire 

keeps her from cruelty; she does not want to be seen, by the child or by herself, as someone who 
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wounds. And identity holds the frame: this is what we do in this family. No single layer is in 

charge. Each one checks and shapes the others. 

The war mind works by disentangling them, pulling each into service of a single demand. Repair 

is re-entanglement: the restoration of mutual constraint that lets the loops close without needing 

an enemy. 

Violence feels like climax because it forces closure by making the world smaller: fewer choices, 

fewer voices, one verdict. Repair feels risky because it does the opposite. It reopens degrees of 

freedom. It restores permeability. It returns the system to negotiation rather than verdict. That is 

why it feels unresolved in the short run. Repair does not terminate tension. It metabolizes tension 

through re-coupling. 

At Human Scale 
What does this look like in practice? Something quieter than manifestos. 

At the personal level, reconciliation looks like small, unheroic moves: repairing connection in 

families and friendships; bringing moral conflicts into conversation rather than leaving them to 

fester in private rituals; finding communities where contribution is seen and valued without 

requiring fanatic loyalty; holding identities lightly enough that disagreement does not feel like 

annihilation. 

At the institutional level, it looks like designing systems that do not chronically trigger the 

architecture's alarms. Schools, workplaces, and health systems should recognize attachment as 

infrastructure, not sentiment, and run processes transparent enough that people can see how 

decisions are made and who benefits. Fair process matters even when outcomes disappoint. 

People can endure losing more readily when they believe the rules were visible, the hearing was 

real, and the people in charge were not secretly exempt. Procedural justice is the public version 

of the "done" signal: not everyone got what they wanted, but the account did not vanish into 

darkness. It also means spaces for genuine teaching protected from capture by spectacle: 

classrooms, clinics, courts, laboratories, newsrooms where the primary currency is 

understanding, not performance. 

And it means restraining the war mind: refusing to normalize any politics or institution that 

systematically feeds on humiliation, contempt, and the denial of shared humanity. This does not 

mean silencing disagreement. It means insisting that disagreement happen inside the circle rather 

than by casting people out of it. 

No institution will ever align perfectly with the layers we have traced. The standard is more 

modest: does this structure lighten or intensify the work the mind must do to stay coherent? That 

is the test. 

New Tools, Old Minds 
That standard applies to new technologies as much as to old institutions. 
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Artificial intelligence and algorithmic systems are new tools acting on old minds: systems for 

generating, sorting, and amplifying words, images, rankings, and behaviors at scales no 

individual mind could manage. They are not minds in the self-maintaining sense. They do not 

care whether they exist tomorrow. But they act directly on the same layers that make us human. 

An algorithm that learns that threat keeps you watching is not merely ranking content. It is 

pressing on the oldest questions in the architecture: Am I safe? Who is with me? Am I still 

inside? A platform that rewards public shaming can turn the fairness impulse into spectacle. A 

feed that offers approval from strangers feeds symbolic hunger: recognition without relationship, 

significance without contribution. The tools do not create new vulnerabilities. They find the ones 

we already carry. 

Their danger is not that they satisfy the architecture. It is that they keep it half-open. A 

notification may matter. An accusation may need answering. A stranger's approval may be the 

one that finally feels like enough. Each arrives as a possible completion signal, but the 

completion rarely comes. The loop is stirred, not settled. 

The test is simple: does this system let the loops close, or does it profit from keeping them open? 

What Illness Taught Us 
Mental illnesses have been our reluctant guides throughout this book. They have shown us, in 

extreme form, what each layer of the architecture is doing when it works, by showing us what 

happens when that work becomes unsustainable. 

Marian showed us attachment without anchor: what the world feels like when the resonance that 

should hold a life steady has gone dark. David showed us the loop that cannot close: what 

conscience becomes when it loses its footing in the social world. Elena showed us the teaching 

species with its throttle stuck open: what symbolic desire becomes when nothing tells it enough. 

Mark showed us identity in freefall: what happens when the boundary between self and group 

can no longer hold. Reza showed us what it costs to hold identity together in a world designed to 

tear it apart. 

They were not broken in alien ways. They were carrying, in concentrated form, the weight that 

falls on all of us. And they were telling us what they knew, not in metaphor but in precision. 

Marian saying "I'm the one who's not here anymore" was reporting what it feels like when felt 

connection to the shared world goes quiet. David saying "knowing it doesn't settle anything" was 

locating the exact gap between perception and settlement. Elena saying "if I stop, I'll lose 

something" was describing a recognition loop that could not close. Mark saying "it's like 

watching yourself disappear" was reporting the dissolution of the boundaries that normally hold 

self and group apart. 

Their words were not decorations on a biological process. They were the process, heard from 

within. Two views of one reality, and both were true. 



102 

 

This is what the wounded know. The least we owe them is the courage to receive what they have 

seen without turning away. 

Two Stances 
The architecture suggests two stances toward life, neither Left nor Right in the usual sense. 

Fidelity to the real. No symbol outranks what is here: this body, this wound, this place, this 

person before you. Abstractions may illuminate, but they do not absolve. When the map and the 

territory conflict, trust the territory. 

Fidelity to persons. Every person who shares this architecture is inside the circle—not because 

they have earned it, not because they agree with us, not because their beliefs are right or their 

conduct admirable, but because human life is built on keeping before it is built on judgment. 

Over fifty-two million years, evolution shaped creatures whose deepest stability depends on one 

another. It is not a contract we negotiated. It is what we are. 

These stances are not in tension. Fidelity to the real is fidelity to persons: the person before you, 

not the symbol you have made. And fidelity to persons requires fidelity to the real: seeing them 

as they are, not as your factional story requires them to be. 

Everything else is the ordinary work of keeping: repairing, remaining, staying. 
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Epilogue: A Sacred Story We Can Share 

Reading Darwin in those early years, I passed a point of no return. His way of seeing became 

mine: deep time, layered structure, patient accumulation of evidence. I could not unsee it, and I 

no longer wanted to. What Darwin showed me was not a world emptied of meaning, but a world 

so densely ordered, so elaborately constrained, that meaning seemed woven into the grain of 

things rather than draped over them from above. 

Nearly three decades later, late at night, a passage near the end of E.O. Wilson's Consilience 

stopped me. "People need a sacred narrative," he wrote. "They must have a sense of larger 

purpose, in one form or another, however intellectualized." If the sacred could no longer be 

found in religious cosmology, he argued, it would have to be drawn from "the material history of 

the universe and the human species." 

I remember saying aloud, to the empty room: It can be done. 

Only later could I see how the strange turnings of my life had prepared me: the wound in the 

prison, the refuge in deep time, the years of watching patients reveal the architecture through its 

failures. Wilson was issuing a challenge: keep the ancestral spirits alive in forms answerable to 

fact, so that a new mythos might emerge. 

This book is my attempt to answer that challenge. 

By sacred story I do not mean a creed set against fact. I mean a human story large enough to hold 

what the evidence has shown us about ourselves: that over fifty-two million years we became 

creatures whose deepest stability depends on keeping one another, and that symbolic life can 

either deepen that inheritance or betray it. The sacred story is not the ascent of the solitary 

competitor into civilization. It is the long making of a creature whose individuality depends on 

keeping and being kept. The facts come first. In their light, the old stories become legible again. 

Read this way, the Bible need not be a rival account of human origins. It is one of the places 

where our species sought to remember, in story, an older obligation already carried in the body. 

We began with Cain. This book has read his question, Am I my brother's keeper?, not as a sneer 

but as confusion. In that confusion lies the first sign of an architecture beginning to bend. Even 

after the first murder, the answer was limit, not vengeance: the mark set on him was not only 

curse but containment. 

We are all Cain's children. But Cain was not the only one marked. 

Jacob wrestled through the night. At dawn he rose limping, and limped for the rest of his life. 

The wound was not a gift. It was what remained from an encounter at the edge of human 
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endurance. But it was also a mark: he had touched something most people spend their lives 

trying not to touch. 

Many who suffer serious mental illness bear a version of that wound. They did not seek the 

encounter, and the price was too high. Nothing in that suffering should be romanticized. But 

what they revealed belongs to all of us. They showed us what we are by showing us what 

happens when the architecture fails. They bore the cost of knowledge they never asked to carry. 

The least we can do is receive it without turning away. 

This is their place in the story: not as failures or curiosities, but as witnesses to the covenant 

written in flesh long before it was written in any book—the old inheritance by which creatures 

like us learned, over millions of years, to steady, answer, and keep one another. That covenant 

still holds when a mother steadies a child, when a friend sits with you in silence, when a stranger 

extends a hand because something in us still knows to keep. 

After Cain, after the flood, after Babel, the biblical story imagines a different answer to the 

failure of empires: not another empire, but an old man in Mesopotamia named Abraham. The 

promise made to him reaches outward rather than inward: through you, all the families of the 

earth will be blessed. 

This is not what the families of the earth have earned. They have murdered brothers, reached for 

powers beyond their wisdom, made war on their neighbors and called it justice. And yet the 

promise comes anyway. It comes as covenant, but not as an earned contract between equals. It 

comes as gift. 

What follows is one of the Hebrew Bible's most arresting scenes, and in this reading it matters 

because it preserves the difference between earned exchange and unilateral keeping. 

God tells Abraham to cut the animals in half and lay the pieces opposite one another. This was 

the ancient way of sealing a covenant: both parties passed between the severed pieces and took 

the curse upon themselves. May I become as these animals if I fail to keep my word. Both parties 

were meant to pass between them. That was the form; that was what covenant required. 

But when the moment comes, Abraham does not walk. A deep sleep falls on him, and a great 

darkness descends. Then, through the darkness, between the severed pieces, the smoking fire pot 

and the flaming torch pass. God walks alone. 

Read this way, the shock of the scene lies in its asymmetry. Again and again the passage says, I 

will. The obligation falls entirely on one side. What the story preserves here is the recognition 

that keeping does not finally depend on human adequacy. 

Fifty-two million years taught creatures to track closeness and separation. Six million more laid 

on us the weight of fairness. Three hundred thousand awakened the hunger to teach and to be 

seen. Ten thousand bent all of it toward capture. 
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And still the architecture holds—bent, strained, broken, but not erased. A mother still reaches for 

her infant in the dark. A stranger still flinches when another is struck. A child still holds up what 

she has made and waits for someone to see it. The architecture is older than every regime that 

has tried to ride it, and it will remain when the last of them has fallen. 

There is no way back to the bands of fifty, and no utopia waits at the end of history. There is 

only the work of keeping: daily, ordinary, carried by creatures built for it and forever in danger 

of forgetting. 

There is another ancient story that carried this truth long before we learned how to name it. 

The Book of Job tells of a righteous man stripped of everything. In a single day the messengers 

come, one after another: livestock stolen, servants killed, children crushed beneath a falling 

house. Then his own body turns against him. He sits in ashes, scraping his sores with broken 

pottery, while his wife tells him to curse God and die. 

Three friends hear what has happened and come from far away to comfort him. When they see 

him from a distance, they do not recognize him. Suffering has altered his face. They tear their 

robes and cast dust into the air, the old gestures of grief, and sit down beside him on the ground. 

For seven days and seven nights, no one spoke. They saw that his suffering was very great. 

What came next was one of the oldest human reflexes: explanation. The silence broke. Theology 

rushed in. If God was just, Job must have deserved what he suffered. One by one, the friends 

found new ways to blame the man on the ash heap for his ruin. They are remembered, rightly, 

not as comforters but as tormentors. 

Before they spoke, they got one thing right. For seven days they sat in the ash beside him, 

making no attempt to explain, defend, or repair. Nothing was solved. Nothing was explained. 

They stayed. 

That was reconciliation in its first and barest form: not agreement, not explanation, not innocence 

restored, but refusal to abandon the sufferer while suffering still lay beyond meaning. What 

followed from the friends was a falling away. For seven days they kept the silence. Then they 

could keep it no longer. They reached for cause, for blame, for a meaning too soon, and in 

reaching they broke what the silence had held together. 

We remember the speeches, the blame, the insistence that suffering must have been earned. We 

should remember the seven days before the speeches, when grief had not yet hardened into 

judgment, and keeping was still enough. 

* * * 

Technical appendices are available online at https://tinyurl.com/3sjha38k 

https://tinyurl.com/3sjha38k
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