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Talkingaboutnihilism,muchlessattemptingtodefineandcritiqueit,isan
exhaustingsortoftask,akintotalkingtoamischievoustoddlerwhohaslearned
someemptysingle-wordresponsesthatmakeanadultgoincircles.Andonerisks
seriousstrainfromalltheeyerollingnecessarytogetthroughanysuchdiscussion.
Mostofusrecognizethattobothertodebateorcritiquenihilismistolosefrom
theoutset.Inthesamewaythatfeedingthetrollsisagameutterlydisconnected
fromsincerecomparisonandcollaborationonideas.Andyettotaldisengagement
isunsustainable.

Whatarewetodowhenformerfriendsorloversstartfallingforsuchinane
tripeandthenaresomehowshockedbyourrevulsion?Onedoesn’thavetogo
fartofindsimmeringdisdainfornihilisminradicalcirclesandyetitseeslittle
expressiontothosecallingthemselves“nihilists”beyondsnubbingorlaughingatit
withmemes.Wesimplyclusterapartfromoneanother.Individuallyreasonablein
ourrefusaltogetdrawnin,butultimatelyimpracticalonthewhole.Everyoncein
awhilewithtrollssomeonehastosuitupandshoveltheirshit.Andsotoisevery
onceinawhileitworthreiteratingwhatgarbagenihilismis.

InthisImeanthecoreideaofnihilismandthewayit’susedinpractice.I
don’treallywanttowastetimetalkingabouttheprecisecontoursofthemildaca-
demicfadincontinentalcircles,orthehistoricalfootnoteoflongdead19thcentury
Russianrevolutionariesandsomeresidualpoetry,ortheloosecircleofformeran-
archiststhatallburnedouttogetherinthelate00sandtriedtodressupdespairas
somekindofhipaesthetic.ImeanIwilltalkaboutthem,I’vegotessayslinedup
respondingtotheirparticulars.Butit’sallsoutterlyboring,suchadrudge.And
somuchoftheostensiblepreoccupationsofsaidgroupsareorthogonaltothereal
issueofnihilism.Inlettingthemsetthetermsofthediscoursetherealsubstanceof
theircoreprovocationisdodgedandwhatissoperniciousaboutitislefttospread
rot.So,beforegettingintothoseweeds,Ithinkthere’svalueinfirstgoingover—
inarelativelyevenhandedandnon-polemicsortofway—whatIandmanyothers
findsoobjectionableaboutnihilism.What’sactuallymotivatingthisfuryanddis-
trust.Ofcoursebeingfrankandhonestisnotaneffectivewaytoplaythegame
mostnihilistsareactuallyplaying,andsadlythisapproachisalotlessentertaining
thanjusttalkingmadshit,butIhopeyou’llreadonnonetheless.

Itmustbenotedfromtheoutsetthatthere’sakindofdefensivecontradictionin
theveryideaofnihilismthat’simmediatelyapparentwhenyoutrytoclarify,“what
exactlydoes‘meaningless’mean?”Theescapehatchisobvious:anihilistcanjust
endlesslyrepeatthewords“thatdoesn’tmeananything”toeverythingincluding
theirownstatement.TalkingtosuchaBartlebyisisomorphictopressingacross-
walkbutton,soI’mgoingtostartoutbyassumingamoreengagingnihilism,one
willingtospeakinsomeapproximationofrationalterms.InsuchcontextIthink
themostsubstantivedefinitionfor“meaningless”isasituationwheresomethingis
perfectlysymmetric,pointinginalldirections,allpossibleinterpretationsormod-
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els or values equally (including the incoherent ones) and thus conveying nothing.
Utterly indistinct, in other words, without structure or affinity or direction or incli-
nation. And thus without content. Formless. “Indifferent,” as an editor of Hostis
succinctly phrased things, “to any particular way.”

With this prompt I’d personally phrase the most common form of nihilism as:
The notion that when examined at maximal vigilance or scope the topology of possible
values/desires has no distinct universal attractors or flows.

I recognize this uses language or concepts (eg “topology”) outside the life ex-
perience of some people, but I think it’s better for the precision. And note that
one can replace “values” with “models” to get full blown epistemological nihilism
rather than mere value nihilism. But honest-to-god full-fledged epistemological
nihilism is where you just start throwing things at your interlocutor because all
further discourse is impossible. Plus, you know, whatever they claim, no one actu-
ally believes in epistemological nihilism. At least not while still having a remotely
functional neural net. So we’ll stick with value-nihilism for the moment and then
come back to the epistemological stuff later.

The core problem with nihilism is that it always functions as a sleight of hand
to protect an existing value set. Nihilism is uniquely good at this because in prac-
tice it resolves into nothing more than the assertion that thinking further about
something is useless because the ultimate endpoint of thinking about things is a state
where all values are exactly equal in appeal. The claim is that you reach an apex of
perfect enlightenment and truly realize that “the stars and the sky are uncaring” —
that valuing and pursuing happiness is no greater or less smiled upon by universe
than valuing and pursuing sadness. Or rainbows, or rape, or honor, or genocide, or
paperclips. One is doomed to reach — as Nietzsche so famously freaked out about
science and rationality supposedly sending us towards — a vantage point, a crest
above the fray, from which one can see that there is no conclusive value inextri-
cably drawn to by one’s enlightenment. All ideals are hollow, all desires arbitrary.
It’s a fear much older than Nietzsche, and hugely influential.

We all know that intellectual vigilance ends up changing one’s values. One
learns upon reflection, for example, that two desires are mutually incompatible;
that one must at least be recognized as more foundational than the other, but pos-
sibly the other must even be dropped entirely. Or we learn that a value we thought
was clearly definable is in fact an arbitrary cluster of things, only held together tem-
porarily, with no deep substance. That the ideology we assumed we were working
from was instead filled with not just with tensions but full-blown contradictions
that upon examination tear it irrevocably apart. Similarly, you desire pleasure and
disdain pain but then, upon learning how to mentally step back and flip a neural
switch that reverses the two, suddenly can find no objective meta-preference be-
tween them.

If ethics — the sector of philosophy concerned with exploring “oughts” — is the

13

free — in a positive sense of freedom-to — is first and foremost to be able to explore
and trace the network of what is possible. Freedom requires engaging with possi-
bility, nihilism denies it. In nihilism’s ideological rejection of radical inquiry — its
blind faith that further thought will ultimately reveal nothing but endless formless
grey — it ultimately seeks to suppress all living motion in our minds and thus in
the world.

It is thus without polemic but with solemnity that we must conclude:
Nihilism is, in the final accounting, fascism. Both its necessary seed and its most

purified expression.
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handfulofacademicsandpunkswho’vebeencoddledbyliberalismandacademia,
andwhothussomehowexperiencethenotionofnihilismasanoveltyratherthan—
asfortherestofus—theall-too-ever-presentandnoxiousideologybehindthecruel
grinsofalltheabuserswe’veeverfaced.Thesejokersarrivetoolateintheirlives
tobeanygoodatnihilism,havingbeenlongoutpacedbythemillionsofsociopaths
nativetoit,andalltheycanreallyuseitforistofendoffanypeskyintersections
withtheirconscienceorseriousintellectualengagementinpotentiallyimpactful
directions.Insteadtheychoosetospiraloutinperformativedisplays.Onecanin-
terrogatethefullcontextandcontentoftheirpronouncements,themostpopular
currents,thepeoplebehindthem,andwhatvaluesororientationsneedsuchcloak-
ingastowarrantadefensivemoveaspuerileasnihilism.Inthespecificcaseofthe
anarchistmilieuinrecentyearstheobviousanswerisaconfluenceofburnoutand
consciencelesssocialcapitalism,butherewefindithardnottotrendatadmore
biting,otherauthorshavealreadycoveredthisterritory,andI’dprefertoleavemy
farmoreviciousthoughtsonthemtoseparateessaysaddressingspecificcurrents.

What’simportantandindependentofsuchlocalpermutations,isthecharacter
ofnihilism.Whattheychannelsogliblyisnotneutral,ithasintrinsicaffiliations
andaims.

Whetherunconsciousorconscious,nihilismservesasadefensivechaffthrown
upbyfolkswhovaluecertainthingsanddon’twanttoriskeitherexposingthose
valuesorhavingthemchange.Explicitandvocalnihilismisakindofdoubling
down:Gleefullyembracingcontradictionenablesbothhidingwhatisreallymeant
fromscrutinyanderectingbarrierstolegibilityasawayofreinforcingsocialhi-
erarchiesofaccess.Atthesametimethatnihilismusesthearbitrarycomplexity
ofincoherencetodistractitalsoexcusesashrinkingofone’sattention,acollaps-
ingofone’sdesiresandmodelsoftheworld,fromthemorecomplextothemore
immediate.Untilonemerelyreacts,asmightakickedrock,ratherthanreflecting
andchoosing.

Nihilismisdeath.Theerosionofagencyandchoice.Arotthatreplacesthe
living,searching,feelingofthemindwithdisconnectandfossilization.Itsevers
one’slinesofengagement,helpssupportwallstofendofftheoutsideworld.In
thissenseitperhapsperfectlyachievestheperversenotionofnegativefreedom,or
freedom-from.Itprovidesaperfectsortofpicklingwhere-one-stands.Preserving
somedistortedsemblanceoflife,albeitstillandtrapped,atleastuntilthebottle
finallybreaksandone’ssuspendedcorpseisreleasedtorot.Thismayconstitute
somesortof‘defense’,butonlythat.

Nihilismisincapableofrealdestructionjustasitrefusestoengageincreation.
Intheenditservesonlytopreservewhatexists.Itsretreatfromstructuretoin-
differenceblurstheworldintoaformlesssinglegrey,blindingusentirelyfrom
possibility.Tochangethings,toact,tohavechoice,isinherentlytoreflect,topress
againsttheworld,takeinitstextureandstructure,andtobuilduponthat.Tobe
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explorationofthistopologicalnetworkofdesiresaboutdesires(anddesiresabout
desiresaboutdesiresandsoon),nihilismistheclaimthatwhenyougetthefurthest
outinmeta-desires,whenyouhavemappedeverydependencyandinteraction,
everytensionandflow,notonlydoesnothingresolveinescapablyasyourmost
deeplyrootedorinescapablemeta-desire,butnodeepstructureisrevealedatall.
Ratheryouareleftadrift,yourinquirybottomsoutandyoubecomecapableof
choosingtoadoptanyvalueordesire,withnonewsigntoguidethewaysavethe
mostbaseofhappenstance,themostsuperficialofflickeringimpulses.Thusthe
popularconcernwithnihilismbeingagatewaytoshallowhedonism.

Suchfearsofnihilismarewidespread,ironicallytoooftenbecausethefearful
acceptthenihilistpremise.Manypeoplemomentarilyrecognizethattheirpresent
beliefsorvaluesareunsustainable,criticallyunsupportedandinconstantdanger
ofcollapseshouldtheybeexaminedtooclosely.Butunfortunatelythesesame
peopleviolentlyshyawayfromactuallysheddingoffsuchbaggage,innosmallpart
becausetheyhavenoideayetwhatmightreplacethem,andrespondbybelieving
thatnothingwill.Inanycase,tosearchforbettermodelsoftheworldormore
coherentvaluesystemswouldmeanlettingtheirpresentonescrumble,andrather
thancastthemselvesintoapossiblyfruitlessquest,they’dprefertowallup.To
acceptthey’refullofshitandjustembraceitoreraseknowledgeofit.Tomake
theirbedwheretheystand,viewingtheirowncontradiction-riddledperspectiveas
asgoodofalieasanyother.Easierthanradicalinquiryistoleaponthesuspicion
thatit’dbefruitless.

Theoccurrenceofthiskindofbeliefinnihilisminthegeneralpopulacehas
historicallydrivenaconsequentopenhostilitytoinquiryduetothesenihilists’ex-
pectationsthatsuchcanonlyleadtoamoreexplicit,permanent,orlessopportunis-
ticnihilism.Whichwould,inturn,riskdisruptingtheincoherentvaluesoridenti-
tiesthey’vesecretlyusedtheirownnihilismtopropup.Andbecauseintellectual
vigilanceisthedefiningpathorhabitofgeeks,philosophers,scientists,andother
radicals,thosecommunitieshavebeenfrequentlyfacedwithchargesof“nihilism”
fromsuchsecretnihilists.

Naturallysomeamongusfeelanurgetoturnintoandembracetheaccusation.
Atbestthissortofself-identified“activenihilism”endsupastheinaneplatitude

“QuestionEverything”dressedupalittleedgy.Amerecallformoreskepticismand
criticaldetachment.Andwhoonearthwoulddisagreewiththat?

Butitrarelystaysthere.
Becauseinpracticeanallegianceto“questioningeverything”—whentaken

moreseriouslyasaphilosophyratherthanameresloganorpsychologicalcor-
rective—meanseithersecretlyprioritizingspecificthingsoritmeansholdingno
thoughtswhatsoever.Thedistinctionbetweenskepticismandnihilismisonebe-
tweencarefullyweighingpossibilitiesandrejectingallsuchmeasurementorcom-
parisonalltogether.
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When one has an infinite array of things to “question” to an infinite degree,
whatever one prioritizes inherently smuggles in some background framework of
assertions and values. Normal skeptical philosophies have no problem with this,
they’re happy to explicitly name what’s being held in how much suspicion — to
name degrees of trust and dependencies. To distinguish itself, to claim to truly
“question everything” in a way that doesn’t surrender by ever finding any semblance
of answers, nihilism must discard any such structure. Or at least it must discard any
explicit structure. In this guise “active nihilism” ends up being just a sleight of hand
by which one distracts either oneself or one’s ideological acolytes with a moving
red ball of mindless “negation”. So they spend all their time ‘critiquing’ (or just
reactively denying) wherever the ball bounces in their chase of it — while in the
process they ignore the rest of the universe of considerations beyond that singular
point. In this way new norms, standards and assumptions are reinforced behind
wherever the random focal point of attention happens to be. Dash as fast as you
might, covering as much ground as you can, you will throughout all that time leave
a much larger universe of things unexamined consciously. Every systematizing or
framework or slowly-built map you might choose to guide your critiques would
be itself a new “god”. So you trade away being guided by structures you can see,
analyze and have agency in reconfiguring to instead be guided by more gut and
subrationally accepted structures.

The only way to avoid implicit structure creation is to somehow avoid letting
any thoughts, models, and desires gel. Not to chase off in circles attempting to “cri-
tique everything in ‘equal measure”’, but to sabotage the formation of any remotely
solid ideas in one’s skull. Whether one poetically visualizes this as empty still wa-
ters, or as a formless chaos, the effect is the same: incapacity to act. A mind truly
without models or desires —without a proactive interest in building such structures
— is a mind perhaps maximally “free” internally, but incapable of engaging with the
wider universe.

In both directions — either by removing all reflection and explicit structure from
one’s mind to instead become a billiard ball driven by simple immediate animal
desires or, alternately, by turning up the chaos to infinity to obliviate the formation
of thoughts — the end result is totally unpalatable, unless one’s emerging core value
is a rejection of cognition itself.

This is why nihilism has such a reputation as being anti-intellectualism for in-
tellectuals. The purest expression of ‘active nihilism’ is the rejection of thinking
itself, and any lesser nihilism is merely an infantile shield for certain values. After
all, if intellectual reflection is supposedly totally inconclusive, finding no emergent
signal to break the symmetry between all possible desires, then you might as well
settle on the desires you came in with and fend off any tendency to think or evolve
further.

Of course there’s another noteworthy exit from such an assumed state of uni-
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Yet this is probably a bit too optimistic.
Sure, there’s undoubtedly some sense in which many casually professed ‘ni-

hilists’ are just faddish fashionistas of depression for whom the philosophical argu-
ments the spout are only so much flak. But similar is often true for many philoso-
phies. It would be a mistake to assume that because prominent numbers do not
take a philosophy they represent seriously therefor no one does. Or that the ideol-
ogy itself has no bite in practice.

Nihilism, as we’ve seen, is in every incarnation a philosophy of anti-
intellectualism. From the preemptive dismissal of any inquiry further into our
models or values, to quixotic requests that we hold no structure in our minds,
to fetishized depression. Nihilism can operate specific to some locale or flavor
of thought, but what’s common across all these permutations is a penchant for
over-simplification — a search for excuses to fend off intellectual vigilance and the
pains that sometimes accompany. Nihilism is a staunch faith in there being no
reason to think further. The various arguments for why are not support so much
as window draping.

And of all ideologies ‘nihilism’ is one of the most widespread. It has seen in-
credible success and widespread mention. And no wonder, it’s a stripped down
and more directly exposed version of what was at the heart of so many other reli-
gions and ideologies. Thinking further, thinking systemically, rigorously, deeply —
thinking radically — is a waste of time.

One need not look long for what ends such a tendency serves. The negation of
radical inquiry has always been reaction.

The purest nihilists are rapacious stock market bros and casual genocidaires.
Rapists and abusers. Every inane garden variety sociopath is a nihilist by nature.
And perhaps we might also count the suicides and a spattering of those hardened
misanthropes who are filled with a need to snuff out all the noise, color, and com-
plexity of a world filled with thought and agency.

Nihilism suffuses us. It smothers our world, propping up decaying structures
and values left and right.

It is not an acid or an abyss, capable of devouring anything. Rather, nihilism is
the strongest glue there is — an embrace of contradiction, a self-distraction, a refusal
to systematically reflect — a glue capable of holding together absurdities through
preemptive strikes against cognition itself. This glue has historically held fast entire
empires and churches. Its purest and most flagrant expression being the Fascists
who were happy to hug contradictions when they were useful in pursuing droll
and bestial desires. For the nihilist or fascist any allowed intellectualism is always a
defensive move. An ‘ethical’ appeal today, its negation tomorrow, whatever serves
their shallow ends. Theory is only tolerated insofar as it serves one’s aims, it is
never allowed to surprise and challenge. Sincere inquiry is entirely alien.

Into this nihilist world have loudly arrived a few johnny-come-latelys, today a
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ferretedout.Sometimesit’sstrategictostartoutthinkingaboutwayswecouldwin,
othertimesit’sstrategictostartoutthinkingaboutwayswecouldlose.Theseare
justdifferingsearchalgorithms.Anyonewithalittleself-knowledgeandfreedom
toreflectcanchoosetoswitchbetweenthemasneedbe.Both,ofcourse,canhave
theirfailuremodes—overconfidentlimitedscopeorlistlessunimaginativeness—
butsowhat.Youcanham-fistanystrategy.

Inthelaziestmostgenericsense,“nihilism”,oftenjustsignifiesakindofPTSD
frommalformedexperimentswithhope.Butinparticular,aridiculouskindofhope
that’snotaforward-searchingofpossibilitybutjustafalse-certainty:motivating
yourselfbydelusionsofassuredvictory.

Considerjusthowweirditisthatanyonewouldeverneedtobeassuredof
victorytopursuecertainthings.Suchaneedbetraysthattheendssoughtare
notbeingvaluedin-and-of-themselves.Ifarevolutionistheonlywaytoachieve
freedomandyouvaluefreedomthenyouwillobviouslypursueitnomatterhow
marginalyourchanceofsuccess.Butifwhatyoureallyvalueisn’tfreedombut
somethingelseorsomeotherbundleofthingsthatmightbesatiatedsomeother
way—iffreedomforyouisonlyanothermeanstothoseendsratherthananendin
itself—thentheunlikelinessofrevolutionaryvictoryisrelevant.(Thisisnodoubt
whythewould-be-commissarsofMarxismrantedsomuchabouttheinevitability
oftheirvictory.Withoutsuchcertaintytheywouldhaveresortedtoseekingquite
differentpathstothepowerandprivilegetheyreallydesired.)

Havingoverreachedbyconvincingthemselvesthatvictorywasassuredthere’s
animpulsetocourse-correctintheoppositedirection.Thisavoidsanydeepprobing
questionsofone’svalues,theirdependencies,primacyandweightings.Following
thesameexampleasbefore,iffreedomistakentobeoutrightimpossible—rather
thanmerelyunlikelytobeachieved—thenitwouldbeincoherenttocontinueto
valueit.Withsuchamoveoneissavedfromatrueaccountingofone’smotivations.

Thatthisislazyasfuckisthewholegame.
Such‘nihilism’leadsonetoassignliterallyzerolikelihoodtoeventsratherthan

asmallpercentagebecauseit’sreallyjustanenunciationofdepression.Akindof
ideologicalframeworkofover-simplificationtowrapcomfortinglyaroundcollaps-
ingmentalhealth.

Ithasbeenwidelysaidinvariouswaysthat“there’snopointindebatingni-
hilism,allyoucandoisprovidetherapy”andthisfolk‘nihilism’thatdefinesitself
incontrastwith‘hope’seemstolendthatcredence.Notaphilosophicalargument
orpositionsomuchasapsychologicalone.Astateoffeels.Wemightthenview
such‘nihilism’insomethinglikesociologicaltermsalone,asanaffectivestatethat
causespeopletoclustertogetheruntiltribaleffectstakeover,promotingvarious
incantationsthatreinforcethissharedbondingexperience.There’sakindofrelief
inthisevaluation:Thattheincantationsofthis‘nihilism’don’tworkasrigorousor
radicalphilosophymightsimplybetoreadtheminthewrongcontext.
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versalsymmetry:tojustpicksomethingatrandom.Butthefullspaceofpossible
desiresmuchlesspossiblemodelsofrealityisbig.Infinitelybig.Forverylarge
sortsofinfinity.Atrulyrandomchoicewouldbeaninsanelyalienone.We’renot
justtalkingaboutasubjectwantingtotileitsfuturelightconewithpaperclips,but
amindwithvaluesand/ormodelsofrealitysofarfromourkenwecannoteven
speakofthem.Rememberthatanythinglessthantrulyrandomwoulditselfbundle
inunexaminedorundemolishedstructures.

Idon’tknowofmanypeoplewho’vestaredintothenihilistabyssandcome
backasunknowablelovecraftianriftsinthefabricofrealityseekingtomaximize
writhingextra-dimensionaldemonpaperclips,soeitherwedon’treallyhaveto
worryaboutthis…orit’sthecasethatinquiryinevitablyleadingtostateofper-
fectsymmetry—meta’dbeyondallpossiblevalues—isahypotheticalspeculation
thatnoonehasactuallyconclusivelyreached.Aninfluentialfearorbeliefrather
thananactualreality.

Acommonspeculativefantasywithsometimesintenseaestheticandemotional
affect,butnoactualsubstantiationbeyondthereassuranceofself-delusion.

Iwouldliketopositaprofoundlyunoriginalalternatehypothesis:Thevigilance
necessarytorevealandstripawaythefalsepretensesofourarbitraryinherited
valuesisitselfanemergentvalue.

Whilestrawmencanbeconstructedaroundtermslike“rationality”and“sci-
ence”,thereremainsadirectionofcoherentinquirynonethelessthatdoesnotin-
validateitself.I’vetermedthis“radicalism”inlightofwhatanarchistsandother
politicalradicalshavetraditionallyfoundvaluableinthatword—thepursuitof
roots.Butthisisastarklyphilosophicallyrealistposition:itassumesthatthereare
rootstobegottenat.Or,perhapslessaudaciously,itmerelyfindsnothingtohold
ontooutsidethatassumptionandsoproceedswithit.

WhileI’vemorefrequentlyinvokedvalue-nihilismthanepistemological-
nihilismupuntilnow,youcanseethatthetwoareofcoursedeeplyconnected
andinanultimatesenseinseparable.

Ifhoweverradicalismiscorrectandthereareanyrootstobegrabbedat—
mostfundamentaldynamicstobefound—inourmodelsofreality,thenthisau-
tomaticallybreaksanysupposedsymmetryofpotentialvalues&desires.When
onesearchestoinfinity,pressingasymptoticallyclosertosaidroots,itisthesearch
itselfthatremains,thatbecomesone’smostinescapableemergentvalue.

Thisispartofthereasonfolksattemptingtoinvokevalue-nihilismtoasaquick
shieldtodefendthelazy,ridiculous,orunconscionable,aresooftendriventoem-
braceepistemological-nihilism.ArapaciousCEOwhowavesawayallreflection
onethicalissuestouncriticallysatisfyhisbasehungerssuddenlystartsspouting
harshdismissalsofanyobjectivereality.Whatseemsanabsurdandweaknon-
sequiturisinfactdeeplynecessarytokeephishouseofcardsfromfalling.Wesee
thisdynamicallovertheplace.The“youcan’ttellmenottodate-rape”gutterpunk
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who wraps himself in the trappings of the “occult” and carries a passionate grudge
against “science”. The preening social capitalist who loves to manipulate through
emotion and fervently believes that there are — or should be — limits to reason and
consideration.

The moment any constancy or structure is admitted to be found in the world
the game of value-nihilism becomes unsalvageable. If radicalism — intellectual vigi-
lance — is remotely coherent and efficacious, then it becomes emergent from caring.
One has desires and so one puts in intellectual consideration to satiate them. New
discoveries propagate updates to one’s motivating desires, and one grows to recog-
nize more just how critical having a better map of the world’s structure is. One’s
endless ontological update crises gradually dissolve any extended rigid sense of self.
A runaway compounding process happens and all other values fall away to radical-
ism itself. What different discursive traditions term vigilance, epistemic rationality,
consciousness, and even freedom. The storm of recursion and meta-cognition that
gives us ‘agency’.

Now one can get into a huge conversation about the occasional optimality of
irrational/nonthinking strategies or habits within certain local contexts, and one
can also claim that there are other emergent desires/values. I do not want to belabor
the point too far by arguing specific structures. The takeaway is more important
than any particulars: we have good reason to believe there is some structure to
the space of possible values. After all, it would be a strange and unusual random
network that was perfectly symmetrical, with no unique attractors or flows. Why
should reality be so perfectly ordered as to be precisely meaningless?

There is no proof that the asymptotic endpoint of inquiry implies a perfect sym-
metry between values. There is no proven nihilist abyss, merely a phantasmal myth
of one. Similarly what does it matter where our prompts for inquiry originate, or
what precise historical cruft came attendant? One could posit infinite other start-
ing points — the structural dynamics generating convergences in our meta-desires
are broader than a precise historical path. To reject this is the same as to rejecting
all induction. Again: value nihilism is inherently dependent upon epistemological
nihilism.

How would anyone sincerely arrive at the ‘conclusion’ of nihilism? How has
this even been a thing? Anti-intellectualism is certainly widespread but it’s not like
there are loads of people who take it to the point of openly ideologically worshiping
the abolition of consciousness. Such absurdities clearly only emerge defensively.

A lot has been said about the inseparability of nihilism from the context of
Christianity, inheriting its frameworks and philosophical assumptions even while
it attempts to rebel — for example totally failing to even conceive of any notion of
“ethics” or ought or “meaning” that doesn’t look like divine command. And since
obviously, no, we’re not going to find any giant flaming letters on the side of a cliff
telling us ‘I order you to do such and such, your purpose should be this‘, those who
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have never imagined anything beyond must surely feel some vertigo upon realizing
this. Intellectually malnourished, those raised within such blinders naturally tend
to respond by seeking some new shallow but immediately graspable certainty to
fill the place God once occupied: all values are arbitrary! This too is simple and
straightforward and helps salve the panic of uncertainty, assuages the pressure to
do the hard work of investigation and exploration.

In the case of those working from the most moribund traditions of philosophy
the whole affair often inherits a strange and false notion of “what meaning is” and
how it arises. It’s an almost classical western mistake — a tendency to think in
terms of a first-order understanding of linguistic claims rather than in terms of pat-
terns of relations. The need for some kind of starting point, some ur-axiom, directly
stateable in language, that is perfectly true, and universally self-evident in a totally
unassailable way. Sure you’re not going to find that, at least at first-order — all
language is a contingent network — but you can nevertheless find emergent pat-
terns or meta-flows within that network. Is this “truth”? Centuries of philosophers
going on tangential quibbles have shown the term to provide an unedifying frame.
Indeed the use of such a word, “truth”, seems prone to the discretizing tendencies
of human language in a particularly severe all-or-nothing way.

But of course that’s the whole game. Nihilism lives on the over-simplifying
of depressed minds in retreat. There’s a deep reason the philosophical concept of
“nihilism” has become in much common parlance a mere stand-in for “despair”. Just
because the model you were working from turns out to be wrong doesn’t mean
there is no better model to be found. Yet depression has an interesting effect on how
we perform induction or pattern-recognition. It shrinks the scope of our attention
and working memory and demolishes the dynamic complexity of our picture of the
world, so we’re reduced to comparing between only very simple models, often at a
level of abstractionwhere simplicity in explanation is unreasonable. Whittled down
to these few remaining explanations some particularly simple and dire ones seem
incontestable. “I’m a loser,” “nothing can be done,” that kind of thing. Superficial
abstractions papering over rich underlying dynamics into a short narrative. Every
single piece of data in our lives, every experience can be funneled through this lens,
and it often does better than any of the other superficial alternative explanations
we, in our despair, have the mental capacity to conjure, and so we trace over it,
ingraining it again and again.

In this same vein the often attendant nihilist “critiques” of hope are always triv-
ial affairs, tilting at strawmen.

What would it matter if the probability of good things was very low? How
would that necessarily change anything about our values, goals, or motivations?
Hope and despair are mere psychological affects, frames of mind or emotion we can
always choose to adopt either of in any situation. Nothing is ever knownwith literal
100% certainty and thus there’s always coursing veins of possibilities that can be


