How Things Are

a modern bestiary

Human life as we know it relies on the continuous suppression of a set of facts, all of which are easily
verifiable. This cognitive structure does not really emerge from anywhere. It is the result of forces which act
upon the bedrock of truth in the same manner that water carves canyons. A billion tiny politenesses leave us

ignorant, disoriented, and blind.

You don’t have to be a god to see from a god’s eye view: we have science.

Cosmological

look up at the night sky. what is all that?

e Cosmology is a mess in the details but not in broad outline
e Stuff we know
0 The observable universe is tens of billions of light years across
0 We are reasonably sure the universe is at least 10 billion years old
e Stuff we know we don’t know
o Distribution of galaxies and stars is “a bit off” indicating physics we do not yet understand
o Attempts to resolve the anomalies result in theories like dark energy, dark matter, cosmic
inflation, the cosmological constant, and so on
o There is not a huge amount of confidence in questions like “how will the universe end”, “is
the universe finite”, and so on
e Pain points
o How many fundamental particles are there? What do they all do? Why do we keep finding
more? The general mess around quantum and classical reality. Quantum weirdness itself.
o Experiments we cannot run because we physically cannot build the necessary apparatus
o Dimensions. Four? Eleven? Is it ever going to matter as more than a mathematical
abstraction?
e Reasonable conclusions: space and time are extremely large relative to the human viewpoint.

Eftectively infinite: don’t worry about it. Unlikely to see fundamental surprises about this fact.

Evolutionary

everything on earth is packed with life, and we know more about it than you would expect



Biology has become surprisingly precise about what kinds of life existed in the past, and how the
mechanisms of biological inheritance work. However we still lack clarity about exactly how life
started.

Stuff we know

o Alllife contains a genetic code made of DNA or RNA, which are chains of identical
molecules arranged in patterns which convey information.

o Life makes younger copies of itself in a dazzling variety of ways, and almost every
imaginable variation (sexual, asexual, both, symbiotic species which require each-other for
either to reproduce but do not share DNA, and so on) has been found somewhere in
nature.

0 We have three basic mechanisms for analysing the distant history of life:

m  We can examine very ancient types of organisms, like crocodiles or fungi, which
are still reproducing successfully today. Crocs are hundreds of million years old.

m  We can find surprisingly well-preserved examples of distant life frozen in ice or
preserved through the various mechanisms of fossilization (broadly: mineral-rich
parts of animals like bones or shells get covered in mud which turns to rock).

m  We can poke around in the DNA of living or recently (40,000 years, frozen?) dead
animals to understand (for example) when it is likely their last common ancestor
existed, based on things like rates of mutation and genetic drift.

o0 We know that several entire regimes of life on the planet died due to factors like the
evolution of new forms of life (oxygen emitting cyanobacteria), or asteroid strikes. These
mass extinctions are heavily studied, but not all are perfectly understood yet.

o We keep finding additional complexities in how life passes information down the
generations. For example:

m  mitochondrial DNA (passed in mammals from only the mother)

m  cpigenetic: (small?) configuration tweaks which can be passed from one
generation to the next without changing the sequence of the DNA molecules

m  Itis unlikely these are the last discoveries of this kind to be made: plasmids,
microbiomes etc. all look complicated in a way which suggests future discoveries

o Life on earth is several billion years old. The estimate seems to keep moving back.

Stuff we don’t know

0 Molecules which could make copies of themselves may have originated naturally here, or
possibly drifted in from space or even have been intentionally seeded here by intelligent life.

o Theoretical definitions of life remain surprisingly vague with various annoying edge cases
(viruses, prions, etc.)

o Organisms are also surprisingly poorly bounded: animals and their gut bacteria cannot be
separated. So what is the organism boundary exactly?

o Suggestive evidence exists of life on other planets, but it is only suggestive.

Pain points
o Is there life among the stars? Panspermia (did life come from space)

o Aging? Can that be stopped?



o Edges: communication between plants, selection effects on genes not species, ecosystems,
microbiomes etc. all seem to chip away at the neat idea of organisms as separate things. So
how should we really see life? See Symbiosis. We conld have all of this wrong. One big
system? Gaia hypothesis?

Historical

we know a staggering amount about the past, but some critical questions remain unanswerable

e History is largely an interpretative process where staggering quantities of data about the past (think

“internet scale” archives) are organized into justifiable-but-creative models and theories about what

we should know and learn about the past. "Guns, Germs, and Steel” is one story, “A Thousand

Years of Nonlinear History” is another. True only applies to facts. When we have a lot of facts, every

sense of priorities is an aesthetic one: today history (as a subject) is mostly aesthetic choices.

o Stuff we know

o

Humans as we understand them are recent: a variety of hominids that look kinda-sorta like
people have been found over the last few million years, with this specific body shape
emerging about 300,000 years ago.
Around 50,000 years ago a lot of new kinds of physical evidence of new behaviors are
found in the archeological evidence, likely indicating cultural change or changes in mental
capacity.
Domestication of animals and plants in agriculture changed things again about 10,000
years ago.
Cities date from about the same period.
Throughout most history the Cosmological and Evolutionary perspectives were impossible
to work with in a factual way. Theories existed about the creation of the universe, life, and
humanity but there was no real way to distinguish fact from fiction. Even the ability to
predict things like eclipses (Thales 2500 years ago) existed outside of an accurate theoretical
framework.
Various myths, legends, and gods filled this epistemological void.
m  We do not know for-sure that our current understanding of science is not similarly
mythological, but so f2r empiricism seems to be a different kind of knowing to
myth. This could change at any time: angels fall from sky, we discover this is a
simulation, or some equivalent situation. But so far it seems pretty solid.
Cultures which wrote on clay tablets left much more recoverable data than cultures who
stored data in other ways. This shapes which cultures we consider important.
Recovery and translation efforts of ancient texts continue. For several cultures we have vast
storehouses of texts which we know how to read, but have not yet translated.
m  Many of the texts we have are things like warehouse receipts and tax records.
m We also have a lot of academic writing about math, history, geography and
linguistics.

There are also surprisingly large bodies of texts we do not know how to translate yet.



o There are a bunch of weird things in the ancient texts describing (for example) giants and
dragons. Descriptions often seem to match across cultures who perhaps did not have a lot
of contact with each-other. This may or may not be meaningful.

o So far the ancient texts we have largely support the conclusion that human minds and
human nature have changed very little since the invention of writing.

o0 More modern history is largely a matter of interpretation. Huge resources have gone into
building all available hard data into a coherent timeline.

e Stuff we don’t know

o  Establishing narratives which are factually correct and answer modern questions about this
timeline is difficult, because “what happened?” is often easy to ascertain (WW2 is massively
documented) but “what is important to know about WW22” is entirely a question of
interpretation. Did Greek resistance slow up the Germans just enough that their Russian
invasion became a frozen disaster? Cause and effect can be hard to prove, but even if
proven, how important is that fact compared to the Pearl Harbor attack?

0 We have alot of extremely hard to answer questions like “did ancient people think the gods
were literally physical beings?” and even harder questions like “why did they spend so
much effort on building monumentary?" Questions of perspective and epistemological
stance can be much harder to answer than factual matters.

e Pain points

o Flood myths and similar are everywhere and there’s no real joining-up of our geological and
archeological records, and the flood myths. Ditto various oddities like the ancient Greek
clockwork Antikythera Mechanism. We don’t really know what was going on there. Some
folks connect many of these unknowns into a pervasive set of theories (cryprobistory).

0 In certain critical areas, political contests in the current era have resulted in the rewriting of
history: the Victorian era specialised in this, but it’s not the only time this happened.

o Theories of history struggle to be seen as serious or even objective: religion, kingship,
urbanism, technological discovery, material conditions etc. all claim to be fundamental
drivers, but equally possibly maybe most of history is drunk teenagers with crowns playing
out angsty dramas with armies. “Does history make sense?” is a much more important

question than “what happened?”

Biographical
we are all built the same way, for now at least

e Cosmological, Evolutionary and Historic factors combine into the circumstances of our births.

®  Once born we are znearly without inborn understanding of these factors. We can argue that hunger
and thirst and the fear of spiders are knowledge, but they are not a systemic understanding of our
circumstances.

e What would it mean to have a systemic understanding of our own biographies?

e Stuff we know

o We have the DNA of two adults, a male and a female.



m  Other than identical twins there is only one being with this genetic configuration.
(Until cloning. Also even identical twins differ a little.)

m  These two adults likewise have the DNA of two parents each, and so backwards in
time far beyond the human condition.

We are born at a specific place and time: there is a minute of birth, a moment of first
breath.

m Incubators and interventions can smear this moment out a little.

Likewise, at least so far, there is a moment of death.

m Incubators and interventions can smear this moment out a little.

m  But broadly speaking biological existence is bounded by a birth and death event.
Within this framework there are a series of animal-like maturation events including
crawling, walking, talking, getting a credit card, and so on.

Somewhere within this event sequence “what is going on?” questions start to be raised,
beginning with the simple “why?” (a remarkably useful question in all manner of
situations) and leading up to the biggies

m  whatis the meaning of life?

m  does life have a meaning?

m  why don’t we know if life has a meaning?

m  could we recognize the meaning of life even if life has a meaning?

m and so on in an infinite sequence
Crisis and affluence both seem to produce these questions, with perhaps a slightly different
emphasis depending on the circumstances.

A benign productive busyness tends to produce no such questions.

Many of the assumptions made at one developmental level (“I’m not good at anything...”)
become clearer at a later stage (“...because I'm only 4 and my brother is 7 and my sister is 9
and they have to show me!”)

Evidence-based reframing of beliefs (EBROB) which is delayed for some reason can result
in an inability to make sense of a person’s relationship with the environment in ways which
result in mood disorders (depression most commonly) or adoption of pervasive world
models which permit questions to be answered finally (religion, some political beliefs)
without having to present any evidence.

m  Issues based in fact (“I didn’t know dad was a refugee”) seem to be categorically
different from issues based in delayed reframing (“I didn’t realize dad was like that
because he was a refugee, I just never put the pieces together”).

m  Evidence-based reframing usually occurs spontaneously as cognitive powers
develop with maturation, but at times occurs through structured dialogue or
self-inquiry.

m  However, society stops EBROBs (Evidence-Based Reframing Of Beliefs,
remember) in certain critical areas as a normal part of social function which is why
(for example) death-obsessed Goths are a subculture rather than a religious group:

“we don’t really think about that much” is a fairly critical part of society. There is



effectively a “spam filter” which prevents notifications from a certain set of data
sources entering the inbox of the conscious mind.

Paradigms which systematically prevent evidence-based reframing of beliefs can
occur in both useful and destructive forms:

e “We don’t know how to measure that more precisely yet -- this is the best
equipment available” can result in somebody simply accepting data as-is.

e “This is a result of Lemurian warlords who caged spirits in bonds of Will”
can also result in somebody accepting data as-is.

e Unfalsifiable Satisfying Answers to Questions (USAQ) like the Lemurian
warlords are as pervasive as handguards on well-designed industrial
machinery.

o Often starting with the “Maternal Because” so often
encountered in childhood, see also Ask Your Father I Think He
Knows.

o “We Intend to Find Out Later” (WIFOL) and its cousins (“that seems
like something that somebody already knows but I don’t know who that
might be” etc.) are absolutely distinct from USAQ in most cases because
they validate the question but acknowledge that acquiring knowledge has
real and perhaps unaffordable-at-this-time costs of various kinds.

o This could be usefully expanded on: epistemological pragmatism
may have strict economic, physical, engineering, and other
constraints.

In short: EBROB good, USAQ mostly bad, WIFOL good.

Careful inspection of beliefs in critical areas (birth, marriage, death most typically)

results in the highly predictable philosopher’s this is all completely nonsense
response. This is likely because we are examining biological, evolutionary or
cosmological systems through a lens (“makes sense”) which is rightly reserved for
understanding the stories told to us by other members of our species. However,
reality does not have to make sense to us. It did not make sense to our ancestors
before empiricism, although perhaps they did not know reality did not make sense
to them because USAQ (Unfalsifiable Satisfying Answers to Questions,
remember) provided such an integrative cover.

One of the myths of our age is that WIFOL can, with existing empirical techniques,
eventually get to everything: that science, as a method, can eventually know all
things.

e Unfortunately, in certain key areas (most notably the origin of life on
earth) in many scenarios the data is simply gone and we may never find
out.

® A very hard question to have to live with for all eternity: right now
scientists sort of vaguely pretend we’ll eventually figure out the origin of
life while using WIFOL in this area as a USAQ.



® “What if we can never know the origin of life because there are simply no
fossils or other evidence, and it must therefore forever remain a mystery”
is really upsetting for some people. We may have psychological reasons for
putting a lid on these questions, both individually and culturally.
e Stuff we don’t know
o Why do we feel this way? (EBROBs all caught up on, still zhese feelings)
0 What is life for? What are we meant to be doing? Why why why? (WIFOL or worse we
may never know)
o The true utility of revelation (can ayabuasca tell us enough to figure this all out or is it
USAQs all the way down?)
o Whether or not worrying about all of this is a systemic defect of mind or an evolutionary
event like discovering fire. We just don’t know.
e Tain points
o Questions beget questions
o Answers are either unsettlingly objective (we will all die) or uselessly subjective (1 think
Mom felt the same way too, sometimes) and never quite hit the core concern

0  Maya, Dukkha, Samsara and all the rest of that Asian philosophical stuff fit in here

somewhere maybe.

Pick your god

Many of the most prominent members of our species decided that #he answer to these questions was
self-evidently money or power or expanding the sphere of religions conformity or material equality of persons
or some other such outcome. Some of these outcomes are more pro-social in theory than others, some of

these outcomes are more pro-social in practice than others, notoriously.

But at root a lot of people are building things using enormous energies and commitment with no rea/ idea
why they are building these things and no room for doxnbt about fundamental issues of any kind. Elon
Musk’s make life multiplanetary is a decent stab at ultimate meaning for a rocket engineer but, at the end of

the day, how does he know how important that is relative to any other cause?

I can see the logic in it, but is it just another Unfalsifiable Satisfying Answer to Questions? Is make life

multiplanetary just another thought terminating cliche in the end?

I think so. It may be a job that needs done, but without the philosophical sophistication to balance this
mission against all others, we get the DOGE (Department of Government Efficiency) and all the collateral

damage around it. Did democracy matter? Compared to what?

What I want to suggest is this: very close to the Daoist / Yogic / Philosophical #nknown — right at the very
edge of it — there remain one or maybe a few near-Truths. A “near Truth” is near enough to the truth that it
can reorganize a powerfully conscious being’s entire sense of reality around that great truth, even though

this great truth is only a near truth. “Love is all there is”, “Make life multiplanetary”, “Do What Thou Wilt”


http://files.howtolivewiki.com/.meditation_2015/transcripts/Vinay%20Gupta%20on%20Meditation.pdf
https://www.spacex.com/media/making_life_multiplanetary_transcript_2017.pdf
https://www.spacex.com/media/making_life_multiplanetary_transcript_2017.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thought-terminating_clich%C3%A9

and so on. Close enough in the power to explain that you can mistake it for the philosophical truth, the
unknown. Close enough that you can say this is True, this is the Meaning of Life and the remaining questions

can be disregarded as distractions from the implementation of the New Plan.
Human history is littered with enormous asteroid-like impact craters from New Plans.

Almost-but-not-quite understanding the existentialist position is very dangerous. “We make our own
meaning” is a solid response to the philosophical #nknown. You don’t even have to fully experience the
philosophical unknown to pick up “we make our own meaning” and run with it. A group of teenagers
finding a parent’s stash of amps and disused guitars decides that forming a new hardcore band is justified by
we make our own meaning and that’s... good? The philosophical #nknown likely favours self-generated

aesthetic activity if it favours anything at all.

But what of Adé€avdpoc? Most of these men get down to one or two zear-truths and the remaining near
truths become god/ike. The meaning of all life or just their life is revealed and off they go like rockets towards
these goals. The certainty that comes is the certainty of revelation. 7/is is my Will, I am here to do #his. A

divine mission forms, or at least the certainty of such a mission.

But then there is no good and no evil outside of this mission, outside of this vision. It is, in essence,
totalitarian revelation. One cause is more important than all others, and the Unfalsifiable Satisfying Answer

to Questions becomes a one-man (or if you are very unlucky, a global) religion.
We need to stop this happening.
The world is simply not big enough to have this many gods.

Close to this moment at which the near-Truth is revealed, there is a branch. If you’re lucky, there’s
somebody around who has fully embraced the philosophical #zknown — they don’t even have to know
they’ve done it, many painters and artists don’t, they’re just philosophical — and that person heads off the
oncoming moment of revelation at which point the meaning of life is revealed, and replaces that moment
with a deeper release of meaning. You hit the bottom of the lake and it dissolves away into zothingness rather
than people diving down to the bottom of the lake, and coming back up holding only ancient swords or

other weapons, or perhaps a fistful of gold coins.

The moment of becoming godlike is the moment at which all future doubts are suppressed by the New Plan

and these people are, by default, monsters. Asura.
Philosophical inquiry without philosophers is dangerous.
Until you know the limits of your knowledge, you do not know anything. Scientific measurement requires

us to understand and disclose the limits of the precision of our experiments: 24.5C * 0.2C. A number

without an error bar is not a measurement.


https://medium.com/@better_every_day/from-socrates-to-alexander-the-great-a-legendary-chain-of-mentorship-that-changed-the-world-748d84a824d0
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Error_ba

So too our theories of ultimate meaning.
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