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CHAPTER 1

1. 1. The Moment It Stopped Working

◆



It does not happen all at once. It happens in pieces, over weeks or 

months, and one day you notice that nothing moves you the way it 
used to.

The promotion you once angled for now appears as a rearrangement 

of furniture. The argument you would have won feels too cheap to 

start.  The person whose approval you craved seemed no different 

from anyone else. The future you once burned to reach has become a 

sequence of days you will live through, not a destination that justifies 

present misery.

Something stopped working. But it is not your motivation. It is not 

your ambition. It is not your capacity for joy. What stopped working 

is the engine that once powered all three.

That engine was powered by inadequate ideas. Ambition fed on the 

imagined taste  of  recognition.  Desire  fed  on  the  anticipation  of  a 

future state that would make the present worthwhile.  Comparison 

fed on the  belief  that  someone else's  position was  a  position you 

should occupy. Hope fed on the conviction that a particular outcome 

would deliver  happiness.  Fear  fed on the  conviction that  another 

outcome would deliver misery. All of these were stimulants. All of 

them were passive.  All  of  them depended on external  causes that 

were never under your control.

When you began to see through them, the engine lost its fuel. You did 



not become lazy. You became free of illusions that once propelled 

you.  The flatness  you feel  is  not  a  defect.  It  is  the silence after  a 

machine that ran for decades finally shut down.

The claim is this: what you are experiencing is the negative half of 

Spinozan freedom. The positive half has not yet been constructed. 

You have dismantled the old engine of inadequate desire. You have 

not yet built the engine of adequate understanding. You are standing 

in the gap. That gap has a name, and it is temporary, but only if you 

understand what it is and what comes next.

Consider the case of a man who spent fifteen years climbing within a 

firm. He measured his weeks in billable hours and his years in titles. 

The day he made partner he felt nothing he had anticipated. He sat in 

the new ofÏce, looked at the new furniture, and registered that the 

furniture was merely new. He attempted to attribute the flatness to 

fatigue,  took a  vacation,  returned,  and felt  the same nothing.  The 

promotion had been the load-bearing anticipation of a decade. When 

it arrived and delivered nothing, the entire structure of inadequate 

desire that depended on it lost its foundation. Not the ambition alone 

but the anticipation that funded the ambition, and the recognition 

that  ratified  it,  collapsed  simultaneously.  He  had  not  ceased  to 

function. He had ceased to be moved by the objects that formerly 

moved him. He was in the gap, and he had no name for it, and so he 

called  it  exhaustion,  and  then  he  called  it  failure,  and  then  he 



stopped calling it anything.

Spinoza  identifies  three  kinds  of  knowledge.  The  first  kind, 

imagination, is knowledge from hearsay and random experience. It 

produces inadequate ideas: confused, partial, reactive. Most human 

beings  run  their  entire  lives  on  this  fuel.  They  chase  what  they 

imagine will satisfy them, flee what they imagine will harm them, 

and call the resulting motion a life.

The second kind,  reason,  is  knowledge from common notions:  the 

understanding that certain things are necessarily true,  that causes 

produce effects  in  a  lawful  order.  Reason begins  to  free a  person 

from the tyranny of imagination, but it does not yet produce durable 

joy. It removes illusions. It does not yet replace them with something 

that moves you forward.

This  is  where  you  are.  You  have  entered  the  second  kind  of 

knowledge. You see through the old fuel. You cannot go back to it. 

But you have not yet tasted the third kind: the intuitive knowledge 

that  apprehends  things  under  the  aspect  of  eternity,  that 

understands individual things as expressions of the one substance, 

that produces the intellectual love of God or Nature. That knowledge 

is the highest joy. It is not mild. It is not flat. It is the most powerful 

affect available to a human being. But it requires construction, not 

merely deconstruction.


