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Motto: “Only humans cherish silence. It is a state we seek to find peace. 

Because only humans make noise” (John Gray). 

 
 

In The Silence of Animals, John Gray suggests that this noise we create is a trap we set for ourselves 

as we weave our webs of self-denial. Rather than allow ourselves to be in the moment we generate 

myths about the past and the future, which prevent us from engaging the present. Our dreams of a 

Golden Age mingle incoherently with visions of a utopia which is always just beyond the horizon of the 

foreseeable future. Our capacity for self-deception and selective interpretation prevents us from seeing 

that the alphas and omegas of our collective dream world are nothing more than extrapolations from 

the present. The myth of progress is a confabulation of time, memory, desire, hope, and fear that 

prevents us from experiencing any of these states as they are in themselves. We cannot control the past 

or the future, so we take revenge against time and live in a never-never land, out of time and out of 

joint. 

Gray makes three fundamental assertions. First, he claims that humanism is a harmful illusion 

consisting of the erroneous notion that the human animal is the locus of an objectively determinable 

and empirically measureable value schema. We act as if the moral structure of the universe has been 

rediscovered in the power and potential of human reason, which, properly attuned and polished, 

reflects the eternal order of the cosmos: “The Socratic faith that, together with Christianity, has shaped 

western humanism. Mixing a Greek idea of reason as giving access to timeless truths with a Christian 

view of salvation in history has not produced anything like a coherent synthesis; but the resulting 

humanism secular and religious - has formed the central western tradition” (Gray 205). 

Gray’s second basic assertion is that we incorrectly conceive of history as a progressive movement 

toward the actualization of the power of human reason and the realization of the desire for human 

emancipation. Reason and freedom on the march; although this is not completely false, it is a 

tendentious story, and it fuels our hubris and our hopes which combine to form the assumption that the 

telos of history is human flourishing. It is all about us. Gray’s third point is that we are unable to avoid 

this tendency toward humanistic narcissism and futuristic fabrication: „Lacking a self-image of the sort 

that humans cherish, other animals are content to be what they are. For human beings the struggle for 

survival is a struggle against themselves” (Gray 21). 

Perhaps the best way to demonstrate the significance of Gray’s work is to examine what he is not 

saying, which is something his detractors have occasionally failed to notice. He is not saying that 

societies and individuals have not, cannot, and will not, experience improved living conditions, 
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increasing personal freedom, periods of relative economic prosperity, and many of the benefits derived 

from science and technology such as increased longevity, relief from back-breaking labor and the 

advantageous proximities of social media. He is also emphatically not claiming that the progress of 

scientific knowledge in its theoretical or practical aspects is akin to mythology, as some constructivists 

and postmodernists imply. Gray asserts that scientific knowledge does accumulate as a body of 

verifiably true facts about the world which form the basis for the discovery of an ever-growing body of 

useful facts about the world. Scientific knowledge advances, step-by-step, with each new development 

building on what came before. When, for example, we discover the second law of thermodynamics, we 

do not abandon, forget, or ignore the first law. 

However, not all forms of life and historical development work like science. Morality, civility, 

barbarism, ethnic chauvinism, and cruelty march to the beat of a different drummer. Because of our 

ever-present capacity for good and evil, any moral advances that we achieve are subject to loss or 

sudden reversal. Once institutionalized, science cannot regress, but morality can, and often does. The 

point is not that we are unable to think our way out of moral dilemmas and overcome our deep-seated 

fears and hatreds, but that the knowledge and behavioral gains in spheres subject to human passion can 

be lost. There is an escalator of science upon which each new development lifts us onto a new plane; 

but morality, civilization, and culture ride along on what is often a slippery slope. 

Note also that Gray is not setting forth the familiar modest proposal that all progress is relative to 

values and expectations, such that yesterday’s wants become today’s needs which then become the 

basis of new wants, ad infinitum. This “relative deprivation” thesis about the future is a consistent 

feature of our experience, whether we choose to consider it or not. So is the notion that “progress” is 

itself a value which is evaluated in light of other values, a situation that creates a potentially vicious 

interpretive circle. But Gray’s point is not primarily about these and similar relativist dilemmas which, 

for all their perspicacity, are nonetheless couched within an overarching historical teleology. Instead, he 

claims that history does not move in any direction at all, and certainly not ‘ever upward and onward’. 

Reversals in moral progress, lapses into barbarism, holocausts, genocides, and global uncertainties 

abound today as in all previous centuries. But we do not see these reversals. We clothe the past with 

nostalgia and drape the future with unrealistic yearnings. This permits us to generate illusions of the 

present out of our inventions of the past and future. 

It is of course, not just the average fool who dwells in this paradise; the great social thinkers have 

based their prognoses and prescriptions on the same fuzzy logic. Note, says Gray, that all of the theorists 

of social evolution have mistaken a current trend for the telos of history. From Adam Smith, to Auguste 

Comte, to Herbert Spencer, to Hegel and Marx, the great thinker extrapolates a general theory of 

progress from an exaggerated observation of some present-day trend that is prompted by a longing for 

an imaginary past. The present is conceptualized as a necessary evil, a way station on the route to 

utopia. 

One obvious error behind this metaphor that so many prophets of history rely upon is that evolution 

does not have any telos or direction. Patterns of human behavioral evolution, or survival and change in 

animal species, or fluctuations in climate, look more like an endless series of adaptations and 

adjustments than a steady march toward a higher goal. Why should history be any different? 

The deeper misconception behind theories of socio-historical evolution is the notion that the will to 

be free, the struggle for human emancipation, is the driving force behind the process. One would be free 

from regulation (Smith), from superstition (Comte), or from the claims of others upon our sympathy and 

assistance (Spencer). Alternately, one would be free to live in a harmonious society (Hegel) or free to 

develop all of one’s talents as one pleases (Marx). To this, Gray suggests: “Mass killings, attacks on 

minorities, torture on a larger scale, another kind of tyranny, often more cruel than the one that was 
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overthrown - these have been the results. To think of humans as freedom-loving, you must be ready to 

view nearly all of history as a mistake” (Gray 58). 

Gray concludes his analysis with a discussion of that which prevents us from seeing things as they 

are. There are two ways to be fooled. One is to accept what is not true; the other is to refuse to believe 

what is true. Either way, we prefer to be fooled, because we are uncomfortable with ambiguity. Gray 

cites the work of Lionel Festinger, famous for his research into cognitive dissonance. 

 
Suppose an individual believes something with his whole heart; suppose further that he has a 

commitment to this belief; that he has taken irrevocable actions because of it; finally, suppose that 

he is presented with evidence, unequivocal, undeniable evidence, that his belief is wrong; what will 

happen? The individual will frequently emerge, not only unshaken, but even more convinced of the 

truth of his beliefs than ever before. Indeed, he may even show a new fervor about convincing and 

converting other people to his views (Gray 73). 

 

And just what is it that we all believe, are all committed to, and have all acted upon, irrevocably? It is 

simply life itself, which requires a consistent, and quite possibly delusional, narrative. We want this 

narrative to be coherent and we prefer a glorious past and a happy ending. We think of a happy life as 

one that ends in fulfillment. But this leads us into a trap. We think of happiness in terms of self-

realization, which is a teleological process, aiming for an end. So we miss out on happiness because we 

fall into a false narrative of existence. Everything will be all right when I get that job, buy that house, find 

myself, et cetera. Here is life taking the form of a denial of life. Life becomes a perpetual transition 

between a glorious past and a utopian future. Perhaps, as Gray suggests, the pursuit of happiness is a 

fiction we can do without. Human beings are more likely to find happiness indirectly, when they are not 

busy distracting themselves by searching for it. The quest for self-expression and self-discovery has 

devolved into a self-limiting trap - the search for one’s true self: “The idea of self-realization is one of the 

most destructive of modern fictions. It suggests you can flourish in only one sort of life, or a small 

number of similar lives, when in fact everyone can thrive in a large variety of ways” (Gray 111). 

One may wonder whether The Silence of Animals is supposed to function as yet another new age 

exhortation to be present, to cultivate an appreciation for the moment, to just be. Gray’s point may be 

that we must resist the temptation to fall prey to golden age and utopian thinking, cultivating a hard-

nosed realism about the past and the future that allows us to make sound decisions in the present. 

Alternately, Silence may be read as an admonishment against overconfident and ill-conceived political 

decisions or projects. As the sociologist Robert K. Merton noted, we often invest so heavily in the 

intended consequence of a political project that we purposefully choose to ignore any unintended 

effects1. 

Or, is Gray suggesting something much deeper, more metaphysical? Do we need to cultivate a new 

relation to time, rejecting linearity in favor of a cyclical theory of time and social change wherein past, 

present, and future revolve eternally, or exist all at once? 

Gray does not provide us with any answers to these questions because he does not specify his target. 

He fails to identify which level of theory and practice he is analyzing. Gray does not clarify whether he is 

addressing the myth of progress as it appears in the minds of individuals, in small groups, in social 

movements, in civil society, popular culture, or international politics. This is important because 

psychological processes differ from interpersonal interactions, and social constructs exhibit their own 

                                                        
1Robert K Merton, “The Unanticipated Consequences of Purposive Social Action”. Sociological Ambivalence and 

Other Essays. New York: Free Press, 1976. Print. 
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logic and require different analytical tools. His numerous examples and illustrations also cut across all of 

these domains, but they don’t cohere as a consistent analysis. 

Ultimately, The Silence of Animals is a cautionary tale about the peculiar type of beings that we are. 

Our large-brained capacity for illusion, self-deception, distraction, and denial creates the noisy siren 

song that lures us out of the silence of animals and into the tragic dimension of human existence. 
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