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Cover Text 
Over the last several millennia, one of the most durable strategies for social 
success has not consisted only in producing food, building cities, winning wars, 
writing laws, accumulating capital, founding institutions, or developing 
technologies. It has consisted, again and again, in persuading enough people 
to carry a cost while being told that the cost is duty, to accept hierarchy while 
being told that it is order, to bear risk while being told that it is opportunity, to 
endure discipline while being told that it is virtue, and to obey a procedure 
while being told that no one has really decided. The method is rarely crude. 
One does not ask people to embrace the whole unpleasant thing. One shows 
them the clean side and teaches them to hold it there. 

This book is an inquiry into that operation, but also a search for exits from it. It 
is not a polemic against religion, the state, law, markets, hierarchy, expertise, 
global exchange, local belonging, technological coordination, or artificial 
intelligence as such. Each has solved real problems. Ritual has created 
belonging; states have reduced some forms of violence; markets have 
coordinated knowledge; law has restrained revenge; expertise has cured 
diseases and built bridges; global exchange has widened comparison and 
possibility; AI may reduce forms of degrading labor once thought unavoidable. 
The question is what happens when these useful forms become moral gloves, 
allowing power to touch painful realities without admitting contact and 
converting burdens borne by some into meanings administered by others. 

The first movement of the book follows the clean side through the altar, throne, 
empire, office, market, family, machine, rivalry, and the inner psychology of 
survival. It asks why societies have so often turned burdens into stories, why 
elites and ordinary people alike have learned to move costs downward or 
outward, and why emotional intelligence, empathy, sympathy, altruism, envy, 
domination, scarcity, fear, and the desire for rank can all be adaptive without 
becoming ethically innocent. The argument is not that self-deception is always 
a vice or that every institution is a fraud. It is that every legitimating language 
must be tested by the route of the burden it renders acceptable. 

The constructive movement of the book asks whether more legitimate social 
technologies can be designed without pretending that human beings have 
become angels, that conflict can disappear, or that scarcity can be abolished 
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by declaration. It examines ways to make burden, voice, exit, accountability, 
common purpose, and boundary design more inspectable. Among these 
experiments are decentralized brands: shared names, shared intellectual 
property, shared standards, and shared governance among relatively 
independent individuals or organizations. They may offer a middle path 
between simplistic tribalism and rootless globalism, between local resilience 
and planetary knowledge, between belonging and the right to leave, and 
between competitive energy and the reduction of humiliating dependence. 

Artificial intelligence appears here not as decoration but as the decisive 
contemporary test. AI can become the cleanest side of the oldest mechanism: 
a cold surface through which authority says that the model, the metric, the 
score, the platform, or the optimization has been decided. It can also make 
visible what earlier societies could hide and automate burdens that should no 
longer be placed on vulnerable bodies. The book therefore ends neither in 
technological salvation nor in fatalism. It develops the Outfinitist intuition that 
wisdom begins with limits: the limits of moral language, global scale, local 
retreat, competition, enforcement, expertise, automation, and every doctrine 
that imagines it can sanctify power without first asking who must carry its cost. 
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Introduction - The Clean-Side Rule 
There is a hypocrisy so old that it almost no longer looks like hypocrisy, but 

like education. It does not begin with the brutal lie, which is easy to recognize, 
nor with open violence, which can be seen without interpretation, but with a 
soothing proposition: you do not have to touch the whole Thing; it is enough to 
hold it by the clean side. In its simplest form, this proposition tells the person 
who bears the cost that he is not being used, but honored; that he is not being 
pushed forward, but called to duty; that he is not receiving the unpleasant 
remainder of an order advantageous to others, but participating in something 
higher than his own fatigue. From this change of name a civilization can be 
born, but also a long tradition of symbolic washing, in which consequences 
remain below while explanations rise upward toward heaven, toward the 
throne, toward the state, toward the market, or toward the cold screen of an 
automated system. 

The idea of this book is direct and therefore must be stated without 
unnecessary ornament: a considerable part of social success, from the first 
durable forms of organization to modern institutions, has consisted in 
persuading people, groups, or whole classes to bear what others did not wish 
to bear directly. The Thing has not always been the same. At times it has been 
heavy labor, at other times war, silence, submission, hunger, shame, sacrifice, 
economic risk, collective guilt, unquestioning obedience, or life lived at the 
edge of someone else's comfort. Yet the technique has shown remarkable 
continuity. Whenever reality was too harsh to be shown whole, a clean side 
was invented - an honorable surface through which it could be handed to those 
without the power to refuse. 

This book will not try to prove that human beings have always been cynical 
and that every temple, every law, every hymn, every flag, and every institution 
has been nothing but an instrument of hidden interest. Such a reduction would 
be intellectually poor and historically unjust. People have sincerely believed in 
gods, sincerely died for their community, sincerely worked for their children, 
sincerely obeyed tradition, sincerely built states, sincerely defended cities, and 
sincerely hoped that their order was better than chaos. But the sincerity of the 
believer does not cancel the usefulness of belief to the administrator; likewise, 
the necessity of an institution does not prove the cleanliness of all its effects. 
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An idea can be consolation for one person and an instrument of subordination 
for another, and history is full of such moral double lives. 

By the Thing, throughout this work, I will mean that part of reality which 
society prefers to leave unnamed: the concrete cost, the humiliating contact, 
the invisible work, the administered fear, the body pushed forward, the risk 
lowered down the social ladder, the duty turned into ornament. By the clean 
side I will mean the story, ritual, word, law, uniform, formula, or model that 
makes this cost bearable, respectable, or impossible to contest without 
seeming vulgar, ungrateful, unpatriotic, faithless, insufficiently mature, or 
lacking in team spirit. Not all clean sides are false, but all of them require a 
question: who received the meaning and who received the weight? 

In older societies, this question often passed through the altar and throne. 
Sacrifice, the divine genealogy of the ruler, cosmic order, the promise of 
compensation beyond death, and public rituals offered peoples a vocabulary 
through which suffering could be integrated into an image of the world. In 
modern societies, the same operation has become colder and more 
bureaucratic: cost is called adjustment, dismissal is called optimization, 
surveillance is called operational visibility, precarity is called flexibility, and 
moral decision hides behind procedure. It is no longer necessary to say that 
the gods demand; it is enough to say that the system demands. The invisible 
god of modernity no longer lives in the temple, but in the organizational chart, 
the contract, the market, and, increasingly, the algorithm. 

The understanding of this mechanism must remain double. The cynic sees 
in the clean side an elegant fraud, and he is not entirely wrong; the 
anthropologist sees in it a technique of large-scale cooperation, and he is not 
entirely wrong either. Without common stories, people cannot work together 
beyond the small circle of relatives and neighbors; without institutions, they 
cannot build roads, archives, cities, systems of defense, hospitals, and 
schools; without real sacrifices, no collective project exists. But the moment 
sacrifice becomes the specialty of those below while meaning becomes the 
specialty of those above, cooperation turns into exploitation narrated 
beautifully. The goal is not to remove every burden from common life, which 
would be impossible, but to stop confusing the unjust distribution of burdens 
with the natural order of the world. 
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Before the book turns to formal legitimacy, it also follows the clean side 
inward, into the psychology of emotional survival. Emotional intelligence, 
empathy, sympathy, resilience, altruism, and the capacity for self-deception 
can protect human beings from despair, but they can also teach them to 
rationalize burdens that should have been named, contested, or redistributed. 
Artificial intelligence then appears not as futuristic decoration, but as a moral 
test, and decentralized brands appear as one possible institutional experiment. 
AI can radicalize the old mechanism by making possible a fine, continuous, 
and impersonal surveillance of those who work, consume, vote, or seek 
access to services. At the same time, it may delegitimize, perhaps for the first 
time on a global scale, the argument that humanity has no alternative but to 
place the most unpleasant burdens on the hands of the most vulnerable. 
Decentralized brands approach the same problem from the side of 
organization: they ask whether shared names, shared standards, and shared 
intellectual property can be governed by relatively independent participants 
rather than by a single center, so that belonging remains useful without 
becoming captivity. Neither proposal is a salvation doctrine. Both are terrains 
for experiment, where the burden test can become institutional design rather 
than mere critique. 

The constructive ambition of the book is therefore modest but real. It does 
not promise a final constitution for humanity, nor a formula by which conflict, 
competition, envy, scarcity, error, or domination can be abolished. It tries 
instead to clear conceptual ground for social technologies that make legitimacy 
more inspectable: forms of association in which people can see where costs 
go, contest the stories that justify them, leave without losing everything, 
preserve local resilience without fleeing the world, and cooperate globally 
without dissolving every boundary that gives communities memory, 
competence, and responsibility. In this sense, the book is written in the spirit of 
Outfinitism, understood here as a science and wisdom of limits: not a retreat 
from complexity, but an attempt to design with human limitation rather than 
against it. 

The book's contract with the reader is therefore precise. It does not claim 
that legitimacy is merely decoration, that religion was merely appetite, that law 
is merely force, that markets are merely predation, or that every elite has 
knowingly conspired against everyone below it. Such claims would be too 
coarse for the evidence and too comfortable for the critic. The claim is 
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narrower and more difficult: every form of legitimacy, even when partly true and 
socially useful, must be tested by the route of the burden it renders acceptable. 
A doctrine may console and govern at the same time; an institution may 
coordinate and exploit at the same time; an innovation may liberate some 
people while making others more measurable, more replaceable, and less able 
to refuse. The clean side is not the essence of legitimacy. It is the danger to 
which legitimacy is permanently exposed. 

For that reason, the central method of the book is what may be called the 
burden test. Whenever an order speaks in the name of necessity, duty, market 
discipline, tradition, safety, innovation, or progress, the first question is not 
whether the word is noble, but where the unpleasant remainder goes. Whose 
body becomes tired? Whose time disappears? Whose anxiety is treated as 
adjustment cost? Who loses exit, status, voice, or future possibility? Who 
receives meaning, title, revenue, absolution, or the authority to interpret the 
loss? This method does not settle every moral problem, but it prevents a 
common deception: the movement by which a language of legitimacy is used 
to make the distribution of pain vanish from view. 

The book should also be read as an argument against false simplicity. 
There are real scarcities and manufactured scarcities; necessary hierarchies 
and predatory hierarchies; traditions that protect memory and traditions that 
domesticate dissent; local communities that preserve resilience and local 
communities that suffocate talent; global systems that spread knowledge and 
global systems that dissolve accountability; competition that discovers 
excellence and competition that becomes a caste machine; AI that may reduce 
degrading labor and AI that may intensify invisible control. The task is not to 
choose, once and for all, between isolation and globalism, purity and realism, 
equality and excellence, belonging and exit. It is to build a realism that knows 
when it is becoming an excuse, and an ethics that knows when it is becoming 
theatrical. 

The burden test Question 

Visibility Can the society name the cost in ordinary 
language, or must the cost be hidden behind 
sacred, legal, economic, managerial, or 
technical vocabulary? 

Location Who carries the burden in body, time, risk, 
shame, uncertainty, or lost alternatives? 
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The burden test Question 

Distance How far are the interpreters and beneficiaries 
from the people who experience the burden 
directly? 

Contestability Can those affected challenge the classification, 
appeal the decision, leave the arrangement, or 
alter the rule? 

Reversibility Would the designers accept being assigned to 
the weakest position created by their own 
design? 

Reduction Does the arrangement actually reduce 
degrading necessity, or merely rename and 
redistribute it? 
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Chapter I - Burden Becomes Social Legitimacy 
Before power had palaces, archives, and police, it needed a subtler art: the 

art of turning burden into story. People can be forced for a time to do 
unpleasant things, but pure coercion is expensive, unstable, and consumes 
much energy. The soldier must be fed, the guard must be paid, the chain must 
be maintained, and fear must be renewed again and again. It is far more 
efficient for a person to come to believe that his task is not only a task, but a 
purpose; that his fatigue is not only fatigue, but participation; that his silence is 
not only fear, but decency; that his loss is not only loss, but sacrifice. In this 
passage from cost to meaning lies one of the great inventions of our species, 
and the fact that the invention has produced both beauty and abuse should not 
prevent us from looking at it carefully. 

The anthropology of early religion shows that human beings lived very early 
among invisible agents, ancestors, spirits, powers of place, dead people who 
did not fully disappear, and forces that could be appeased. Comparative 
research on hunter-gatherers, such as the study by Hervey Peoples, Pavel 
Duda, and Frank Marlowe in Human Nature, suggests a probable sequence of 
religious motifs such as animism, belief in an afterlife, shamanism, and 
ancestor worship, with all the reservations that any reconstruction of prehistory 
requires. Such beliefs should not be read as simple instruments of 
manipulation; they were at the same time forms of consolation, explanation, 
and solidarity. Yet they also created a grammar of obligation. If the dead are 
watching, if the ancestors demand, if the visible order depends on an invisible 
order, then present behavior can be regulated through duties that exceed the 
immediate interest of the living person. 

From here emerges an ambiguity that will accompany the whole of history. 
On the one hand, belief in an order greater than the individual can limit 
selfishness and make people care about the dead, children, animals, land, 
kinship, and oaths; on the other hand, the same belief can become an 
instrument by which those who speak in the name of order ask others to bear 
costs that they themselves avoid. The afterlife, for example, can be legitimate 
hope for a person crushed by loss, but it can also be a social shock absorber 
when justice is endlessly postponed beyond while injustice remains intensely 
present here. It is not necessary to deny the religious depth of suffering in 
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order to notice the political usefulness of a promise that makes present 
hardship more bearable. 

The same logic appears in costly rituals. A community needs to know who 
truly belongs to the group and who merely profits from it. Public cost can 
function as a signal: the one who fasts, gives, submits to a trial, takes part in 
common labor, or assumes visible pain shows that he is not present only for 
immediate gain. The literature on costly signaling in religion and cooperation 
has discussed precisely this function: sacrifice, even when it looks irrational 
from the outside, may sustain trust inside the group. The problem is not the 
existence of cost, but its administration. When cost becomes proof of loyalty 
for the weak, while the powerful specialize in interpreting it, ritual ceases 
merely to bind the community and begins to stratify it. 

The clean side appears at exactly this point. It does not tell the person that 
he will not suffer, because that lie would be too easy to disprove; it tells him 
that his suffering has a noble form. It does not tell him that he will not work, but 
that his work holds the world together. It does not tell him that he will not lose, 
but that his loss purifies him, lifts him, makes him worthy, and inscribes him in 
a larger story. This technique is so effective because it does not completely 
contradict reality. Indeed, sometimes work does hold the world together; 
sometimes one person's sacrifice truly saves others; sometimes discipline truly 
produces maturity; sometimes a community truly needs someone to give up 
something. But from the existence of these truths it does not follow that every 
renunciation demanded from above is just. The best excuse is the one that 
contains enough truth to make the ingratitude of the person who contests it 
visible. 

A simple example can be taken from ordinary family life, even though this 
book mainly examines larger historical forms. When a child is continually told 
that he must be silent for the peace of the house, when a woman is told that 
her invisible work is love and for that very reason must not be counted, when a 
younger brother is asked to absorb what the older brother does not wish to 
admit, we have a miniature of the mechanism. Nobody says directly: it is more 
convenient for me if you absorb the tension. Instead one says: this is decent, 
this is how peace is preserved, this is how family is done. The clean side is 
harmony. The Thing is the cost distributed unequally. If this logic can operate at 
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Sunday lunch, it should not surprise us that it has operated in temples, armies, 
corporations, and empires. 

To name this mechanism is not to free ourselves from it immediately. People 
do not easily leave the stories that helped them survive, especially when those 
stories offered them a minimum of dignity in a world that otherwise would have 
given them only pain. Many of history's clean sides were, for those below, not 
only chains but also thin pillows; not only lies but also small symbolic shelters. 
That is why brutal demystification can itself become a cruelty if it offers nothing 
in exchange. To tell a person that the meaning by which he survived was used 
against him may be true, but it is not sufficient. A dignified book must show the 
mechanism and, at the same time, acknowledge the human need for meaning. 
Otherwise it merely tears off the glove and leaves the hand bare in the cold. 

Seen in this light, the clean side is not only a lie invented by elites, but also 
a technique by which societies managed to make cooperation bearable under 
harsh conditions. When food was uncertain, disease omnipresent, war likely, 
and the death of children frequent, people did not have the luxury of complete 
moral transparency. They needed rituals that contained terror, rules that 
stopped revenge, stories that placed loss within an order, and leaders who 
seemed more than administrators of scarcity. This need does not excuse 
abuse, but it explains it. It helps us understand why the unpleasant 
mechanisms of history were often almost inevitable, and why any possible exit 
from them cannot be achieved merely through the present's moral superiority 
over the past. 

A brief scene may make the mechanism clearer than an abstract formula. 
Imagine a household in which an aging relative humiliates everyone at the 
table, but the family has learned to call silence respect. Imagine an office in 
which a bad policy is known to be bad by almost all participants, but the room 
has learned to call obedience alignment. Imagine an ancient square in which 
an animal is killed under ritual speech, while distribution, fear, gratitude, 
hierarchy, hunger, and cosmic meaning are gathered into one public act. In 
each case the human problem is not only that something difficult happens. 
Difficult things happen in every life. The problem is that the vocabulary of the 
scene determines who is allowed to perceive the difficulty and who must 
convert perception into loyalty. The burden is made visible to some as 
necessity and invisible to others as dignity. 
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This is why stories are not optional. A purely anti-mythic politics is usually 
naive, because human beings do not live by inventory alone. They require 
orientation, memory, hope, rank, promise, and some account of why their 
efforts are not merely wear. The danger begins when the administrator of 
meaning becomes separated from the bearer of cost. The story that once 
made common sacrifice intelligible then becomes a device for distributing 
unpleasant necessity asymmetrically. A healthy society does not abolish story; 
it refuses to let story float free from the ledger of who pays, who benefits, who 
explains, and who may object. 
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Chapter II - Sacred Orders of Legitimacy 
The history of religions and ancient states offers powerful examples of the 

way the clean side can organize not only a conscience, but an entire world. 
Sacrifice, in particular, concentrates this ambivalence. It is, on the one hand, 
an act of communication with the sacred, a moment of community, a staging of 
order, and an acknowledgment that life feeds on life. On the other hand, 
sacrifice concretely distributes meat, prestige, and authority; who officiates, 
who receives, who watches, and who pays are not secondary details. In the 
Greek myth of Prometheus, as transmitted in the Hesiodic tradition, the 
division of the animal between gods and humans explains why humans keep 
the meat while the bones and fat are burned for the gods. From a religious 
point of view, the smoke rises toward the immortals; from a social point of view, 
the community remains below with the food, and the ritual establishes an order 
of division. We do not need to turn this scene into a crude joke about gods in 
order to observe how finely metaphysics and the administration of resources 
meet there. 

In the Epic of Gilgamesh, after the flood, Utnapishtim offers a sacrifice, and 
the gods are described as gathering around the fragrance. The image is 
ancient, memorable, and almost uncomfortable in its concreteness: cosmic 
order, interrupted by catastrophe, is resumed through a material act in which 
something burns, smells, is consumed, and is interpreted. Read with respect 
for the world that produced it, the scene speaks of the human need to restore a 
link with the powers that seem to decide life and death; read with sociological 
suspicion, it shows how fear of catastrophe can be transformed into ritual, and 
ritual into authority. Both readings are necessary. Without the first, we become 
arrogant toward the past; without the second, we become blind to the ways in 
which the sacred can discipline suffering. 

Royal power quickly understood the advantage of an order that appears 
higher than human will. In ancient Egypt, the pharaoh was not merely an 
administrative ruler, but the figure who linked humans to the gods and was 
associated with maintaining ma'at, an order of truth, balance, and cosmic 
justice. For a society dependent on the regularity of the Nile, threatened by 
famine and by the fragility of life, the idea of a sacred center of order had real 
force. But precisely because this idea was so powerful, it made hierarchy 
harder to contest. If the king is merely a man, one can ask why he demands so 
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much; if the king is the guarantor of the balance of the world, the question 
becomes almost an imprudent touch on the structure of the universe. The 
clean side of power is not command, but the harmony that command claims to 
defend. 

In ancient China, the Mandate of Heaven offered a more flexible political 
formula and, for that reason, a more durable one. Heaven granted the right to 
govern to a virtuous dynasty, but this right could be lost through injustice, 
incompetence, or disorder. There is a real moral element in this idea: the ruler 
is not above all judgment, and political disaster can be interpreted as a loss of 
legitimacy. But there is also a convenient circularity: the victor can appear, after 
victory, as bearer of the mandate, while the defeated becomes living proof that 
he has lost it. The clean side here becomes not only obedience, but success. 
Heaven seems to speak most clearly after human beings have decided, 
through war, rebellion, or collapse, who will write the chronicle. 

Empires took this technique to a continental scale. They are not merely 
machines of plunder, just as they are not merely administrative blessings. An 
empire can bring roads, common measures, archives, granaries, relative 
peace, circulation, and protection; at the same time, it demands surplus, labor, 
loyalty, and submission from peripheries that rarely chose freely the terms of 
their participation. The Inca mit'a system, through which communities provided 
rotating labor for public and imperial projects, shows this ambivalence in a 
clear form. Seen from the side of infrastructure, it is a remarkable solution for 
mobilization across a difficult geography; seen from the body of the person 
called to labor, it is his life time transformed into road, terrace, storehouse, and 
central power. The word that cleans the scene is contribution. The word that 
dirties the scene is coercion. Real history stands, uncomfortably, between the 
two. 

Human sacrifice in ancient societies must be treated with the greatest 
caution, because the temptation of moral superiority is very strong here. It is 
easy to look at such practices as simple barbarism and, by contrast, to regard 
ourselves as clean. But anthropology and history demand another 
seriousness. In the Aztec world, sacrifice was tied to feeding the gods and 
maintaining cosmic order, but it also had a political function of intimidation, 
visible especially in the context of an empire asserting power before subjects 
and enemies. More broadly, the study by Joseph Watts and his collaborators, 
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published in Nature on the basis of traditional Austronesian societies, found 
support for the hypothesis that human sacrifice could stabilize social 
stratification and promote strict inherited class systems. This does not mean 
that every ritual of this kind was invented by cold, unbelieving elites; it does 
mean that ritual can strengthen hierarchy precisely because it is believed. 

That last observation is essential. The most durable forms of control are not 
those that no one believes, but those that enough people sincerely believe 
while others use them skillfully. A priest can believe in the ritual and at the 
same time benefit from his position; a king can believe that he protects order 
and at the same time confuse order with his own privilege; a soldier can 
believe he defends the homeland and at the same time be used in wars that 
are not truly his; a worker can believe that his sacrifice will lift his family and at 
the same time be trapped in a system that consumes his life. The clean side 
does not always require impostors. Sometimes it requires only sincere people 
placed inside an architecture that moves consequences downward and 
prestige upward. 

For this reason, ancient history should not be read as a museum of primitive 
errors, but as a laboratory of forms of legitimation that still accompany us. The 
god hungry for fragrance, the king born from order, the heaven that grants a 
mandate, the empire that demands contribution, the ritual that turns violence 
into cosmic necessity - all these are ancestors of modern expressions that 
appear more sober. Today we say national interest, efficiency, competitiveness, 
resilience, strategic alignment, rationalization, security, procedure. The words 
have changed, and the gains of modernity are real; but the mechanism by 
which a burden becomes acceptable because it is named differently remains 
recognizable. The past does not condemn us; it warns us that civilization and 
hypocrisy can learn to use the same grammar. 

The historical cases should be read, therefore, as anchors rather than as 
ornaments. Ancient sacrifice is one anchor because it shows how food, killing, 
community, hierarchy, and transcendence could be compressed into a single 
rite. Corvee and labor tribute are another anchor because they show how the 
time of ordinary people could be converted into roads, canals, walls, palaces, 
and imperial continuity. State formation is a third anchor because it shows how 
protection and extraction grew together: the same authority that pacified roads 
could also tax, conscript, count, register, and discipline. None of these cases 
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proves that civilization is a fraud. They prove something more defensible and 
more troubling: human beings often accepted asymmetric burdens when those 
burdens were placed inside a larger grammar of order. 

The point is not that the priest was always lying, the king always pretending, 
or the official always calculating. The point is that a social form can be sincere, 
functional, and oppressive at the same time. The priest may believe that the 
ritual sustains the world; the ritual may also give the priest a central position in 
distribution. The ruler may believe that the kingdom prevents chaos; the 
kingdom may also convert public danger into private privilege. The empire may 
build roads; the roads may also carry soldiers and tribute toward the center. A 
serious history of legitimacy begins when we stop asking whether a form was 
simply true or false and begin asking how belief, function, and advantage were 
woven together. 
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Chapter III - Modern Gloves of Legitimacy 
Modernity did not abolish the clean side; it moved it from altar to office, from 

sacred genealogy to organizational chart, from command to procedure, and 
from myth to expertise. This movement brought real liberations. The modern 
state could build rights, predictable administrations, public health systems, 
public education, and forms of protection that the ancient world offered only 
fragmentarily or not at all. The modern market could produce innovation, 
mobility, goods, specialization, and real exits from famine. Science reduced 
sufferings that earlier people could explain only through destiny. But these 
gains did not eliminate the old moral operation; they gave it more elegant 
instruments. Today the Thing no longer enters the room in sacrificial smoke, 
but in a PDF report, a performance indicator, a risk analysis, or an internal 
message written in language so polished that it seems impolite to ask where 
the wound is. 

One of modernity's traits is its ability to redistribute responsibility until no 
one appears to have decided. In a small community, the person who makes an 
unjust decision can be seen, called by name, and remembered. In a large 
organization, the decision passes through committees, procedures, 
consultants, legal departments, communications departments, financial 
models, and successive approvals. At the end, the affected person can no 
longer point toward a face, but toward an architecture. He is told that matters 
were evaluated, that alternatives were analyzed, that the situation required 
difficult measures. Difficult for whom? This is the question the clean side 
avoids. In modern language, the cost always has a concrete address, but its 
justification has a diffuse one. 

Charles Tilly, in his famous essay on war making and state making, 
formulated a severe thesis: war and state building were linked to extraction, 
protection, and coercion in a way that resembles, in some mechanisms, the 
protection organized by violent groups, although the modern state later came 
to legitimate itself through incomparably more complex forms. His formulation 
is deliberately provocative, but useful for our theme, because it shows how 
violence can become legitimate when inscribed in a durable fiscal and 
symbolic apparatus. It is no longer robbery, but tax; no longer a band, but an 
army; no longer threat, but defense; no longer booty, but contribution to public 
order. These transformations are not pure mystifications, because the state 
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really can protect; for precisely that reason, one must keep asking when 
protection becomes a pretext for extraction and when order becomes the 
respectable name of fear. 

James C. Scott, in Against the Grain, reminded us that the first states 
should not be viewed only through the luminous story of sedentary progress, 
but also through the costs of concentrating people, taxable grains, imposed 
labor, disease, and control. Even if his theses have been debated and should 
not be turned into an inverted dogma, he performed an important service: he 
showed that what we call civilization has an administrative basement. Grains 
are easier to measure, store, and tax than many other forms of food; fixed 
populations are easier to count than mobile ones; concentrated labor is easier 
to command than dispersed autonomy. Where the triumphal manual sees city, 
law, and archive, we must also see silo, list, debt, and guard. The clean side of 
the state is protection; its unsettling side is its capacity to make people legible 
for extraction. 

In economics, the same mechanism has been refined through the language 
of impersonal necessity. No one pays badly; the market does not allow more. 
No one exhausts workers; the rhythm of the industry demands adaptation. No 
one moves risk toward the most vulnerable; the business model requires 
flexibility. No one turns human time into a residue of profit; the company 
optimizes resources. These propositions are not always false. Markets really 
do impose constraints, costs really exist, and competition sometimes punishes 
economic sentimentality. But precisely here lies the power of the clean side: it 
does not invent out of nothing, but takes a partial reality and turns it into a total 
excuse. From the fact that the market matters it does not follow that every 
decision taken in its name is inevitable; from the fact that a firm must survive it 
does not follow that survival must be purchased first with the sleep, health, and 
dignity of its most replaceable people. 

Managerial language is the glove of this age. It permits contact with harsh 
realities without the discomfort of naming them. Dismissal becomes resizing; 
surveillance becomes visibility; pressure becomes performance stimulation; 
absence of protection becomes autonomy; exhaustion becomes passion; 
obedience becomes alignment; silence becomes organizational maturity. 
When someone says plainly that people are being squeezed, the institutional 
response is not necessarily to deny it, but to raise the vocabulary until the 
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original sentence appears crude. Context is requested, process is invoked, 
tone is deplored, a review of the framework is promised. After two hours of 
meeting, the Thing remains where it was, but those who brought it into the 
room can leave saying that they managed the conversation. 

The attack on tone is one of the most effective modern techniques for 
defending the Thing. If someone says that a decision is unjust, he is told that 
the way he says it is not helpful. If someone refuses to participate in a 
hypocrisy, he is told that his rigidity affects the team. If someone calls a lie a 
lie, he is asked to contribute constructively to the dialogue. Substance is 
moved into form, and form becomes the tribunal of the person who sees too 
clearly. This is not a defense of verbal brutality; civilization needs moderation 
and respect. But there are moments when the appeal to politeness becomes a 
curtain over injustice. When reality is dirty, the tone of the one who observes it 
is not what produces the smell. 

Modernity has another remarkable technique: the technical part. In almost 
any large system there is someone who can say that he did only his segment. 
One person wrote the code, another approved the budget, another signed the 
communiqué, another calculated the impact, another implemented, another 
translated the decision for the public, another moderated the meeting. Each, in 
his own narrative, stood at the clean edge of the Thing. After a moral disaster, 
the center of the scene remains empty, because all participants describe 
themselves as peripheral. This dispersion of responsibility is probably 
inevitable in complex organizations, but its administrative inevitability must not 
be transformed into moral absolution. If a system can no longer say who 
answers, then the system is not mature, but dangerous. 

For this reason, the critique of modernity must be mature and exact. We do 
not need a romantic return to small communities, traditional authorities, or 
worlds without expertise. We need a modernity that does not confuse its 
instruments with innocence. Procedure is necessary, but it is not moral 
cleanliness. The market is useful, but it is not a god. The expert is 
indispensable, but he is not a priest. The state is necessary, but it is not always 
the common good in administrative form. Technical language is sometimes 
precision, sometimes perfume. A dignified society does not renounce these 
instruments; it obliges them to answer the question that all of them tend to 
avoid: who, in fact, is holding the heavy side of the Thing? 
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The modern office deserves its own place in this history because it is the 
room in which the clean side learned to speak without thunder, incense, or 
heraldry. A dozen people sit around a table. No one wants to say that a 
decision will make some lives smaller, less predictable, more exhausted, or 
more afraid. The discussion therefore moves to process. The group speaks of 
timelines, dependencies, efficiencies, headcount, stakeholders, optics, 
resilience, and implementation. Each word is not false; indeed, many are 
necessary. But their cumulative effect is to move moral temperature downward 
until the human injury becomes a logistical inconvenience. The person who 
asks, in ordinary language, what will happen to the people affected is not 
necessarily answered. He is thanked for bringing an important perspective. 

The reader should not mistake this critique for nostalgia. Small worlds can 
be suffocating, violent, poor, superstitious, and cruel. Modern bureaucracy, law, 
science, and markets have made possible protections and freedoms that older 
arrangements rarely offered. The question is not whether modernity should be 
undone, but whether its instruments can be made answerable to the human 
realities they are so good at abstracting. Procedure is a civilizational 
achievement. It becomes a glove when no one can find the hand. Expertise is 
necessary. It becomes priesthood when it transforms affected persons into 
data points without voice. Markets coordinate information. They become idols 
when every human limit is treated as inefficiency waiting to be disciplined. 
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Chapter IV - Necessary Myths of Legitimacy 
A critique of the clean side that stops at indignation remains incomplete, 

because it does not explain why the mechanism has returned in so many 
forms and so many civilizations. If it were only a conspiracy of the powerful, it 
would have been easier to remove; if it were only the stupidity of the weak, the 
claim would be both insulting and false. The mechanism worked because it 
feeds on real problems of the species: large-scale cooperation, fear of chaos, 
the necessity of specialization, lack of information, vulnerability before nature, 
competition between groups, and the human need to believe that pain is not 
absurd. People cannot live for long in a completely disenchanted world, where 
cost is only cost, death only disappearance, work only wear, and loss only loss. 
They seek forms that give weight a direction. The clean side appears where 
this legitimate need for meaning can be captured by an unjust distribution of 
consequences. 

Every collective project larger than a family produces roles, and roles 
produce differences of power. Someone coordinates, someone executes, 
someone keeps the record, someone defends, someone decides, someone 
feeds, someone repairs, someone buries, someone tells the story. At the 
beginning, many differences may be functional; not all people can do the same 
thing at the same time, and perfect equality of tasks is often a fantasy of those 
who have never organized anything difficult. But functional differences have a 
tendency to become differences of status, and status begins to write its own 
metaphysics. The one who coordinates temporarily comes to believe that he 
was born a coordinator; the one who receives surplus in order to administer it 
comes to believe that surplus is owed to him; the one who explains the 
meaning of sacrifice comes, discreetly, to be exempted from its harshest part. 
Thus necessity becomes privilege through the simple passage of generations. 

Legitimacy is cheaper than violence and, very often, more stable. To force 
every person by violence to work, keep silent, pay, or die is a costly operation; 
to persuade him that these things are duty, honor, maturity, faith, or realism is 
incomparably more efficient. This does not mean that legitimacy is by definition 
false. Legitimate authority can reduce violence, create predictability, and permit 
cooperation among strangers. But the same quality makes it capturable: if 
people obey because they see meaning, the one who controls the production 
of meaning has a power greater than the one who controls only the stick. 
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Durable civilizations understood that armies win battles, but the story wins 
ordinary mornings, whole years of labor, and the quiet acceptance of an order. 

Almost all societies have needed forms of sacrifice, and here we must be 
especially careful. A world without any common sacrifice is not a free world, 
but a world incapable of long projects. Parents sacrifice for children, citizens 
for infrastructure, present generations for the environment, researchers for 
knowledge, soldiers for legitimate defense, doctors for patients, teachers for 
students. The problem is not the existence of sacrifice, but the right to define it, 
distribute it, and convert it into prestige. A decent society cannot promise that 
no one will ever bear costs for others; it can promise that these costs will be 
visible, discussable, reversible when they become abusive, and shared without 
the systematic humiliation of the same categories. 

The mechanism of the clean side does not belong only to elites. It 
reproduces itself at every level of social life, which makes it far harder to 
remove. The director pushes pressure toward the manager, the manager 
toward the team leader, the team leader toward the youngest employee, the 
exhausted employee toward the family, the family toward the most docile child, 
the child toward a younger sibling or toward himself. The consumer who 
denounces exploitation sometimes buys the cheap product made under 
conditions he prefers not to see. The citizen who condemns political lying 
sometimes accepts the lie that preserves his comfort. The survivor of an unjust 
system can become, after climbing one step, its fiercest defender, because he 
needs to believe that his own suffering was initiation, not damage. To expose 
only the top of the pyramid is necessary, but insufficient; the pyramid has small 
replicas in every apartment building, family, office, and conscience. 

This recognition must not dilute the responsibility of the powerful. On the 
contrary, it makes that responsibility more precise. Great power consists not 
only in moving the Thing onto others, but in building institutions, languages, 
and incentives through which this movement appears natural. The elite does 
not necessarily invent the impulse to avoid pain; it organizes that impulse to its 
advantage. It does not invent the need for meaning; it monopolizes it. It does 
not invent fear of chaos; it uses that fear to present its own order as the only 
alternative. It does not invent competition; it translates competition into a 
morality of performance. Therefore, the critique of elites must be more 
demanding, not more simplistic. They are not guilty because human beings 
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need stories, but because, too often, they have transformed common stories 
into private mechanisms for extracting comfort. 

The difficulty of a real exit lies in the fact that the clean side offers 
advantages to everyone, though not in the same measure. For those above, it 
offers legitimacy and moral distance. For those in the middle, it offers the 
chance to climb without looking too carefully at what they step on. For those 
below, it sometimes offers the only available form of dignity in a situation where 
refusal could bring punishment or abandonment. When a story is at the same 
time the mask of privilege and the bandage of humiliation, it cannot be torn 
away by sarcasm. It must be replaced by institutions that make the lie less 
necessary. If people are asked to give up the justifications that kept them 
standing, they must be offered protection, participation, access to truth, and a 
new form of prestige. 

This is one of the most important theses of the book: moralizing alone 
cannot defeat a mechanism born from material, psychological, and 
organizational constraints. We will not emerge from the miasma only by saying 
that hypocrisy is ugly. We must make hypocrisy less useful. We must change 
the conditions under which social success is defined as the ability to move 
consequences. Institutions must be evaluated not only by efficiency, but by the 
transparency of costs; companies not only by profit, but by how they distribute 
risk; states not only by security, but by the proportion of fear they require from 
the powerless; technology not only by capability, but by the number of 
degrading burdens it removes from human life. The exit is not moral 
purification, but a reconstruction of the incentives of civilization. 

In this sense, the book does not ask for a world without hierarchies, without 
costs, and without authority, because such a world would probably be either 
impossible or very vulnerable to the first serious crisis. It asks for a world in 
which hierarchies can no longer easily hide the costs they produce, in which 
sacrifice is not always demanded from the same people, in which language is 
not used as a glove for touching injustice, and in which the refusal to hold the 
Thing is not immediately described as immaturity. If such a world seems hard 
to build, the difficulty is not an argument against it, but proof that the old 
mechanism was very efficient. The deepest forms of hypocrisy are not those 
that lie badly, but those that have come to resemble common sense. 
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The most useful analytic discipline here is to keep three truths in view at the 
same time. First, institutions can be functional: they solve problems that 
individuals and small groups cannot solve alone. Second, institutions can be 
sincere: people can believe in them without being fools or villains. Third, 
institutions can be oppressive: they can distribute costs so unevenly that 
sincerity and function become morally insufficient defenses. Much political 
writing loses one of these truths. Cynical writing sees oppression and misses 
function. Romantic writing sees sincerity and misses capture. Technocratic 
writing sees function and misses humiliation. A more adult theory of legitimacy 
must remain uncomfortable enough to see all three. 

This also clarifies why the clean side survives moral denunciation. 
Denunciation attacks the lie, but many clean sides are not pure lies. They are 
half-truths carrying heavy administrative loads. Patriotism can really defend a 
community and also hide elite adventure. Merit can really identify effort and 
skill and also sanctify inherited preparation. Tradition can really preserve 
intergenerational memory and also silence those harmed by memory. 
Innovation can really create abundance and also disguise the transfer of risk. A 
theory that treats these words as empty will fail because people can point to 
their real benefits. A theory that treats the benefits as sufficient will fail because 
victims can point to the residue. 

Analytic truth What it prevents 

Function Prevents cynical reduction; some institutions 
really coordinate, protect, remember, and build. 

Sincerity Prevents contempt for believers and 
participants; people often inhabit meanings 
honestly. 

Oppression Prevents functional success from becoming 
moral absolution; victims remain visible. 

Capture Explains how a word or institution that solved a 
problem can become a mask for advantage. 
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Chapter V - Algorithmic Legitimacy at Risk 
Artificial intelligence enters this history at a moment when the modern clean 

side was already well installed. Organizations already knew how to wrap cost 
in indicators, transform moral decision into procedure, explain pressure 
through competitiveness, and hide responsibility inside complex systems. AI 
does not invent these practices, but it can make them faster, more invisible, 
and harder to contest. For that reason, the discussion of AI should not be 
conducted only in the language of technological enthusiasm or apocalyptic 
fear, but in the language of the distribution of consequences. The central 
question is not whether AI will be spectacular, because it already is; nor 
whether it will be used in the economy, because that is already happening; the 
question is who will control the new glove and into whose hands the Thing will 
pass after the decision has gone through the model. 

Recent data show that AI has become infrastructure, not curiosity. Stanford 
HAI records in its 2026 AI Index Report a very high level of organizational 
adoption of generative AI, and international economic reports discuss the 
exposure of a large share of jobs to transformations generated by AI. The 
International Monetary Fund estimated in 2024 that nearly forty percent of 
global employment is exposed to AI, with higher percentages in advanced 
economies. The International Labour Organization and the OECD have, in 
turn, documented the expansion of algorithmic management, meaning the use 
of data and automated systems to organize, allocate, monitor, evaluate, and 
discipline work. These findings should not be read as simple predictions of 
mass unemployment, because AI can also complement human labor; they 
should be read as a warning that many decisions about people's lives will pass 
through systems those people do not understand and cannot easily contest. 

AI can become the perfect clean side of authority because it offers a new 
form of impersonality. In the old office, the manager had to say, in a human 
voice, why someone was too slow, too expensive, insufficiently productive, or 
unsuitable. In the algorithmic office, the score can speak for him. I did not 
pressure you; the model indicated a deviation. I did not dismiss you; the 
analysis showed a reduced probability of performance. I did not surveil you; 
the system optimized the flow. I did not decide that you do not deserve credit, 
an interview, insurance, or freedom of movement; your risk profile does not 
allow it. This is a profound moral mutation. Responsibility does not truly 
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disappear, but it becomes technical; and what becomes technical can be 
removed from the vocabulary of guilt. 

The danger is not only that AI can be wrong, although it can be wrong 
through incomplete data, historical prejudice, hallucination, badly defined 
objectives, or incompetent application. The greater danger is that AI can be 
statistically right in a socially unjust way. If a model learns from a stratified 
world, it may transform the traces of stratification into predictions and 
predictions into decisions that consolidate stratification. A neighborhood 
monitored more intensely will produce more data about problems; more data 
about problems will justify further monitoring; further monitoring will confirm the 
model. The same circle can appear in recruitment, credit, education, health, 
policing, migration, or insurance. In the past, people said that some humans 
were born for low positions; in the future, they may say that a person's profile 
does not meet the threshold. The aristocracy of blood may be replaced by the 
aristocracy of the score, and the clean side will be called objectivity. 

International reports on AI safety, including the International AI Safety 
Report 2026, draw attention to the risks of systems with increased autonomy, 
to the difficulty of intervening quickly when agents act in complex digital 
environments, and to the fact that societies are still forming a scientific and 
political consensus on the governance of these technologies. For the theme of 
this book, the important point is that AI is not merely a new office tool; it is an 
infrastructure of classification. Whoever controls classification controls, to a 
large degree, the distribution of chances, visibility, and burdens. If these 
systems are opaque, concentrated in the hands of a few actors, and protected 
by technical language inaccessible to most people, we will have created a 
superior version of the old glove: not a glove that hides dirt from the hand, but 
one that hides the hand itself. 

Yet it would be a mistake to see in AI only the threat. Precisely because the 
history of the clean side has been the history of moving burdens from some 
people onto others, AI and robotics can ask a question more radical than any 
moral sermon: if part of the Thing is necessary, why must it be held by a 
human being? Many historical forms of exploitation were justified by a harsh 
argument that was difficult to deny in its context: someone must do the heavy, 
repetitive, dangerous, dirty, degrading, or unbearably boring work. Around this 
someone were built slavery, serfdom, forced labor, industrial labor without 
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protection, invisible domestic work, the labor of defenseless migrants, and 
modern forms of precarity. If technology can take over a significant part of 
these burdens, then the old excuse loses its inevitability. Not all tasks will 
disappear, and the transition may be brutal, but the moral legitimacy of 
systems that live from human degradation will be harder to defend. 

For this chance not to be wasted, the definition of prestige must change. 
Old elites were admired for their capacity to mobilize, discipline, and extract: 
they raised cities, won markets, led armies, organized labor, turned people into 
yields. Future elites could be admired for something else: the capacity to 
remove degrading burden from human life without destroying freedom, 
meaning, and participation. This is not a naive call to abandon ambition, but an 
invitation to a higher ambition. Is it more interesting to lead a world that 
depends on the obedience of exhausted people, or to design institutions in 
which people become healthier, more capable, better educated, and harder to 
manipulate? Is it more sophisticated to create ever finer methods for 
persuading others to hold the Thing, or to build systems in which touching it 
becomes, more often, unnecessary? 

A way out would have to contain a few principles that are simple but difficult 
to apply. The productivity produced by AI cannot be captured entirely by the 
owners of infrastructure, otherwise technology will replace the vulnerable hand 
only in order to strengthen the abstract master. Algorithmic decisions that 
affect people's lives must be explainable in intelligible language, contestable, 
and subject to clear human responsibility. Institutions and companies must be 
evaluated not only by efficiency, but by the amount of degrading labor they 
eliminate, by the way they distribute gains, and by the risk of transforming 
surveillance into normality. Alongside financial and security audits, there 
should be an audit of dignity: who absorbs stress, night, instability, toxicity, 
shame, uncertainty, and loss when the system declares that it has become 
more performant? 

We should not deceive ourselves that this change will be easy. Billions of 
people have survived precisely through the mechanisms we criticize: they have 
learned to endure, rename, pass downward, fall silent at the right time, accept 
a small privilege in exchange for a small complicity, and use the clean side so 
as not to collapse psychologically under the weight of the dirty side. Elites have 
reasons to preserve the system, middle classes have reasons to hope they will 
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climb high enough not to hold the Thing anymore, and those below fear that 
refusal will take away the only remaining protection. Therefore the project 
cannot be only demystifying. It must be constructive, institutional, and 
attractive. People do not give up a useful lie for a truth that leaves them without 
shelter. 

The end of this chapter cannot be triumphant, but it can be clear. The clean 
side will not disappear from history, because human beings will always need 
meaning and societies will always need to distribute costs. But it can become 
increasingly shameful for meaning to be monopolized by those who do not 
bear the cost. It can become increasingly prestigious to eliminate burdens, not 
perfume them. It can become increasingly inadmissible to hide moral decisions 
in opaque systems. It can become harder to say that there is no alternative 
when technology genuinely opens alternatives. The next civilization will not be 
the one that finally discovers the clean side of the Thing, because that side 
exists only in the story. It will be the one that measures progress by the 
number of situations in which no one needs to be persuaded to hold it. 

The evidence now justifies treating AI not as a metaphor but as 
infrastructure. Stanford HAI's 2026 AI Index reports rapid growth in both 
capability and adoption, including 88 percent organizational adoption and 
population-level use of generative AI reaching levels that earlier 
general-purpose technologies took longer to approach. The IMF has estimated 
that almost 40 percent of global employment is exposed to AI, with advanced 
economies closer to 60 percent, while the ILO's refined occupational exposure 
index finds that roughly one in four workers are in occupations with some 
exposure to generative AI and that the distribution of exposure differs sharply 
by gender and national income level. These figures do not prove a simple story 
of mass unemployment, but they do prove that AI is moving into the machinery 
by which work, status, opportunity, and risk are allocated. 

The institutional grammar is also changing. The European Union's 
Regulation (EU) 2024/1689, the Artificial Intelligence Act, explicitly frames AI 
governance around a uniform legal framework, trustworthy and human-centric 
AI, fundamental rights, safety, democracy, rule of law, environmental 
protection, and innovation. This language is important and preferable to 
lawless technological enthusiasm. Yet it also illustrates the book's warning: 
every good legitimacy vocabulary can become a clean side if it is detached 
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from enforcement, contestability, and the actual route of burden. A high-risk 
system may comply formally while making workers less able to refuse 
schedules, citizens less able to challenge scores, or public agencies more 
dependent on vendors whose models are opaque to the governed. 

AI therefore sharpens an old question: does a decision become more 
legitimate when it is less personal, or does impersonality merely make 
responsibility harder to locate? If a manager says no, resentment can find a 
face. If a model says no, resentment may be told to admire the statistical 
neutrality of its rejection. The deeper issue is not that humans are always fairer 
than machines. They are not. The issue is that legitimacy requires a path back 
from outcome to accountable authority. A system that can affect a life without 
leaving an intelligible route of explanation, appeal, correction, and 
responsibility is not advanced legitimacy. It is automated distance. 

Layer of AI governance Burden question 

Data collection Who becomes measurable, and under what 
consent, compensation, or exposure? 

Model training Whose past disadvantage becomes a pattern for 
future allocation? 

Deployment context Which institution gains speed, leverage, or 
distance from responsibility? 

Human oversight Does the human overseer have time, authority, 
protection, and competence to overrule? 

Appeal and correction Can the affected person understand and contest 
the pathway from data to decision? 

Productivity gains Who receives the surplus created by 
automation, and who absorbs displacement? 
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Chapter VI - Envy and Dominating Legitimacy 
It would be comforting to believe that the old mechanism will weaken by 

itself once its logic is exposed and once technology begins to reduce the need 
for human bodies to bear degrading burdens. But history rarely abandons a 
profitable technique merely because it has become visible. The clean side has 
survived because it serves not only explicit interests, but also deeper motives: 
the desire to dominate, the fear of falling, the relief of seeing another person 
carry what one has escaped, the wish to convert advantage into morality, and 
the temptation to describe one's own position as natural rather than contingent. 
Some members of elites will therefore try to conserve the Thing even when it 
could be reduced, automated, shared more justly, or named more honestly. It is 
important, however, not to turn this observation into a crude doctrine of 
biological destiny. No serious argument permits us to divide humanity into 
naturally superior rulers and naturally inferior bearers of burdens. The more 
careful claim is both darker and more useful: human beings possess 
status-seeking dispositions, capacities for empathy, capacities for cruelty, 
habits of obedience, talents for cooperation, and temptations toward 
manipulation; different institutions reward different parts of this repertoire. 

The vocabulary of evolutionary anthropology and social psychology helps 
here if it is used with restraint. Researchers have distinguished between 
dominance and prestige as two paths to rank. Dominance rests on coercion, 
intimidation, threat, punishment, and the restriction of others' options; prestige 
rests on freely granted deference toward competence, generosity, courage, 
skill, or knowledge. In real societies these forms mix, and the same leader can 
teach in one hour and threaten in the next. Yet the distinction is useful because 
it shows that hierarchy is not one thing. There is a hierarchy in which people 
follow someone because he can hurt them, and another in which they follow 
because he can help them see, build, heal, fight, or understand. The old 
clean-side mechanism belongs mostly to the first family, even when it borrows 
the vocabulary of the second. It tells people that domination is guidance, that 
extraction is stewardship, that fear is discipline, and that a closed ladder is 
order. 

Natural selection did not design human beings for modern ethics. It favored 
strategies that, in particular environments, helped organisms survive, 
reproduce, protect kin, gain allies, avoid humiliation, and secure access to 
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resources. Those strategies included generosity, reciprocity, coalition, 
punishment of cheaters, reputation building, and care for children, but also 
deception, intimidation, exclusion, sexual rivalry, envy, and the sabotage of 
competitors. The gene does not ask whether a behavior is noble; it leaves 
descendants where bodies, groups, and environments make descendants 
possible. This is not an excuse. To say that a motive has an evolutionary logic 
is not to say that it deserves obedience. Hunger has a biological logic, but 
civilization still builds rules about theft, hospitality, markets, and distribution. 
Sexual desire has a biological logic, but civilization builds consent, family law, 
and norms of restraint. Status hunger, too, must be governed. If left alone, it 
can turn every institution into an instrument for turning other people into 
ladders. 

Envy is one of the most morally uncomfortable parts of this story because it 
is both ugly and informative. It is ugly because it can take pleasure in the 
lowering of another person; it can prefer that the talented fail rather than that 
the observer grow; it can convert personal pain into a wish to damage 
excellence. Yet it is informative because it detects inequality, humiliation, 
exclusion, and unfair advantage with a sensitivity that polite theory often lacks. 
In small-scale communities, ridicule, gossip, ostracism, and collective 
resistance to boastful leaders could function as a reverse dominance 
hierarchy, limiting the rise of bullies and forcing ambitious men to remember 
that the group was watching. What appears from one angle as envy can, from 
another angle, be a rough democratic instinct: do not let one person become 
so large that everyone else must live in his shadow. The difficulty is that the 
same emotion which can check domination can also punish merit, generosity, 
originality, and courage if a community becomes more interested in cutting 
down the tall than in lifting the short. 

This ambiguity is visible throughout history. Aristocratic orders often treated 
the envy of the lower ranks as a vice because such envy threatened inherited 
privilege; revolutionary movements often treated envy as justice because it 
gave emotional force to attacks on privilege; small communities often used 
social leveling to prevent local despotism, but sometimes also used it to punish 
those who learned too much, prospered too visibly, married outside the 
expected circle, or refused the village's emotional taxes. Modern organizations 
display similar mechanisms in more polished form. A mediocre manager may 
prefer obedient subordinates to excellent ones because excellence threatens 
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his position. A bureaucratic culture may punish initiative because initiative 
reveals the poverty of established routines. A group that feels excluded from 
competition may choose, not irrationally from a narrow status perspective, to 
reduce the competitiveness of those nearby rather than to improve the whole 
field. Ethically this is repellent when it destroys talent or honesty; biologically 
and socially it is intelligible when relative position matters more immediately 
than abstract progress. 

The language of genes should therefore be used neither as insult nor as 
absolution. What competes through human life is not only individual desire, but 
also family strategy, group loyalty, inherited advantage, alliance, mating 
prospects, and the ability to make one's children less vulnerable than oneself. 
A person with few resources may rationally fear the rise of a neighbor more 
than the distant wealth of an oligarch, because the neighbor competes in the 
same market of marriage, jobs, recognition, and local respect. A member of an 
elite may rationally prefer a system of widespread obedience, not because he 
is a monster in every intimate relation, but because his children, allies, and 
institutions benefit from a world in which others' aspirations are slowed. These 
strategies can be biologically coherent and morally degrading at the same 
time. Civilization begins precisely when we refuse to let the logic of relative 
advantage become the whole law of human association. 

Scarcity complicates the matter further. Where land, water, food, security, 
medical care, energy, or attention are genuinely scarce, someone must decide 
how burdens and benefits are divided. It is childish to say that every conflict 
over distribution is merely invented by elites or by envy. In drought, famine, 
war, ecological stress, and institutional collapse, there may not be enough of 
what people need, and any distribution will hurt someone. Under such 
conditions, the clean side often returns with special force, because society 
requires reasons for unequal suffering. The question is not whether scarcity 
can be abolished by rhetoric, but whether scarcity is named honestly, 
measured publicly, and shared under rules that bind those who explain it as 
well as those who endure it. The most obscene use of scarcity is artificial 
scarcity: the manufactured shortage of opportunity, credit, education, dignity, or 
safety in order to make domination look like necessity. The most dignified use 
of scarcity is transparent rationing under visible shared sacrifice, where leaders 
do not ask others to drink bitterness while they reserve sweetness for 
themselves. 
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There is also a pathology of selection inside institutions. Competitive 
systems sometimes reward the very traits that later make them morally 
dangerous. A person who is unusually willing to flatter upward, conceal 
downward, punish rivals, speak in abstractions, and sleep peacefully after 
moving costs onto others may rise faster in certain organizations than a more 
scrupulous person. The vocabulary of the Dark Triad - narcissism, 
Machiavellianism, and psychopathy in their subclinical forms - is useful here 
only if handled carefully; it should not become amateur diagnosis of every 
ambitious person. The point is institutional rather than medical. If a system 
repeatedly rewards manipulation, low remorse, theatrical confidence, strategic 
cruelty, and the ability to convert failure into narratives of success, it will 
gradually select for people who are good at exactly these things. Then, after 
decades, the institution will announce that such people prove what leadership 
naturally is. In fact, they may prove only what that institution has been 
breeding. 

The social lie is the favored tool of this selected personality and of the 
systems that shelter it. A lie used for control is rarely a simple falsehood; it is 
usually a half-truth placed where a whole truth would be dangerous. People do 
need discipline, so domination calls itself discipline. People do need hope, so 
postponement calls itself hope. People do need coordination, so obedience 
calls itself coordination. People do need excellence, so humiliation calls itself 
standards. People do need realism, so resignation calls itself realism. The old 
mechanism survives by attaching itself to real needs and then monopolizing 
their vocabulary. For that reason, it cannot be defeated by counter-lying or by a 
cheaper propaganda of virtue. It must be defeated by restoring to each real 
need its non-abusive form: discipline without humiliation, hope without 
anesthesia, coordination without servility, excellence without contempt, realism 
without surrender. 

AI can either intensify these darker motivations or help contain them. In the 
hands of a dominance-oriented elite, it can become an instrument for 
perfecting the social lie: individualized persuasion, predictive policing of 
dissent, automated reputation damage, opaque scoring, synthetic consensus, 
educational narrowing, workplace monitoring, and narrative management at a 
scale no priesthood or bureaucracy ever possessed. The Thing would not 
disappear; it would become harder to see, harder to refuse, and easier to 
assign to those whose profiles, histories, neighborhoods, or accents make 
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them administratively convenient. But the same technology can also expose 
hidden costs, compare official language with lived consequences, model fairer 
distributions, reduce degrading labor, translate technical decisions into ordinary 
speech, and give small actors forms of knowledge previously monopolized by 
institutions. The moral direction of AI is not written inside the machine. It will 
depend on ownership, governance, contestability, education, and the courage 
to make the model answerable to the people it classifies. 

To combat the pathological conservation of the Thing, one must not rely 
mainly on the conscience of those who benefit from it. Conscience matters, but 
it is too fragile when surrounded by rewards for blindness. The first task is to 
change incentives so that domination is less profitable and prestige attaches to 
the reduction of burdens. This means independent audits of cost distribution, 
real protection for whistleblowers, rights to explanation and appeal against 
algorithmic decisions, antitrust measures where concentrated power turns into 
private law, public metrics of degrading labor eliminated, worker and citizen 
participation in the design of systems that govern them, and institutional 
memory that records not only profits and victories, but also the injuries by 
which they were purchased. Checks and balances are, at their best, the 
civilized form of reverse dominance: the community's way of telling the 
ambitious that they may lead, but not turn others into mute instruments. 

The second task is to civilize envy without pretending that it can be 
abolished. Destructive envy must be denied the right to mutilate talent, punish 
excellence, or turn justice into revenge against competence. But the perception 
of unfair advantage must be taken seriously before it hardens into hatred. 
Societies need floors below which no person is humiliated by basic insecurity, 
and ceilings of opacity above which no privilege can hide its sources. They 
need fair access to education, health, capital, and legal protection, not 
because equality of outcome can be perfectly engineered, but because 
competition becomes morally rotten when the starting line is inherited 
humiliation. They also need honorable forms of status available to people who 
are not rich, famous, or dominant: craftsmanship, care, teaching, repair, 
courage, local service, scientific patience, artistic excellence, and the quiet 
competence by which civilization is maintained. When only wealth and 
command confer dignity, envy becomes inevitable and often malicious. 
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The third task is to offer elites a more demanding ambition than control. This 
is not flattery; it is strategy. Many elites will not renounce advantage because a 
writer tells them that advantage is ugly. They may, however, compete for a 
higher kind of honor if institutions, publics, and markets recognize it. The old 
honor was to command more people; the new honor could be to make fewer 
people commandable by fear. The old honor was to extract compliance; the 
new honor could be to build systems so well designed that compliance is 
replaced by participation. The old honor was to keep the Thing moving 
downward; the new honor could be to remove it from human hands, automate 
its genuinely necessary part, distribute its unavoidable residue fairly, and make 
its artificial part shameful. Competitive altruism - the pursuit of status through 
visible contribution - can be vulgar when it becomes display, but it can also be 
useful if it makes generosity, burden reduction, and institutional repair more 
prestigious than domination. 

None of this cancels the hardness of scarcity, the persistence of status 
competition, or the ancient tendency of groups to protect themselves by 
excluding others. The hope here must remain cautious. Human beings will 
continue to compare, desire, fear, deceive, punish, and seek rank. Some elites 
will continue to prefer loyal mediocrity to independent excellence. Some 
wounded groups will continue to attack nearby competitors more readily than 
distant systems. Some institutions will continue to manufacture necessity in 
order to hide choice. But there is a difference between a tendency and a 
destiny. Fire burns, yet civilization learned cooking, metallurgy, warmth, and 
fire law. Status hunger burns too; it can produce tyrants, informers, saboteurs, 
and beautiful lies, but it can also be harnessed toward building, teaching, 
protecting, discovering, and reducing needless suffering. 

The final argument of this book is therefore not that humanity can become 
clean by discovering the clean side of the Thing. That side remains an 
invention. The argument is that humanity may be mature enough, and 
technologically powerful enough, to ask a better question while there is still 
time: which burdens are genuinely necessary, which are artifacts of 
domination, which are residues of scarcity, which are maintained by envy, and 
which survive only because someone has found a respectable name for them? 
A society capable of answering this question would not abolish conflict, 
hierarchy, or sacrifice. It would do something more modest and more difficult: 
make domination less rewarding, lies less useful, envy less poisonous, scarcity 
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more honestly governed, and prestige increasingly attached to the removal 
rather than the decoration of degrading burdens. That would not be paradise. It 
would be the first civilization to suspect, seriously and institutionally, that 
success consists not in persuading others to hold the Thing, but in making 
fewer people need to touch it at all. 

The language of biology and competition must be handled with particular 
care. Genes do not write manifestos, and no observation about evolved 
motives can by itself justify a social order. Human beings seek rank, mating 
advantage, recognition, security, coalition, and control, but they also seek 
fairness, tenderness, truth, repair, and forms of honor that restrain appetite. 
Biology gives us pressures and repertoires, not commandments. The fact that 
a strategy can be intelligible in competitive terms does not make it admirable. 
The fact that envy may have roots in status comparison does not mean every 
demand for equality is resentment. The fact that hierarchy emerges easily 
does not mean any particular hierarchy deserves obedience. 

Envy is especially important because it has a double life. In its lucid form, 
envy can detect false merit, inherited privilege disguised as superiority, corrupt 
accumulation, and closed games in which the winners celebrate themselves as 
natural aristocrats. In this form, envy is a rough sensor of illegitimate 
comparison. In its pathological form, it prefers the destruction of another 
person's excellence to the improvement of shared conditions. It would rather 
reduce the tall tree than improve the soil. Political orders become dangerous 
when they are captured by either side alone: by elites who call every critique 
envy, or by movements that call every excellence domination. A decent society 
needs forms of rivalry that keep excellence possible while preventing winners 
from turning temporary advantage into permanent caste. 

This is where the struggle against pathological elite motives and 
pathological mass motives must be symmetrical. Some elites will prefer a 
world in which the Thing remains necessary because their status depends on 
managing it from a distance. They will invent refined doctrines of inevitability, 
scarcity, merit, security, innovation, or civilizational duty in order to preserve 
privileges that technology or institutional reform might otherwise render 
obsolete. Some non-elite groups, however, may also prefer strategies of 
blockage, sabotage, leveling, or anti-competitiveness if they believe they 
cannot win under open conditions. Such strategies can be biologically 
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understandable and ethically ugly at the same time. They express the logic of 
position: if I cannot rise, I can sometimes improve my relative standing by 
preventing others from rising. The political tragedy is that both forms can 
cooperate without admitting it: privileged preservation above, resentful 
destruction below, each using moral language to hold its own clean side. 

Status strategy Legitimate and pathological forms 

Excellence seeking Builds skill and contribution when rules remain 
open; becomes caste when winners close 
access. 

Envy as detection Can expose false merit and corrupt advantage; 
becomes destructive when it attacks excellence 
itself. 

Boundary defense Protects capacity and dignity; becomes 
provincial domination when it shields 
incompetence. 

Elite preservation Can conserve institutional memory; becomes 
parasitic when it preserves burdens only to 
preserve rank. 

Mass blockage Can resist exploitation; becomes ethically ugly 
when it destroys competitors instead of 
reforming rules. 
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Chapter VII - Emotional Legitimacy's Hidden Debt 
Emotional intelligence is one of those modern expressions that appears 

harmless because it names a real human competence. It promises the 
capacity to recognize one's own emotions, to regulate them without being 
destroyed by them, to notice the emotional states of others, to avoid 
unnecessary explosions, to negotiate without turning every disagreement into 
a wound of status, and to continue functioning when reality does not treat us 
gently. In this sense, emotional intelligence is one of the ways in which the 
human animal extends its psychological life under harsh conditions. It helps a 
person avoid collapse after humiliation, resist violence after insult, and keep a 
future open after defeat. A creature without such mechanisms would be too 
exposed. It would feel too directly, remember too nakedly, and carry too little 
protective skin between itself and the world. 

The ambivalence begins at precisely this point. What protects us from 
collapse can also protect us from truth. The ability to regulate emotion can 
become the ability to regulate perception until the world no longer has to be 
seen as it is. A mind with too little emotional intelligence may break under 
pressure; a mind with too much corrupted emotional skill may learn to perfume 
pressure until it no longer knows what it is enduring. Between trauma and 
lucidity there is a zone of useful self-deception, and civilization lives in that 
zone more than it likes to admit. Not all self-deception is pathological. Without 
a certain dose of protective illusion, many people could not pass through 
illness, poverty, rejection, grief, failure, aging, social comparison, or the 
discovery that the world does not owe them a coherent story. Yet every 
protection of this kind creates a debt to reality. If that debt is not paid in time, it 
accumulates as fracture. 

People do not deceive themselves only in order to deceive others. They 
deceive themselves in order to continue. Sometimes they say that it is not so 
bad because, if they said that it was exactly that bad, they would not get out of 
bed. Sometimes they say that the other person meant well because the 
alternative would destroy the image of someone on whom they depend. 
Sometimes they say that the system is imperfect but functional because they 
lack the resources to fight the system. Sometimes they say that they chose 
maturity when they lacked a safe path to refusal. These sentences are not 
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always simple lies. Often they are crutches. The danger appears when a whole 
society begins to call the crutch a natural way of walking. 

The history of emotional intelligence as a public concept is itself revealing. 
Peter Salovey and John Mayer used the term to describe a set of capacities for 
perceiving, using, understanding, and managing emotion; Daniel Goleman 
then popularized it as a language of work, leadership, schooling, and personal 
success. The useful core is undeniable: people who cannot read themselves or 
others are dangerous to themselves and unpleasant to live with, and 
institutions that ignore emotion often become theatres of needless cruelty. But 
when the concept is absorbed by managerial culture, it can become a demand 
that the governed, the exhausted, the underpaid, or the humiliated improve 
their regulation instead of asking whether the conditions requiring so much 
regulation are legitimate. A worker who objects to permanent pressure is told 
to build resilience; a citizen angry about opaque power is told to communicate 
constructively; a child injured by a family order is told not to disturb the peace. 
Emotional intelligence can then become the inner clean side of an outer 
burden. 

This is the psychological version of the book's central mechanism. If 
institutional legitimacy invents an honorable surface through which a burden 
can be handed to others, emotional intelligence can invent a bearable surface 
through which the burden can be handed to one's own conscience. A person 
does not say, I let myself be used; he says, I chose maturity. She does not say, 
I was afraid; she says, I was strategic. He does not say, I betrayed what I 
believed; he says, I became more nuanced. She does not say, I cannot bear 
this; she says, I am learning resilience. Sometimes such transformations are 
healthy, because immediate truth can be too violent for a fragile moment. At 
other times they are only the modern fragrance of surrender. 

In its legitimate form, emotional intelligence allows gradual contact with 
truth. It does not require the person to see everything at once, because truth 
administered brutally can crush rather than liberate. It creates distance, breath, 
delay, and the separation between impulse and action, giving the deliberative 
part of the mind time to enter the room. In its corrupted form, however, 
emotional intelligence becomes an anesthetic technique. It does not help the 
person endure truth; it helps him avoid it elegantly. In organizations, the 
difference is visible. An emotionally mature leader can reduce hysteria, protect 
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civil conflict, and help people name a problem without destroying one another. 
An emotionally skilled manipulator can produce the same surface calm while 
doing the opposite: reducing the moral intensity of objections until no one has 
enough energy left to say no. 

Psychological capacity Double use in legitimacy 
Emotional regulation Can prevent impulsive violence and despair; 

can also train people to tolerate conditions that 
should be challenged. 

Self-deception Can protect a person during acute danger or 
grief; can become a permanent refusal to pay 
the debt to reality. 

Empathy Can reveal suffering that abstract rules ignore; 
can be manipulated by visibility, similarity, and 
narrative selection. 

Sympathy Can orient the strong toward care; can become 
paternalism when it consoles without sharing 
power. 

Compassion Can motivate repair and protection; can 
become dependency management if it never 
asks why injury is repeated. 

Altruistic calculation Can discipline sentimental bias; can become a 
clean side for elites who define the good while 
keeping control of surplus. 

AI-mediated care Can widen access to support and explanation; 
can also make domination feel warm, 
personalized, and procedurally kind. 

For this reason, any theory of legitimacy must distinguish emotional 
regulation from moral deactivation. Not every calm is wisdom. Sometimes calm 
is only fear with good manners. Not every empathy is goodness. Sometimes 
empathy is an instrument of control. Not every compassion is virtue. 
Sometimes compassion is the warm form of superiority. Not every resilience is 
admirable. Sometimes resilience is the beautiful name given to the obligation 
not to ask for better conditions. A legitimate society needs people capable of 
regulating emotions, but it also needs institutions that do not require emotional 
regulation to compensate indefinitely for avoidable injustice. 

The distinction between empathy and sympathy is especially important. 
Empathy, in its broadest sense, is the capacity to enter into some relation with 
the state of another person. It may be affective, when I feel something of 
another's pain or fear, or cognitive, when I understand what another is 
experiencing without necessarily being emotionally flooded by it. Sympathy is 
more properly a benevolent orientation toward the other, a concern for him or 

Holding the Dirty Thing by the Clean Side 



Holding the Dirty Thing by the Clean Side 

her, without the requirement that I reproduce the state internally. Compassion 
goes further: it adds a desire to reduce suffering. These distinctions matter 
because modern societies often confuse affective intensity with moral 
accuracy. A person may feel much and act badly. Another may feel less but 
build better institutions. Empathy can bring people close, but it can also distort 
judgment; sympathy can support, but it can become paternalistic; compassion 
can heal, but it can also become a technology of dependency. 

Empathy has a structural limitation: it is usually strongest for the visible, the 
near, the recognizable, the similar, and the narratively convenient. The 
suffering of one person with a face moves us more quickly than the statistical 
suffering of many. The photographed child defeats the table. The friend in pain 
defeats the distant stranger. The local story defeats the abstract catastrophe. 
This is not an accusation; it is an observation about our psychological 
architecture. A species that evolved in limited groups could not feel for billions 
of people with the same immediacy with which it feels for the child, sibling, ally, 
or rival standing before it. But this limit makes empathy dangerous as a raw 
material for politics. Power does not need to invent emotion from nothing. It 
often needs only to select where emotion will be directed. 

Paul Bloom's critique of empathy is useful here, not because coldness is 
preferable to care, but because empathy can be narrow, innumerate, and 
biased toward the vivid case. C. Daniel Batson's work on the empathy-altruism 
hypothesis, by contrast, reminds us that empathic concern can motivate 
genuine helping. The lesson is not to worship empathy or to reject it, but to 
place it inside a larger discipline. Empathy without principles becomes 
partiality. Principles without empathy become administrative cruelty. Sympathy 
without transfer of power becomes paternalism. Power without sympathy 
becomes a sorting machine. Compassion without lucidity becomes 
dependence. Lucidity without compassion becomes an instrument for 
classifying human beings while pretending not to touch them. 

The same ambivalence appears in altruism. Effective altruism deserves to 
be treated neither as salvation nor as fraud. It contains a morally serious 
intuition: if we want to do good, it is not enough to be moved by the closest 
story or by the cause that gives us the best image of ourselves. We must ask 
where suffering is great, where intervention is possible, where marginal 
resources can save or improve more lives, and where sentimental attention 
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has left whole populations invisible. Peter Singer's argument about famine, 
affluence, and morality and William MacAskill's later popularization of effective 
giving challenge a comfortable moral provincialism. They rightly discipline the 
vanity of feeling good about doing good. 

Yet because effective altruism corrects emotion through calculation, it can 
also produce a new clean side: calculation as innocence. If the good becomes 
too exclusively a problem of optimization, several things can disappear from 
the equation: dignity, humiliation, dependency, local meaning, power between 
donor and recipient, the origin of the wealth that funds the intervention, and the 
cultural effect of an elite that turns surplus into moral authority. Very intelligent 
philanthropy can become the way winners of a system purchase not only quiet 
consciences but also the right to define what counts as improvement. In its 
best form, effectiveness disciplines sentimentalism. In its corrupted form, it can 
become the accounting language through which the beneficiary remains an 
object and the benefactor remains an architect of the world. 

Behind these debates lies the psychology of rationalization. Daniel 
Kahneman's distinction between fast and slow thinking, together with the work 
of Amos Tversky on heuristics and biases, helps explain why human judgment 
is not a neutral tribunal receiving facts and issuing verdicts. Intuitions, losses, 
fears, anchors, availability, social comparisons, and identity commitments enter 
the room before deliberate reasoning has taken its seat. Slow thinking can 
correct these errors, but it can also serve them. Often we do not reason in 
order to discover the truth; we reason in order to make respectable what 
already suits us. Hugo Mercier and Dan Sperber's argumentative theory of 
reason sharpens this point: reason evolved not only for solitary truth-seeking, 
but also for giving and evaluating reasons in social contexts. Jonathan Haidt's 
social intuitionism makes a similar warning in moral psychology: judgment 
often arrives first, justification later. 

Robert Trivers' theory of self-deception adds a harsher biological note. If 
deception of others is useful, self-deception may help the deceiver by making 
the lie less visible to himself. Leon Festinger's theory of cognitive dissonance 
shows how people reduce the discomfort produced by conflict between belief, 
identity, and action. Shelley Taylor and Jonathon Brown argued that positive 
illusions can support mental health under some conditions. These lines of 
research should not be simplified into a single doctrine, but together they point 
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toward a sobering conclusion: the mind is not merely a seeker of reality; it is 
also a manager of survivable meaning. It edits, cushions, frames, forgets, 
explains, and sometimes falsifies in order to preserve agency, status, 
attachment, and hope. 

If a person has an interest, he will often find an explanation. If he has an 
advantage, he will often discover a theory of merit. If he has fear, he will often 
call it prudence. If she has resentment, she may discover justice. If he has 
power, he may discover order. If she lacks power, she may discover purity. If 
someone has abandoned another person, complexity becomes attractive; if 
someone has been abandoned, principle becomes attractive. These are not 
exceptional hypocrisies of defective characters. They are ordinary movements 
of mind under the pressure of status, shame, desire, belonging, fear, and 
comparison. The scandal is not that people rationalize. The scandal is that 
institutions often learn to hire, reward, and aestheticize rationalization. 

Emotional intelligence can then become a technique for producing the 
personally legitimate narrative. The emotionally skilled person no longer 
defends himself by shouting; he defends himself through reasonable 
formulations. I wanted to win becomes I pursued sustainability. I did not care 
enough becomes I had to prioritize. I protected my position becomes I 
protected institutional stability. I feared conflict becomes I chose not to 
escalate. These sentences may be true. That is precisely why they are 
powerful. The most durable deceptions are not those that are entirely false, but 
those that contain enough truth to hide the remainder. 

A society of unexamined emotional intelligence can become a society of 
postponed conflicts. Everyone speaks beautifully, but no one names the 
structure of power. Everyone validates emotions, but no one redistributes the 
burden. Everyone creates safe spaces, yet certain truths become too unsafe to 
utter. Everyone listens, but the decision had already been made. Everyone is 
invited to process, but not to change the conditions that produce the suffering. 
This is not a critique of care. It is a critique of care used to stabilize avoidable 
injury. Care becomes suspect when it asks the wounded to become more 
regulable while the system that wounds them remains less accountable. 

Depression, anxiety, and exhaustion should not be reduced to politics. Such 
reduction would be cruel to the complexity of psychic life and to people whose 
suffering is clinical, biological, traumatic, relational, or bodily in ways no theory 
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of social order can fully explain. There is sleep, brain chemistry, grief, 
temperament, disease, memory, isolation, and the private history of injury. Yet 
it would be equally false to treat all such suffering as individual failure of 
adjustment. Some modern distress arises when people are invited to optimize 
their emotional adaptation to conditions that should be contested. Emotional 
intelligence becomes a unilateral duty: the individual must manage his 
reaction, while the institution need not manage its effects. 

This is one way in which the debt to reality accumulates. People can spend 
years producing bearable explanations for unbearable situations. They say that 
a workplace develops them while it consumes them; that a relationship 
challenges them to grow while it diminishes them; that an institution has values 
while it punishes the behavior that would make those values real; that the 
market is hard but mature while risk is being shifted toward those without 
reserves; that they have chosen freedom while losing protection. Eventually 
reality asks for interest. The body collapses, trust erodes, cynicism settles, 
relationships become brittle, and institutions begin to sound false even when 
they speak truth, because they have spent too long speaking half-truths. 

The difference between adaptive self-deception and toxic self-deception is 
therefore crucial. Adaptive self-deception is temporary, modest, and reversible. 
It tells the person: do not look at everything now, because you cannot carry 
everything now; breathe, survive, gather strength, and return to reality. Toxic 
self-deception is permanent, expansive, and institutionalized. It says: never 
look; rename; turn the wound into a lesson; turn fear into loyalty; turn lack of 
alternatives into choice; turn private interest into a universal principle. The first 
protects future contact with truth. The second abolishes it. 

Form of emotional legitimacy Reality debt it may accumulate 
Resilience without voice People become capable of enduring pressure 

but less able to challenge its causes. 
Empathy without structure Attention follows visible stories while hidden 

burdens remain uncounted. 
Compassion without power-sharing The strong feel generous while the architecture 

of dependence stays intact. 
Optimized altruism without humility Calculation improves impact but may centralize 

moral authority among donors and experts. 
Therapeutic language in organizations Suffering is processed as adjustment while the 

institution avoids responsibility for producing it. 
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AI-simulated care Decisions feel warm and personal while the 
affected person may still lack explanation, 
appeal, and exit. 

A mature theory of emotional intelligence should therefore include a reality 
test. It is not enough to ask whether a narrative makes a person feel better. We 
must ask whether it helps him see better, choose more freely, endure without 
degradation, contest without self-destruction, and remain capable of truth after 
emotion has been regulated. Emotional intelligence worthy of respect is not the 
art of turning every pain into an attractive story. It is the art of dosing truth 
without betraying it. 

The institutional implication is direct. A legitimate organization is not one 
that produces calm people, but one that does not need to falsify people's calm 
in order to function. A legitimate family is not one in which no one raises a 
voice, but one in which important truths can be spoken without affective exile. 
A legitimate workplace is not one in which employees are permanently 
positive, but one in which justified negativity becomes information rather than a 
defect of attitude. A legitimate community is not one in which empathy is 
ritually declared, but one in which vulnerable people can refuse, correct, leave, 
and be believed when they describe the heavy side of reality. Calm without 
contestability is emotional discipline. Listening without change is moral theater. 

At the same time, we must not romanticize raw conflict. Not every intense 
reaction is truth. Not every suffering produces justice. Not every anger is 
analysis. Not every discomfort proves domination. People can be wounded by 
necessary truths, legitimate limits, fair competitions, justified refusals, common 
rules, and unavoidable changes. A society that confuses emotional authenticity 
with legitimacy would become ungovernable and unfair. The task is not to 
replace the rationalization of interest with the dictatorship of feeling, but to 
accept a stricter discipline: emotions are data about our contact with the world, 
not final judgments about the world. 

The age of AI intensifies the problem. Artificial intelligence will be able to 
simulate empathy more cheaply than any human institution. It will produce 
personalized consolation, delicate explanations of rejection, feedback that 
sounds attentive, superficial therapy, public apologies, inclusion statements, 
emotional-impact reports, and interfaces that reduce the affective friction of 
power. A hard decision can be delivered in a warm voice. Exclusion can arrive 
with validation. Dismissal can come with well-being resources. Surveillance 
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can come in the language of safety. An unfair classification can be 
accompanied by a chatbot saying that it understands how difficult this moment 
must be. If we are not careful, AI will become not only the cognitive glove of 
power, but its emotional glove as well. 

This does not mean that AI cannot help. It can help people understand 
reactions, receive preliminary support, translate legal or medical language, 
prepare appeals, identify patterns of abuse, map unequal emotional burdens, 
and access resources that would otherwise be scarce. But because it can help, 
it can also capture. An empathic interface controlled by an interested institution 
may reduce resistance more efficiently than a cold one. In the past, power 
asked people to be obedient. In the future, it may ask them to be emotionally 
processed. 

A new principle should therefore be added to the burden test: no system 
becomes legitimate merely because it manages the emotions of those affected 
by it more skillfully. We must ask whether emotional management increases 
truth, voice, exit, and correction, or merely reduces the intensity of reaction. If a 
well-being program makes workers more able to report exploitation and 
change conditions, it can support legitimacy. If it makes them more capable of 
tolerating exploitation without disturbing productivity, it is the clean side. If an 
AI interface helps a citizen understand and contest a decision, it can be a 
social technology. If it consoles him while hiding the route of decision, it 
automates kindness as control. 

The chapter should end without condemning self-deception absolutely, 
because humanity will not live without protective stories. Individuals will not live 
without defense mechanisms, and societies will not survive without emotionally 
bearable meanings. It would be cruel to demand that each person permanently 
endure complete, unfiltered reality without narrative, hope, delay, or distance. 
Such sincerity would not produce morality; it would produce collapse. The 
problem is not the existence of psychological clean sides, but their 
transformation into permanent residences. We need illusions that allow a later 
return to truth, not illusions that train us to stop recognizing it. 

Emotional intelligence, in the end, should be less the art of feeling good and 
more the art of remaining capable of reality without being destroyed by it. It 
should help the individual not confuse calm with truth, empathy with justice, 
sympathy with redistribution of burden, compassion with superiority, optimism 
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with analysis, resilience with obedience, and altruism with innocence. Where it 
succeeds, it becomes one of the conditions of better legitimacy. Where it fails, 
it becomes the first factory of the clean side: the intimate place where a person 
learns to say that what he carries is not so heavy, not so compromised, and 
perhaps not really his at all. 
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Chapter VIII - Forms of Legitimate Power 
Legitimacy is the name we give to the moment at which power ceases to 

stand naked before those who must obey it. A command can be backed by 
force, a tax by penalties, a hierarchy by fear, a contract by the threat of 
exclusion, and a border by weapons; yet none of these things, by itself, 
explains why people so often comply before the force is visible, why they teach 
their children to respect institutions that may have injured them, why they 
endure sacrifices whose benefits are obscure, or why they sometimes defend 
arrangements that leave them with the heavier part of the burden. The study of 
legitimacy begins in that space between compulsion and conviction. It asks 
why some orders appear natural, some merely tolerable, some sacred, some 
legal but odious, and some morally attractive even when they are inconvenient. 
It also asks why a society can endure considerable suffering if the suffering 
has been narrated as deserved, necessary, shared, temporary, redemptive, 
patriotic, technically unavoidable, or administratively fair. In this sense, 
legitimacy is not an ornament placed on power after the fact. It is one of the 
oldest technologies by which power becomes socially usable. 

This is why legitimacy belongs at the center of any serious inquiry into the 
clean side of the dirty thing. The old trick was never simply to impose an 
unpleasant burden. Imposition alone is expensive, unstable, and humiliating 
even for the rulers, because it keeps reminding everyone that rule is rule. The 
more durable trick was to make the burden appear intelligible, honorable, 
lawful, sacred, rational, efficient, or chosen. To persuade a person to carry a 
cost is useful; to persuade that person that carrying the cost expresses virtue, 
maturity, realism, loyalty, salvation, civic duty, or market discipline is far more 
useful. Legitimacy is therefore a double-edged phenomenon. It can convert 
brute domination into a common world in which strangers cooperate without 
permanent terror. It can also convert domination into consent, not by 
eliminating domination, but by changing the vocabulary through which 
domination is recognized. The question is not whether legitimacy is good or 
bad. The question is what kind of legitimacy we are describing, who produces 
it, who pays for it, and whether the reasons offered to the burdened would still 
seem persuasive if the beneficiaries had to stand beside them without title, 
costume, ritual, legal fiction, or algorithmic opacity. 
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The first difficulty is that legitimacy has at least two meanings that are often 
confused. In the sociological sense, an order is legitimate when people believe 
that it has a rightful claim on their obedience. In the normative sense, an order 
is legitimate when it actually has such a claim, or at least when it can be 
justified to those who live under it without deception, intimidation, or exclusion 
from the relevant conversation. A regime can be sociologically legitimate while 
morally rotten; it can command sincere belief, deep ritual loyalty, and 
disciplined compliance while resting on cruelty or superstition. Conversely, a 
normatively attractive institution may have little sociological legitimacy if people 
do not yet understand it, trust it, or see themselves inside it. This distinction 
matters because much of history consists of arrangements that were believed 
before they were examined, and much of reform consists of institutions that are 
morally defensible before they become emotionally familiar. To confuse belief 
with right is to worship success. To confuse right with belief is to design 
beautiful constitutions for empty rooms. 

Max Weber remains the unavoidable beginning for a modern theory of 
legitimacy because he separated domination from mere power and asked why 
commands are accepted as binding. His famous triptych - traditional, 
charismatic, and legal-rational authority - is not a complete theory, but it 
remains a powerful map of the symbolic routes by which obedience becomes 
credible. Traditional authority rests on the sanctity of what has always been 
done, or what is imagined to have always been done. Charismatic authority 
rests on devotion to the extraordinary person, the prophet, warrior, 
revolutionary, founder, savior, or leader whose presence seems to suspend 
ordinary rules. Legal-rational authority rests on impersonal rules, offices, 
procedures, competencies, files, jurisdictions, and the belief that obedience is 
owed not to the person but to the properly constituted office. These three forms 
rarely appear in pure form. A modern president may draw on constitutional 
legality, old national myths, and personal charisma at the same time. A 
corporation may speak in legal-rational terms while cultivating founder worship. 
A bureaucracy may claim neutrality while relying on traditional class manners. 
Weber's value is not purity but diagnosis: he shows that obedience always 
arrives clothed. 

Traditional legitimacy is the most ancient and the most adhesive because it 
does not need to win an argument every morning. It moves through habit, 
kinship, inheritance, ceremony, accent, clothing, gender, age, and the 
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emotional weight of remembered continuity. Its strength is that it can stabilize 
life without endless deliberation. A family, guild, village, church, monarchy, or 
caste order can be experienced not as a choice but as the grammar of reality, 
a grammar learned before one is old enough to ask who wrote it. Its danger is 
the same. Because tradition speaks in the voice of origin, it can hide the 
moment of human decision. It can present as eternal what was once 
convenient, as natural what was once conquered, as sacred what was once 
administrative, and as decent what was once merely useful to those who had 
the power to call it decent. Traditional legitimacy is often the clean side of 
inherited burden: the younger obey because the elder represents time; women 
serve because service has been called virtue; peasants pay because the 
estate has been made to seem older than justice; subjects kneel because the 
knee has been trained before the mind has been consulted. 

Charismatic legitimacy appears to break tradition, but it frequently 
reproduces its ability to bypass explanation. The charismatic figure says, in 
effect, that the ordinary channels are too slow, too corrupt, too timid, or too 
dead to carry the future. The people are not asked to believe in a procedure; 
they are asked to recognize a vocation. This can be liberating when the 
existing order has become a machine for protecting its own frauds. Many 
emancipatory movements have needed figures capable of gathering courage 
before institutions were willing to dignify the demand. Yet charisma is perilous 
because it shifts legitimacy from reasons to radiance. The leader becomes the 
proof of the mission. Failure is blamed on betrayal, ambiguity becomes depth, 
cruelty becomes firmness, and dissent becomes treason against a destiny that 
only the initiated can see. Charisma can awaken a people from the sleep of 
administrative cowardice, but it can also create the cleanest possible handle 
for the dirtiest possible act: if the leader embodies the future, any victim of the 
march can be described as an obstacle to history. 

Legal-rational legitimacy is the modern answer to both hereditary arrogance 
and charismatic danger. It tries to cool power down by binding it to rules, 
offices, evidence, procedure, and review. It asks us to obey not because the 
ruler is ancient or inspired, but because the decision has been produced by a 
recognized competence within a general system of norms. This is an 
extraordinary civilizational achievement. It makes possible taxation without 
personal humiliation, administration without arbitrary favor, courts without 
vengeance, and offices that can outlive the vices of their occupants. Yet 
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legal-rational legitimacy has its own pathology. The file can replace the 
conscience; jurisdiction can replace responsibility; compliance can replace 
justice; and the procedure can become a glove through which no one feels the 
thing being handled. A decision can be legal and still indecent, procedurally 
regular and substantively cruel, carefully documented and morally evasive. 
When legal-rational legitimacy degenerates, it does not shout; it stamps, 
archives, and forwards. 

The law has always carried this ambiguity. For legal positivism, associated 
in different ways with thinkers such as Hans Kelsen and H. L. A. Hart, the 
existence of law depends on social facts, institutional sources, rules of 
recognition, and validity within a system, not on the moral merit of each norm. 
This separation is intellectually necessary if we want to describe legal systems 
without smuggling our preferences into the definition of law. It also protects us 
from the fantasy that an unjust law is not a law at all, a fantasy that can make 
injustice harder to confront because it hides the terrifying possibility that 
legality and wrong can coexist. But legal positivism, when vulgarized, can 
become the clerk's alibi: the rule exists, the competence exists, the form is 
correct, therefore the question is closed. Natural law traditions, from classical 
and medieval sources through more recent revivals, insist that law cannot be 
severed entirely from reason, common good, or moral order without losing its 
deeper claim to obedience. Yet natural law has its own danger: those who 
claim access to moral order may turn their interpretation into rule without 
consent. The theory of law therefore oscillates between two fears: the fear that 
legality will become a machine without conscience, and the fear that 
conscience will become authority without law. 

Lon Fuller added a different kind of insight by emphasizing what he called 
the internal morality of law: generality, publicity, prospectivity, clarity, 
consistency, possibility of compliance, relative stability, and congruence 
between official action and declared rule. These requirements do not 
guarantee justice, but they reveal that legality itself has moral architecture. A 
secret, contradictory, retroactive, impossible, constantly shifting, selectively 
applied law is not merely bad policy; it attacks the personhood of those 
expected to obey it because it makes them unable to orient their conduct. 
Fuller's lesson is crucial for the age of algorithms. A society that moves 
decisions from statutes to models, from reasons to scores, from human 
judgment to proprietary systems, can destroy the internal morality of 
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governance while claiming technical sophistication. If the affected person 
cannot know the rule, cannot understand the evidence, cannot challenge the 
classification, and cannot predict how future conduct will be evaluated, the 
system may be efficient in the shallow sense and illegitimate in the deeper 
juridical sense. 

Joseph Raz, Ronald Dworkin, and Jeremy Waldron help clarify another 
dimension. Authority is not legitimate merely because it gets outcomes right 
occasionally. For Raz, legitimate authority has to serve subjects by helping 
them better conform to reasons that already apply to them; its claim is not 
magic, but service. Dworkin emphasizes integrity, the idea that law should 
speak with a coherent moral voice rather than as a heap of disconnected 
commands. Waldron reminds us that disagreement is not a temporary 
embarrassment to be overcome by experts; it is a permanent feature of 
political life among free and equal persons. Together, these ideas resist the 
technocratic temptation to define legitimacy as error reduction alone. A 
decision system may predict well, optimize narrowly, or administer quickly, yet 
still fail if it denies people the standing of reason-givers and reason-receivers. 
Legitimacy is not only the probability that the ruler has selected the best 
answer. It is also the structure by which those ruled can see themselves as 
addressed, not processed. 

From the philosophical side, the great social contract tradition begins with 
fear and moves toward justification. Hobbes imagines humans escaping the 
terror of ungoverned conflict by authorizing a sovereign strong enough to 
secure peace. He is often caricatured as a poet of absolutism, but his enduring 
insight is harsher and more useful: order has value because violence is not an 
abstraction to those who live near it. Any theory of legitimacy that forgets fear, 
insecurity, hunger, and the chaos of uncoordinated retaliation becomes salon 
morality. Locke answers with rights, consent, property, and limits on 
government. Rousseau radicalizes the problem by asking how obedience to 
law can be compatible with freedom if the law expresses a general will rather 
than private domination. These thinkers disagree profoundly, but all of them 
understand that legitimate order must solve a real problem. It must prevent life 
from becoming a contest of immediate force; it must protect something prior to 
office; and it must somehow transform many private wills into a public form 
without simply disguising the will of the strongest. 
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Hume's critique of original contract theory remains devastating because it 
exposes the fragility of imagined consent. Most people do not choose their 
state. They are born into institutions, languages, debts, borders, archives, 
police powers, tax systems, expectations, and myths. To say that they have 
consented because they remain is often to mock their lack of exit. Hume does 
not thereby abolish political obligation; he redirects attention to utility, stability, 
habit, and the real conditions under which government becomes acceptable. 
This matters for modern legitimacy because many institutions still speak as if 
formal consent were enough. The employee signed. The user clicked. The 
citizen did not emigrate. The patient accepted the form. The resident remained 
in the jurisdiction. The poor person took the offered work. The contract exists, 
therefore the burden is clean. Hume helps us see that consent under 
constraint may tell us less about moral agreement than about the price of 
refusal. 

Kant moves the question toward autonomy and public reason. A legitimate 
order cannot treat persons merely as instruments, even for grand collective 
designs, because persons are not tools in someone else's plan of 
improvement. Kant's republican thought also suggests that coercive law 
requires a form of public justification compatible with the equal freedom of all. 
In modern terms, this means that a political or technological arrangement 
cannot be considered legitimate if its operating principle could not be publicly 
avowed to those most likely to bear its costs. If a policy requires euphemism in 
order to survive, if it depends on affected people misunderstanding the true 
distribution of risk, if it must be sold as empowerment while functioning as 
extraction, it has already failed the Kantian test before any spreadsheet is 
opened. The dignity of persons is not satisfied by polite language. It requires 
that the reasons governing them be reasons they could in principle examine 
without discovering that they were only raw material for another group's 
strategy. 

Rawls brings this into a modern liberal form by asking what principles of 
justice free and equal persons would choose under fair conditions, abstracted 
from knowledge of their own social position. The veil of ignorance is not a 
literal historical event; it is a discipline of imagination against self-serving 
legitimacy. It asks the privileged to design institutions without knowing whether 
they will be born privileged. This is perhaps the most elegant philosophical 
antidote to the clean side mechanism. The person holding the comfortable 
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handle must ask whether the arrangement would still seem reasonable if he 
were assigned, by birth or accident, to the other side of the burden. Rawls's 
later idea of public reason adds that in pluralistic societies, coercive political 
power should be justified in terms that citizens who disagree about ultimate 
doctrines can nevertheless recognize as political reasons addressed to them. 
The point is not to remove moral depth from politics, but to prevent public 
power from becoming the private theology, ideology, or class interest of the 
victorious. 

Habermas offers a related but more procedural hope. Modern legitimacy, for 
him, cannot come simply from tradition, output, or expert administration; it must 
emerge through processes of communication in which those affected can 
participate as equals, challenge claims, demand reasons, and influence the 
formation of norms. This is easily mocked because real public discourse is 
noisy, unequal, manipulated, and often exhausting. Yet the alternative is worse: 
decisions whose legitimacy depends on the silence of those who must live with 
them. Habermas's value is that he places communication at the center of 
legality. Law is not legitimate merely because it is enacted, nor merely because 
it produces results; it must remain connected to a public sphere capable of 
testing whether official reasons are more than decorations. In the age of AI, 
this becomes urgent. A model that allocates opportunity, work, credit, policing, 
education, or medical attention cannot be legitimate if the conversation about 
its design is confined to vendors, regulators, and executives while the affected 
appear only as data subjects. 

Sociology complicates the philosophical picture by refusing to assume that 
reasons rule alone. Durkheim saw that societies are held together not only by 
contracts but by shared representations, rituals, moral density, and forms of 
solidarity. Even the modern division of labor requires a moral background; 
without it, specialization becomes anomie, a state in which people no longer 
know what they owe or why they should restrain themselves. Parsons later 
treated legitimacy as part of the normative integration of social systems, while 
Easton and Lipset analyzed support, system stability, and the relation between 
legitimacy and effectiveness in modern politics. These approaches can sound 
bloodless, but they teach a difficult lesson: a society cannot run on justice 
statements alone. It needs habits of trust, recognizable procedures, credible 
roles, and emotionally plausible narratives. The danger is that these integrative 
mechanisms can integrate people into their own subordination. The benefit is 
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that without some integration, the weak are not automatically liberated; they 
may simply be exposed to more direct forms of predation. 

David Beetham's account remains especially useful because it refuses to 
reduce legitimacy either to belief or to moral abstraction. For him, power is 
legitimate when it conforms to established rules, when those rules can be 
justified by reference to shared beliefs, and when there is evidence of consent 
or expressed affirmation from subordinate groups. This three-part structure is 
richer than the simple question of whether people believe. It asks first whether 
power follows rules, then whether the rules themselves are justifiable, and then 
whether those subject to them have had some meaningful role in affirming 
them. Each element can fail separately. A dictatorship may be rule-bound but 
unjustifiable. A revolutionary movement may appeal to justice but lack stable 
rules. A corporation may secure formal consent but avoid genuine affirmation. 
A platform may publish terms and conditions yet bury the real structure of 
dependency. Beetham's framework lets us ask whether the clean side is legal, 
whether it is morally defensible, and whether those expected to hold it have 
truly been able to say yes. 

Scharpf's distinction between input and output legitimacy, later enriched by 
debates about throughput legitimacy, gives another instrument. Input 
legitimacy concerns participation: government by the people, or at least by 
processes through which affected people can influence decisions. Output 
legitimacy concerns performance: government for the people, or the production 
of results that solve common problems. Throughput legitimacy concerns the 
quality of the governing process itself: transparency, accountability, 
deliberation, openness, and integrity between input and output. All three are 
necessary and all three can be abused. Participatory rituals can be decorative 
if the decision is already made. Performance can become authoritarian if 
results are used to silence dissent. Process can become theatrical if 
transparency produces documents without power. For AI governance, the 
lesson is direct. A decision system cannot claim legitimacy merely because it 
performs well on benchmarks, nor merely because users were consulted in a 
survey, nor merely because documentation exists. The input, output, and 
throughput of computational power must be examined together. 

Organizational theory adds another layer. Mark Suchman described 
legitimacy as a generalized perception that the actions of an entity are 
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desirable, proper, or appropriate within a socially constructed system of norms, 
values, beliefs, and definitions. This is why companies, universities, hospitals, 
armies, charities, and platforms invest so heavily in ceremonies, statements, 
certifications, audits, rankings, philanthropic gestures, mission language, and 
compliance architectures. They are not merely communicating what they do; 
they are manufacturing the social frame within which what they do appears 
acceptable. Organizational legitimacy is indispensable because complex 
institutions need trust before every action can be personally inspected. Yet it is 
also a field of refined laundering. An organization can use ethics language to 
reduce scrutiny, diversity language to conceal hierarchy, innovation language 
to normalize instability, sustainability language to cover extraction, and safety 
language to expand control. The more sophisticated the institution, the less its 
clean side looks like a lie. It looks like governance. 

Foucault's contribution is to warn that modern power does not only prohibit; 
it produces subjects, categories, norms, self-descriptions, and forms of 
visibility. Discipline works not simply by telling people no, but by training them 
to monitor themselves, compare themselves, confess themselves, optimize 
themselves, and become measurable. Biopolitics governs populations through 
health, risk, reproduction, security, and statistical knowledge. Foucault is 
sometimes read too loosely, as if every norm were oppression and every 
institution a prison. That is not the strongest use of him. The stronger use is to 
notice that legitimacy can be embedded inside the very categories by which 
persons are made intelligible. If a worker becomes a productivity profile, a 
student a learning score, a patient a risk cluster, a citizen a compliance 
probability, and a neighborhood a heat map, then governance no longer needs 
to justify each intervention morally. The classification has already prepared the 
person to be governed. 

Bourdieu helps explain why many people participate in their own symbolic 
subordination without conscious fraud. Social orders live in bodies as 
dispositions, tastes, manners, accents, aspirations, and shame. Symbolic 
power works when arbitrary hierarchies are misrecognized as natural 
distinction, good taste, merit, professionalism, refinement, or seriousness. This 
matters because legitimacy is not always argued; often it is embodied. A 
person may feel unworthy before a credentialed speaker, embarrassed by his 
own vocabulary, grateful for minimal inclusion, or ashamed to demand what 
others receive as entitlement. The clean side can therefore be a tone of voice. 
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It can be the polished manner in which the beneficiary of hierarchy makes the 
burdened feel excessive for naming the burden. In technological societies, 
symbolic power may increasingly appear as technical fluency. Those who 
understand the model, the interface, the regulatory language, and the metrics 
will not only control systems; they will define what counts as a reasonable 
objection to those systems. 

Arendt offers a decisive distinction between power and violence. For her, 
power arises from people acting in concert, while violence is instrumental and 
often appears when power is failing. This distinction is vital for a future in which 
surveillance, prediction, and automated enforcement may tempt institutions to 
replace legitimacy with behavioral control. A population can be made compliant 
by fear, dependency, scoring, and nudging without becoming a political 
community. It can be managed without being persuaded, optimized without 
being respected, and pacified without being legitimate. Arendt reminds us that 
the highest form of social order is not frictionless obedience. It is the capacity 
of people to appear before one another, speak, act, promise, forgive, and 
found common institutions. A society that eliminates all visible conflict by 
preemptive administration may not have achieved harmony. It may have 
merely removed the spaces in which power, in Arendt's sense, can be 
renewed. 

There is a tempting but mistaken conclusion to draw from all these theories: 
that legitimacy is merely ideology. Marxist traditions, especially when attentive 
to class domination and the production of ruling ideas, rightly expose the way 
moral and legal language can express material interests. Many legitimating 
systems do protect property, rank, race, gender, empire, or labor extraction 
while presenting themselves as universal reason. Yet if we reduce legitimacy to 
ideology alone, we lose the ability to distinguish between deception and 
genuine justification, between domination masked as order and order that 
actually deserves allegiance. A law against theft and a law protecting predatory 
property are not equivalent simply because both use legal language. A public 
health rule and a coercive biopolitical abuse are not the same because both 
regulate bodies. The task is not to become allergic to legitimacy, but to build 
better tests for it. 

The principal traditions can therefore be held together in a compact map. 
The point of such a map is not to reduce the theories to slogans, but to show 
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how each theory identifies a different place where legitimacy may be produced, 
lost, or counterfeited. 

Theory or tradition What it helps us see 

Weberian sociology Authority is not only imposed; it is believed, 
inherited, routinized, dramatized, or attached to 
offices and rules. 

Legal positivism A legal order may exist because recognized 
institutions produce valid rules, even when the 
moral quality of those rules remains in dispute. 

Fuller's internal morality of law Law itself requires publicity, clarity, generality, 
stability, and possible compliance if it is to 
govern rather than merely threaten. 

Social contract theory Legitimacy is tied to justification before those 
who must obey, even when literal consent is 
historically fragile. 

Rawlsian justice A fair order must be defensible from positions 
where no one knows in advance whether they 
will be strong or weak. 

Habermasian procedure Modern legitimacy depends on the quality of 
communication, reasons, inclusion, and 
contestability rather than on mere command. 

Foucault and Bourdieu Power also works by producing subjects, habits, 
categories, tastes, and forms of self-recognition 
that make domination feel natural. 

Arendt and the problem of power Power is strongest when people act together; 
violence often appears when legitimate power 
has begun to fail. 

 

One such test concerns burden visibility. An arrangement becomes suspect 
when the group that speaks most confidently about necessity is not the group 
that experiences the necessity in its body, time, family, health, dignity, or risk. 
There are emergencies in which unequal burdens are unavoidable, but even 
then legitimacy requires visibility, compensation, temporariness, participation, 
and review. The clean side mechanism thrives when burden disappears into 
abstraction. We speak of supply chains and do not see hands; of fiscal 
discipline and do not see hunger; of national security and do not see the 
children of soldiers; of productivity and do not see exhaustion; of digital 
convenience and do not see moderators, miners, warehouse workers, data 
annotators, and energy grids. A theory of legitimacy for the next century must 
make the path of burden traceable. It must ask not only whether a decision is 
legal or efficient, but where its unpleasant residue goes. 
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A second test concerns reversibility. If those designing an institution would 
not accept being randomly assigned to the weakest position within it, their 
claim to legitimacy is incomplete. This is not the same as requiring perfect 
equality, nor does it deny the need for skill, leadership, investment, or 
differential responsibility. It asks a more basic question: could the rules be 
defended to a person who loses under them without relying on ignorance, 
intimidation, or inherited deference? Reversibility is the Rawlsian discipline 
made practical. It can be applied to employment contracts, algorithmic scoring, 
welfare rules, migration systems, taxation, education, platform governance, 
and even family arrangements. A system may still impose burdens after this 
test, but it will have to explain why the burden is linked to a common good, why 
it is not arbitrary, why it is not permanent degradation, and why escape or 
appeal remains possible. 

A third test concerns contestability. No modern order can include everyone 
in every decision; scale makes that impossible. But legitimacy decays quickly 
when those affected have no meaningful way to challenge the classification, 
interpretation, or policy that governs them. Courts, elections, unions, ombuds 
offices, public inquiries, free media, academic research, whistleblower 
protections, internal appeals, worker councils, and civil society organizations 
are not decorative obstacles to efficiency. They are the organs through which 
social systems detect when their clean side has become fraudulent. In 
AI-mediated governance, contestability becomes even more important 
because the decision may be distributed across data collection, model training, 
deployment context, human oversight, procurement contracts, and institutional 
incentives. If no one can say where the decision happened, no one can contest 
it. A society that cannot locate responsibility cannot legitimately ask for trust. 

A fourth test concerns proportionality under scarcity. Scarcity is real, and 
any theory that treats scarcity as merely ideological will fail where water, land, 
attention, time, energy, housing, medical care, classroom places, public 
budgets, or ecological capacity are genuinely limited. The existence of scarcity, 
however, does not legitimate any particular distribution of sacrifice. Scarce 
goods can be allocated by inheritance, price, need, merit, queue, lottery, 
democratic priority, expert triage, local commons, market exchange, 
bureaucratic rule, or violence. Each method has its own dignity and danger. 
Prices coordinate information but exclude those without purchasing power. 
Need respects vulnerability but can invite intrusive verification. Merit rewards 
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effort or excellence but often smuggles inherited advantage into the definition 
of talent. Queues treat persons formally equally but punish those with less 
time. Lotteries are humble before uncertainty but indifferent to desert. Expert 
triage can save lives but risks technocratic arrogance. The legitimate allocation 
of scarcity therefore requires not only a method, but a justification of why this 
scarcity, in this domain, should be allocated by this method, with these 
safeguards, and with this form of appeal. 

A fifth test concerns the relation between competition and domination. 
Competition is not an evil to be abolished. It can discipline laziness, reveal 
talent, drive innovation, motivate excellence, and protect pluralism by 
preventing a single hierarchy from freezing all positions. Conflict, too, is not 
merely a failure of social design. A society without conflict may be one in which 
people have become afraid to speak. The problem is not competition as such, 
but competition that is rigged by inherited advantage, informational opacity, 
coercive dependency, humiliation, or permanent exclusion. The legitimate form 
of competition gives losers a future, prevents winners from converting 
temporary victory into closed caste, and keeps the arena intelligible. The 
illegitimate form tells people that the race was fair while hiding that some 
began near the finish, some carried weights, some were denied shoes, and 
some were hired afterward to write essays praising merit. 

This distinction matters because AI could intensify both sides. Used well, AI 
can widen access to education, translation, medical knowledge, legal 
assistance, scientific discovery, and productive tools. It can lower the cost of 
competence and allow people outside old institutions to build, learn, analyze, 
and create. Used badly, it can become a machine for freezing advantage: elite 
institutions may use it to multiply their own reach while others are scored, 
surveilled, deskilled, and fed inferior tools. Competition will remain, but it may 
become competition between augmented centers and managed peripheries. 
The old clean side will say that everyone has access to AI. The real question 
will be access to what quality of model, on what terms, with what data rights, 
with what training, with what institutional recognition, and with what ability to 
contest the systems that judge one's output. 

These theories lead not to a final formula but to a set of practical tests. A 
legitimacy claim becomes more credible when it can survive questions that 
follow the burden, reverse the perspective, open channels of contestation, 
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recognize scarcity honestly, and distinguish productive competition from 
domination. 

Test of legitimacy Question it forces 

Burden visibility Who carries the cost in time, body, risk, shame, 
anxiety, exposure, or lost opportunity? 

Reversibility Would the designers accept being randomly 
assigned to the weakest position created by the 
institution? 

Contestability Can the affected person challenge, appeal, 
understand, or exit the decision without ruinous 
cost? 

Proportionality under scarcity Are unavoidable costs distributed according to 
transparent principles, or simply shifted toward 
the least powerful? 

Competition without domination Does rivalry produce excellence and discovery, 
or does it harden into caste, humiliation, and 
permanent exclusion? 

 

We may therefore formulate several provisional laws of legitimacy, not as 
eternal axioms but as working patterns. The first law is that every order must 
convert coercion, dependency, or asymmetry into a story that makes 
compliance bearable. The second is that the story becomes suspicious in 
proportion to the distance between those who tell it and those who bear its 
costs. The third is that legitimacy decays when the official account of burden 
diverges too far from lived experience. The fourth is that procedural legitimacy 
can delay collapse, but it cannot indefinitely replace substantive fairness. The 
fifth is that performance can compensate for weak participation only when 
benefits are broadly visible and burdens are not hidden. The sixth is that 
opacity transfers power to interpreters. The seventh is that a system that 
cannot explain itself to the governed will eventually govern by fear, 
superstition, or resignation, even if its surface language is scientific. The eighth 
is that legitimacy is strongest when people can lose a decision without losing 
their status as persons. 

These laws also expose why many historical legitimacies lasted so long 
despite being morally compromised. They did not merely deceive. They solved 
coordination problems under conditions of danger, ignorance, and material 
constraint. A priestly calendar could organize agriculture before meteorology. A 
king could provide a point of final decision before constitutional courts. A guild 
could protect standards before modern regulation. A village hierarchy could 
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distribute obligations before bureaucratic welfare. A national myth could 
motivate sacrifice before international institutions. A patriarchal family could 
provide survival in a world with few external protections, even while crushing 
freedom within the household. To call these arrangements simply false is to 
miss their adaptive intelligence. To call them therefore just is to miss their 
victims. The historical task is to understand how an institution can be 
functional, sincere, and oppressive at the same time. 

The theory that follows should therefore be understood as a tool rather than 
a throne. It does not replace Weber, Hart, Fuller, Rawls, Habermas, Foucault, 
Bourdieu, Arendt, or the legal and anthropological traditions from which it 
borrows. It reorganizes their questions around a single investigative line: when 
power claims to be justified, what happens to the burden that makes the 
justification necessary? Weber teaches us to distinguish types of accepted 
authority; Hart and Fuller teach us to distinguish validity from the internal 
morality of legal form; Rawls teaches us to test principles from positions of 
vulnerability; Habermas teaches us to examine the quality of public reason; 
Foucault and Bourdieu teach us to see how bodies, categories, habits, and 
institutions produce obedience before explicit argument begins; Arendt teaches 
us that power and violence are not identical. The burden test does not defeat 
these theories. It asks each of them to disclose its residue. 

This is also the point at which the clean side metaphor must defend itself 
against overuse. A metaphor that explains everything explains nothing. The 
claim is not that every justification is laundering. The claim is that every 
justification can be inspected for laundering by following four paths: the path of 
cost, the path of voice, the path of exit, and the path of benefit. If these paths 
are visible, contestable, proportionate, and connected to a genuine common 
good, legitimacy may be present even when the burden is painful. If they are 
hidden, silenced, blocked, and concentrated in favor of those who narrate 
necessity, the old mechanism is probably at work. 
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Chapter IX - Legitimacy as Social Technology 
The next social technologies must begin from this ambivalence. A social 

technology is not merely an app, platform, or administrative tool. It is a 
repeatable arrangement of symbols, incentives, rules, roles, feedback, 
sanctions, and narratives that allows human beings to coordinate at scale. 
Writing, coinage, law, ritual, accounting, double-entry bookkeeping, 
parliaments, universities, professional licensing, scientific peer review, credit 
systems, insurance, welfare states, labor unions, human rights, and 
constitutional courts are all social technologies. They create possibilities by 
constraining behavior. They reduce uncertainty by making some forms of 
action legible and punishable. They distribute trust without requiring intimacy. 
They also create new forms of capture. Every social technology has a clean 
side, and every clean side requires inspection. 

The AI era demands social technologies more than isolated ethical slogans 
because AI changes the cost of coordination itself. If information can be 
summarized, translated, simulated, monitored, and generated at near-zero 
marginal cost, then many excuses for opaque hierarchy weaken. The claim 
that ordinary citizens cannot understand complex policy may become less 
persuasive if AI systems can help translate technical material into accessible 
public reason. The claim that workers cannot participate in redesigning tasks 
may weaken if AI can model alternatives and make trade-offs visible. The 
claim that legal help must remain scarce may weaken if AI can provide 
preliminary guidance and route cases efficiently. The claim that governance 
must choose between expert competence and democratic participation may 
weaken if tools can scaffold informed deliberation. But these possibilities are 
not automatic. The same systems can also be used to flood the public sphere 
with manipulation, simulate consent, personalize propaganda, monitor dissent, 
fragment collective bargaining, and make every objection appear statistically 
deviant. 

Stanford's 2026 AI Index describes a world in which AI capability and 
adoption are no longer marginal. It reports rapid organizational adoption, broad 
population-level use of generative AI, and frontier systems advancing across 
benchmarks that only recently appeared difficult. The precise figures will 
change, but the direction is enough: AI is becoming infrastructure rather than 
novelty. The International Labour Organization's work on generative AI and 
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occupational exposure likewise treats the issue at the level of tasks, sectors, 
and global labor structures, which is the correct scale. The question is not 
whether a few jobs will vanish or a few professions will become more efficient. 
The question is how societies will legitimate the reallocation of tasks, income, 
status, learning, attention, and risk when cognitive work becomes 
reorganizable by software. If the old answer is used, the burden will be 
renamed opportunity and passed downward. If a better answer is built, 
automation can become a reduction in degrading necessity rather than a new 
aristocracy of model ownership. 

Current governance instruments already reveal the emerging grammar of AI 
legitimacy. The OECD AI Principles speak of trustworthy AI, human rights, 
democratic values, transparency, robustness, accountability, inclusive growth, 
and well-being. UNESCO's Recommendation on the Ethics of Artificial 
Intelligence places human dignity, human rights, fairness, transparency, 
oversight, sustainability, and non-discrimination at the center. The Council of 
Europe's Framework Convention links AI to human rights, democracy, and the 
rule of law. The EU AI Act uses a risk-based structure, prohibiting certain 
practices, imposing obligations on high-risk systems, and requiring 
transparency for some forms of AI-generated or interactive content. NIST's AI 
Risk Management Framework is voluntary, but it offers a practical vocabulary 
of validity, reliability, safety, resilience, accountability, transparency, 
explainability, privacy, and fairness. These documents are not sufficient, and 
some may become ritual language. Still, they mark an important shift: AI 
legitimacy is being framed not merely as innovation success, but as a problem 
of rights, risk, explanation, and institutional responsibility. 

The weakness of such frameworks is that they can become the new clean 
side. A firm may display responsible AI principles while its workers cannot 
challenge algorithmic scheduling. A state may endorse human rights in AI 
while expanding predictive surveillance. A platform may publish transparency 
reports while keeping the economic logic of visibility opaque. A regulator may 
demand documentation that no affected person will ever read. A university 
may teach AI ethics while procuring systems whose labor supply chains 
remain invisible. The language of trustworthy AI is necessary, but it will 
become morally dangerous if it is treated as proof rather than as a set of 
questions. The legitimacy of AI cannot be certified once and for all by 
compliance forms. It must be renewed through design choices, power 
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distribution, independent testing, public contestation, and the visible reduction 
of unfair burden. 

The same vocabulary that can protect people can also become a fresh 
surface on which power writes its innocence. This is especially dangerous in AI 
governance, where words such as transparency, accountability, safety, and 
trustworthiness are indispensable, yet easily converted into institutional 
decoration. 

Legitimacy vocabulary How it can become a clean side 

Transparency The system discloses documents or dashboards 
without making the actual decision intelligible or 
contestable. 

Accountability Responsibility is assigned to committees, 
vendors, models, or audits so widely that no 
actor remains answerable. 

Safety Risks are framed narrowly as technical failures 
while social harms, labor pressure, and political 
capture remain secondary. 

Fairness Bias metrics improve while the underlying 
distribution of burdens remains morally 
questionable. 

Human oversight A person is placed formally in the loop without 
time, authority, expertise, or protection to 
overrule the machine. 

Innovation The promise of future abundance is used to 
silence present claims about dignity, wages, 
exposure, or displacement. 

 

One practical social technology would be a burden ledger. The concept is 
simple, though implementation would be difficult: any institution deploying AI in 
a consequential domain should have to map not only expected benefits, but 
the human burdens displaced, intensified, concealed, or newly created. If a 
model reduces professional labor, who receives the productivity gain and who 
absorbs the loss of status or income? If a scheduling system improves 
efficiency, who loses predictability in family life? If a welfare fraud model saves 
public money, who bears the anxiety and error cost of false suspicion? If a 
medical triage system accelerates diagnosis, who is left outside the data 
distribution? If a school uses automated assessment, which students become 
legible and which become misread? The burden ledger would not prohibit 
innovation. It would make innovation speak honestly about the path of the thing 
it wishes not to name. 
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A second social technology would be contestability by design. Appeals 
should not be added as a decorative afterthought after an automated system 
has already reorganized life. They should be built into the system's 
architecture. Affected persons should know when AI has materially influenced 
a decision, what type of information mattered, what human authority remains 
responsible, what evidence can be corrected, and what route exists for 
challenge. The point is not that every person must understand every 
parameter. No one understands the entire tax code either. The point is that the 
system must preserve the person as a participant in the normative order rather 
than as an object of classification. Contestability is the institutional form of 
respect under complexity. 

A third social technology would be reversibility simulation. Before deploying 
a major policy, algorithmic system, or organizational redesign, decision-makers 
should be required to simulate the experience of different positions within the 
arrangement, including the least powerful. This should not be a sentimental 
exercise in empathy theater. It should be analytic, using data, ethnography, 
scenario modeling, legal review, and affected-person testimony to ask whether 
the rules remain defensible when viewed from below. AI can help here by 
generating scenarios, tracing second-order effects, and revealing hidden 
dependencies; but the moral decision cannot be outsourced. Reversibility 
simulation would discipline elites by making them confront not only aggregate 
outputs but situated lives. It would convert Rawls's philosophical imagination 
into institutional procedure. 

A fourth social technology would be dignity-weighted productivity 
accounting. Modern organizations measure output, revenue, cost, speed, 
conversion, error, retention, and growth with great sophistication, while 
measuring humiliation, anxiety, coercive dependency, fragmentation of time, 
loss of agency, and moral injury with great reluctance. This asymmetry is not 
accidental. What is measured becomes governable; what is not measured 
remains available for exploitation. A dignity-weighted account would not reduce 
human worth to numbers, but it would force institutions to treat degradation as 
a real cost rather than as ambient noise. If AI raises productivity by increasing 
surveillance, intensifying pace, reducing discretion, and making workers 
permanently comparable, the gain is not pure. It is a transfer from dignity to 
output. A legitimate social technology must make that transfer visible before it 
is praised. 
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A fifth social technology would be competitive pluralism without caste 
conversion. The future should not try to eliminate ambition, rivalry, excellence, 
or hierarchy of achievement. Such an attempt would either fail or produce 
hidden hierarchies more hypocritical than the open ones. The problem is not 
that some people win particular contests. The problem is that winners often 
convert success in one domain into authority over all domains, then into 
inherited closure. A scientist becomes a political oracle, a billionaire becomes 
a philosopher-king, a platform owner becomes a governor of speech, a 
credential becomes a hereditary advantage for children, an early data 
advantage becomes permanent market domination. The legitimate future must 
preserve competition while preventing victory from becoming caste. Antitrust, 
open standards, portable credentials, public compute, interoperable platforms, 
worker bargaining rights, educational access, and inheritance taxation are not 
anti-competitive in the deeper sense. They keep competition from eating itself. 

A sixth social technology would be institutionalized disagreement. Many 
organizations treat conflict as a pathology to be managed, not as a source of 
legitimacy to be structured. Yet disagreement is the only way a complex 
society learns where official narratives are failing. The challenge is to reduce 
useless conflict - humiliation, tribal status games, manufactured outrage, 
procedural sabotage, and revenge cycles - while preserving useful conflict: 
criticism, adversarial testing, whistleblowing, peer review, opposition, 
bargaining, and public contest. AI may help map disagreements, summarize 
arguments fairly, translate between vocabularies, identify factual cruxes, and 
reduce the cost of participation. It may also inflame conflict by optimizing 
attention toward rage. The difference will depend on institutional design. A 
legitimate AI-assisted public sphere would not ask how to make everyone 
agree. It would ask how to make disagreement more truthful, less degrading, 
and more capable of producing revision. 

A seventh social technology would be public reason interfaces. If AI 
systems can summarize complex material, generate explanations, translate 
legal and technical language, and personalize learning, then democratic 
institutions can no longer hide behind the claim that serious participation is 
impossible because issues are too complex. Public reason interfaces would 
not replace parliaments, courts, experts, or journalists. They would give 
citizens, workers, patients, students, and local communities better access to 
the reasons being used to govern them. A zoning model, budget proposal, 
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hospital allocation rule, school policy, or labor reform could be presented in 
layered form: simple explanation, technical details, trade-off visualization, 
dissenting expert views, affected-group testimony, and avenues for comment 
or challenge. The goal is not plebiscitary impulsiveness. It is to raise the quality 
of consent from passive endurance to informed, contestable recognition. 

A eighth social technology would be anti-capture governance for AI 
infrastructure. Legitimacy will be impossible if the core tools of cognition, 
classification, scientific discovery, and administrative coordination are owned 
or controlled by a narrow set of actors whose incentives are fundamentally 
private while their effects are civilizational. This does not require abolishing 
private innovation. It requires recognizing that some layers of AI infrastructure 
will function like roads, courts, schools, statistical agencies, libraries, and 
currencies: they shape the conditions of participation. Public compute, 
academic access, open evaluation standards, nonprofit models, international 
safety institutions, data trusts, and procurement rules that prevent lock-in 
should be treated not as secondary policy details but as legitimacy conditions. 
A society whose intelligence infrastructure is opaque, concentrated, and 
immune to democratic pressure will eventually discover that it has privatized 
part of its sovereignty. 

A ninth social technology would be scarcity councils with transparent 
principles. Climate stress, demographic aging, housing shortages, migration 
pressures, energy transition, water scarcity, and fiscal limits will not disappear 
because AI becomes more capable. Some resources will remain scarce, and 
legitimacy will depend on how societies deliberate about allocation. Scarcity 
councils would combine expert modeling, citizen deliberation, local knowledge, 
legal constraints, and explicit ethical criteria. Their purpose would be to prevent 
scarcity from being used as a magical word that ends conversation. Scarcity is 
often real, but the distribution of scarcity is political. Who receives protection 
first, who pays transition costs, who can exit, who can buy exemption, who 
waits, who is compensated, and who is told to be resilient are legitimacy 
questions. AI can help model scarcity; it cannot tell us alone what we owe one 
another. 

A tenth social technology would be the demotion of euphemism. This may 
sound too literary to be institutional, but language is one of the oldest 
instruments of domination and cooperation. Public institutions and large 
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organizations should be judged by the honesty of their burden language. A 
policy that harms some people for a defensible public reason should say so 
plainly, identify the harmed, explain the compensation or appeal, and accept 
political responsibility. A company replacing workers should not describe them 
as inefficiencies. A state expanding surveillance should not call it merely 
service improvement. A university increasing precarity should not call it 
flexibility. An AI vendor extracting data should not call every extraction 
learning. The refusal of euphemism is a small constitutional act. It does not 
solve distribution, but it prevents the first betrayal: the theft of accurate 
description. 

The following instruments should be read as early designs rather than 
completed solutions. Their value lies in shifting attention from the elegance of 
institutional language to the actual distribution of burdens, exits, appeals, 
explanations, and capacities. 

Social technology Primary legitimacy function 

Burden ledger Makes visible where costs, risks, stress, and 
degraded tasks go after a system is introduced. 

Contestability by design Builds appeal, explanation, and correction into 
the structure rather than adding them after harm 
has occurred. 

Reversibility simulation Forces designers to model the institution from 
the position of those who will be weakest under 
it. 

Dignity-weighted productivity Measures gains together with the effect on 
autonomy, exhaustion, humiliation, surveillance, 
and meaningful agency. 

Competitive pluralism without caste conversion Preserves ambition and rivalry while preventing 
temporary winners from becoming permanent 
human categories. 

Institutionalized disagreement Treats conflict as a source of legitimacy when 
structured by reasons, evidence, and protected 
dissent. 

Public reason interfaces Uses AI to translate complex rules into 
accessible explanation rather than to hide 
authority behind expertise. 

Anti-capture governance Prevents cognitive and administrative 
infrastructure from being monopolized by a 
narrow class of owners or states. 

Transparent scarcity councils Makes tragic allocations explicit when resources 
are genuinely limited and euphemism would only 
conceal the trade-off. 
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Social technology Primary legitimacy function 

Demotion of euphemism Reduces the prestige of language that dignifies 
burden shifting while hiding who actually suffers 
it. 

 

The expression social technology should not be allowed to become another 
clean side. A social technology is not good because it is clever, digital, 
scalable, participatory, decentralized, or rights-bearing in its official language. It 
is good only to the extent that it changes the distribution of power, information, 
burden, and appeal. A consultation platform that gives people no influence is 
theater. A transparency portal that no ordinary person can interpret is 
ceremonial glass. A worker feedback tool that exposes the worker more than 
the employer is surveillance with a smile. A democratic AI assistant that 
summarizes policy for citizens can widen public reason; the same interface can 
also steer attention, simulate consensus, and teach the governed to accept 
options already chosen elsewhere. 

The social technologies needed for the AI age must therefore be judged by 
their capacity to reduce unnecessary domination rather than by their novelty. 
They should make consequences traceable, make rules understandable, make 
appeals realistic, make expertise answerable, make local capacities resilient, 
make competition plural rather than total, and make the gains from automation 
visible enough that capture can be contested. This is not a sentimental 
program. It is a strategy for avoiding the political instability that follows when 
populations feel that they are measured, managed, and explained without 
being heard. 
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Chapter X - Decentralized Brands, Legitimate Exit 
A centralized brand asks the world to trust a name because someone owns 

it, polices it, advertises it, and accepts responsibility, at least formally, for what 
is done under it. A decentralized brand asks for a different and more difficult 
kind of trust: trust not only in a symbol, but in a shared institutional grammar 
that permits independent actors to use, govern, extend, contest, and 
sometimes leave the symbol without becoming mere servants of a hidden 
center. This difference may appear technical, but it goes to the heart of 
legitimacy. A brand is never only a logo or reputation. It is a compact of 
expectation. It tells outsiders what kind of behavior may be expected and tells 
insiders what kind of discipline they must accept in exchange for belonging. 
When the brand is centralized, that compact is normally interpreted by a 
narrow authority: a corporation, a founder, a board, a ministry, a religious 
office, a foundation staff, a party committee, a university administration, or a 
managerial class. When the brand is decentralized, the compact must be 
maintained by a more complicated relation among rules, contributors, shared 
intellectual property, recognized procedures, technical infrastructure, economic 
independence, reputation, and the practical possibility of exit. 

The idea of decentralized brands, developed in Sînică Alboaie's work on 
Decentralised Brands and related research on self-sovereign data and social 
technologies, deserves a place in this argument because it offers a concrete 
organizational form for the book's abstract test of legitimacy. If legitimacy 
should be judged by following the burden, a decentralized brand asks whether 
the burden can be made more visible, more contestable, and less dependent 
on a single authority's benevolent self-description. If legitimacy should also be 
judged by the reality of refusal, a decentralized brand asks whether members 
can disagree, leave, fork, or continue economic life outside the center without 
being destroyed by the loss of permission. The point is not that 
decentralization makes a brand morally pure. No such purity exists. The point 
is narrower and stronger: a brand whose participants retain meaningful exit, 
voice, and partial independence has a better chance of producing honest 
signals than a brand whose participants must perform agreement because 
survival depends on pleasing a center. 

A useful definition may therefore be this: a decentralized brand is a shared 
symbolic, legal, operational, and reputational structure used by multiple 
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independent actors who agree to common rules while preserving enough 
autonomy to make their participation informative rather than merely obedient. It 
may include a name, a trademark regime, design standards, governance 
procedures, certification rules, open or shared intellectual property, common 
protocols, contribution norms, dispute mechanisms, reputation systems, and 
declared purposes. It may be held by a foundation, a cooperative, a 
consortium, a protocol community, a professional network, a federation of local 
chapters, an open-source ecosystem, a blockchain-based association, or a 
hybrid structure. What matters is not the superficial absence of hierarchy, but 
the distribution of effective authority over the meaning and use of the common 
name. A decentralized brand is not a brand without power. It is a brand in 
which power is partitioned, audited, and made less able to pretend that its own 
interests are identical with the common symbol. 

The claim must be made carefully because the word decentralized has 
become one of the most available clean sides of the technological age. It can 
mean genuine distribution of control, but it can also mean a center that has 
hidden itself behind interfaces, token ownership, community rhetoric, unpaid 
moderation, open-source labor, or a governance forum in which only a few 
technically fluent actors can actually act. The history of organizations gives no 
reason to believe that a new vocabulary will escape the old law of capture. 
Michels's warning about oligarchy inside organizations, Hirschman's distinction 
between exit and voice, Ostrom's analysis of commons governance, and 
contemporary studies of DAO governance all point toward the same sobering 
conclusion: shared governance is possible, but it is not automatic, and every 
mechanism built to distribute power can become another mechanism through 
which power learns to concentrate. The decentralized brand should therefore 
not be treated as salvation. It should be treated as a promising social 
technology whose legitimacy depends on design, culture, incentives, and 
maintenance. 

What makes the idea attractive is that centralized brands, for all their 
efficiency, have a structural temptation to transform legitimacy into theater. The 
central organization can advertise values that internal participants cannot 
contest, publish principles that affected communities cannot enforce, use 
consumers as proof of trust while employees carry the stress, invoke 
stakeholders while shareholders dominate, and treat reputation as a resource 
to be managed rather than as a promise to be kept. It can also preserve 
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quality, build capital, enforce standards, create legal accountability, and 
coordinate at speed. These advantages are real and should not be dismissed. 
A world of only loose federations would often be slower, less reliable, less 
investable, and more vulnerable to internal disorder. But the central brand's 
legitimacy frequently rests on asymmetric visibility: outsiders see the promise; 
insiders experience the cost; leaders control the narrative; dissenters risk 
exclusion. The brand becomes a clean side because the symbol remains 
polished while the burden of maintaining that polish is moved downward or 
outward. 

A decentralized brand attempts to change this geometry. It does not 
eliminate the burden of standards, discipline, reputation, or common purpose. 
Instead it asks who may define those standards, how discipline is imposed, 
whether reputation flows both ways, and whether common purpose can be 
revised by those who actually build under the name. The legitimacy gain 
comes from the difference between participation as dependence and 
participation as continued consent under survivable exit. A consultant inside a 
centralized corporation may agree in meetings because salary, status, health 
insurance, future recommendations, and social identity all pass through one 
authority. A local member of a decentralized professional brand, by contrast, 
may still need the common name, but if she owns her local relationships, can 
keep her tools, can move clients, can join or form a rival node, can audit the 
rules, and can vote or contest without losing economic life, then her assent has 
a different moral quality. It is not perfectly free. Few things are. But it is more 
informative. 

This is why exit cannot be a decorative principle. Many institutions pretend 
that exit exists merely because no one is physically locked inside. The 
employee may resign, the user may delete the account, the citizen may 
emigrate, the supplier may refuse the contract, the member may leave the 
association, the researcher may quit the grant network. Such formal exit often 
hides the price of refusal. A decentralized brand increases legitimacy only 
when exit is not merely abstract, but institutionally prepared. Members must be 
able to carry some reputation with them, use interoperable tools, retain lawful 
access to their own data, continue commercial life, preserve relationships, and 
explain dissent without being treated as traitors. Exit must be complemented 
by voice; otherwise the organization becomes a machine for losing anyone 
who cares enough to object. Voice must be complemented by exit; otherwise 
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voice becomes ritual complaint inside a cage. The decentralized brand lives in 
the discipline between the two. 

Centralized and decentralized brands under the burden test 

Dimension Legitimacy question 

Source of authority A centralized brand normally derives authority 
from ownership, executive control, capital, 
hierarchy, and the ability to police meaning from 
the center. A decentralized brand derives 
authority from shared rules, contribution, 
membership, reputation, transparent custody of 
IP, and the continuing willingness of independent 
participants to remain. 

Quality control Centralization can enforce consistency quickly 
but may hide failures until scandal. 
Decentralization can expose problems earlier 
through plural observation, yet may struggle 
when standards require rapid or expert 
enforcement. 

Consent Centralized consent is often contractual and thin: 
employment, purchase, membership, terms of 
service. Decentralized consent becomes 
stronger when exit is survivable, data and 
reputation are portable, and voice has real 
effect. 

Risk of capture Centralized systems are exposed to elite 
subjectivity, investor pressure, founder 
psychology, bureaucratic self-protection, and 
brand management. Decentralized systems are 
exposed to oligarchy by contributors, tokens, 
attention, expertise, infrastructure, charisma, or 
apathy. 

Legitimacy signal The centralized brand says: trust us because we 
control the promise. The decentralized brand 
says: trust the promise because those who 
make it are not fully controlled by one us. 

 

The most familiar approximations already exist in open-source foundations, 
technical standards bodies, federated networks, cooperative associations, 
scientific communities, open franchises, professional guilds, and some protocol 
ecosystems. None is pure. Each solves one problem by creating another. 
Open source can distribute technical agency while concentrating influence 
among maintainers, sponsors, or firms that pay contributors. A standards body 
can create interoperability while becoming slow, political, and vulnerable to 
incumbent capture. A cooperative can align ownership with members while 
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undercapitalizing itself or descending into governance fatigue. A federation can 
protect local autonomy while permitting local abuse. A DAO can encode voting 
and treasury control while reproducing plutocracy through token concentration, 
delegation capture, low participation, or Sybil strategies. These failures are not 
accidental embarrassments. They are the price of turning legitimacy from a 
slogan into an architecture. 

The Apache Software Foundation offers one instructive model because it 
separates several powers that centralized brands often fuse. Its public 
governance materials describe a membership corporation, a board elected by 
members, project management committees with technical authority over 
projects, corporate officers responsible for foundation-wide functions, and 
sponsors who do not receive project merit merely by paying. It also presents 
the foundation as protecting infrastructure, legal shelter, and the Apache brand 
while delegating technical direction to project communities. This is not a 
romantic absence of hierarchy; there is a board, officers, policies, trademarks, 
licensing rules, and infrastructure. But the legitimacy structure is interesting 
precisely because the central entity is not simply a commercial owner 
maximizing brand extraction. It is closer to a legal and symbolic custodian of a 
multi-project commons. The brand is protected, but its vitality comes from 
communities whose authority is earned through contribution rather than 
purchased through advertising alone. 

The lesson is not that every sector can become Apache. Hospitals, banks, 
cities, energy grids, schools, food systems, insurance systems, and AI 
infrastructure cannot simply copy the governance of software projects. Their 
risks are different, their failures can injure bodies directly, and their members 
do not all possess equal technical competence. Yet the Apache-like pattern 
reveals a general principle: legitimacy increases when the center performs 
limited custodial functions that make distributed contribution safer, rather than 
converting all contribution into proof of central greatness. A central guardian 
may be needed to hold trademarks, defend legal rights, manage security 
processes, fund infrastructure, ensure basic compliance, and protect the 
common name from abuse. But the guardian's authority becomes more 
legitimate when it is visibly bounded by rules, answerable to a membership or 
stakeholder body, and unable to treat contributors as merely replaceable raw 
material for the brand's prestige. 
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The same principle can be extended beyond software. Imagine a 
decentralized brand for elder care, in which independent local organizations 
share training protocols, dignity standards, audit tools, AI-assisted 
documentation, and a common public reputation, while retaining local 
ownership and culturally adapted practice. Imagine a decentralized brand for 
local food resilience, in which farms, processors, repair workshops, community 
kitchens, logistics providers, and schools share a certification and procurement 
protocol but are not owned by a single platform. Imagine a decentralized brand 
for AI tutors, in which educators, municipalities, parent groups, universities, 
and developers share models, safety standards, curricula, feedback systems, 
and governance rights. Imagine a decentralized brand for civic media, in which 
local editorial cooperatives use common verification tools and shared 
reputation infrastructure while preserving independence from a national owner. 
In each case the brand does not merely sell trust to consumers; it organizes 
trust among participants. 

The difference matters because modern legitimacy is increasingly strained 
by the collapse of distance between symbol and infrastructure. In an earlier 
commercial order, a brand could be a promise attached to a product. In the AI 
age, the brand may become the visible name of a system that governs data, 
recommendation, labor allocation, credit, education, health, housing, mobility, 
and political attention. If such brands remain centralized, the clean side 
problem becomes acute: a few leaders or investors can define values, tune 
algorithms, rewrite terms, shape visibility, and call the result trust. If brand 
authority becomes decentralized in a serious sense, then the symbol can 
become a site of contestation. Participants may ask not only whether the 
product is good, but whether the rules of the shared name distribute burdens 
fairly, protect exits, reveal conflicts of interest, and keep local competence 
alive. 

This is why the decentralized brand should be understood as a membrane 
rather than a crowd. A crowd has attention, emotion, imitation, and volatility. A 
membrane has boundaries, filters, admission rules, exit routes, exchange 
channels, immune responses, and repair mechanisms. The bad centralized 
brand is often a wall: it hides the inside and projects a controlled outside. The 
bad decentralized brand is often mist: it claims openness while having no real 
accountability, no enforcement, no memory, and no capacity to protect the 
common name. A legitimate decentralized brand must be neither wall nor mist. 
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It must be porous enough to allow entry, learning, criticism, and local 
adaptation, yet bounded enough to exclude fraud, maintain quality, sanction 
abuse, and prevent the symbol from being emptied into marketing noise. The 
problem is not whether there are limits. The problem is whether the limits are 
legible, proportional, revisable, and governed by those who must live under 
them. 

A decentralized brand therefore has a double task. It must create a common 
identity strong enough to coordinate action, and it must prevent that identity 
from becoming a weapon of obedience. Identity is useful because people 
cannot cooperate at scale through contracts alone. They need stories, rituals, 
shared language, public signs, and symbols of belonging. But identity is also 
dangerous because it can convert disagreement into betrayal. Centralized 
brands often exploit this danger by turning brand loyalty into silence: the 
employee who criticizes is not merely offering information; he is not a team 
player. The citizen who questions the national story is ungrateful. The member 
who asks where money goes lacks solidarity. A decentralized brand should 
make criticism part of the brand's health rather than an offense against its 
aura. Its symbol should not mean that all insiders agree. It should mean that 
insiders accept a fair way of disagreeing. 

The legitimacy tests developed earlier in this book apply especially well 
here. First, follow the burden. Who performs the unpaid coordination work? 
Who moderates conflicts? Who maintains infrastructure? Who carries legal 
risk? Who handles public shame when one node fails? Who bears the cost of 
quality control? Who contributes knowledge that others monetize? Who must 
adapt to protocols written elsewhere? A decentralized brand can hide burdens 
just as effectively as a centralized one if its common language celebrates 
community while certain members quietly absorb the work of making 
community possible. In many open systems, maintenance becomes the 
invisible labor of the dedicated few. The user celebrates freedom; the 
contributor answers bug reports at midnight. The corporation praises the 
ecosystem; its paid engineers steer the roadmap. The foundation publishes 
principles; volunteers provide moral credibility. The clean side has not 
disappeared. It has learned to speak in the accent of openness. 

Second, inspect exit. Can members leave without losing everything that 
made them economically and socially viable? In a strong decentralized brand, 
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exit should not mean social death, data loss, reputational erasure, or inability 
to continue serving clients. Forkability is one form of exit, but not the only one. 
A project may fork code and still be unable to fork users, certification, search 
ranking, training history, domain names, trademarks, or trust. A local 
organization may leave a federation and find that the brand was its only source 
of legitimacy. A DAO member may sell tokens and discover that influence was 
never really available without large capital. A professional may exit a central 
association and lose insurance, referrals, procurement eligibility, or the right to 
use credentials. Exit is therefore not a binary right. It is an ecosystem of 
portability, alternative channels, legal clarity, economic redundancy, and 
symbolic dignity. 

Third, test voice. Is participation more than expression? Can members 
shape rules, budgets, protocols, admissions, expulsions, dispute processes, 
and the use of intellectual property? Voice without agenda power is therapy. 
Voice without information is theater. Voice without protection from retaliation is 
courage demanded as tribute. Voice without time and education privileges 
those already capable of navigating governance. A decentralized brand's 
promise depends on making voice operational. AI could help here by 
translating proposals, summarizing trade-offs, simulating consequences, 
detecting concentration of attention, exposing conflicts of interest, and allowing 
members with limited time to deliberate intelligently. But AI can also 
manufacture consensus, flood forums with synthetic persuasion, rank some 
members as more reasonable than others, and turn governance into a 
managed interface. The legitimacy of voice will depend not on the presence of 
tools, but on whether members can understand, challenge, and revise the tools 
themselves. 

Fourth, examine the common property. A decentralized brand normally 
needs some shared intellectual property: trademarks, design rules, 
documentation, protocols, data schemas, software, models, reputation signals, 
educational material, certification criteria, perhaps common datasets or AI 
agents. The governance of this shared property is the heart of the matter. If it is 
owned by a founder with discretionary control, the brand may be decentralized 
in performance but centralized in sovereignty. If it is entirely uncontrolled, the 
symbol may be diluted until trust disappears. If it is locked in a foundation with 
no real membership influence, it may become a museum of participation. If it is 
governed through tokens alone, wealth may purchase meaning. If it is 
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governed through consensus alone, determined minorities may paralyze 
action. A legitimate brand commons requires a mixed constitution: some rights 
protected, some powers delegated, some emergency powers constrained, 
some standards mandatory, some local variation permitted, and some exits 
always available. 

Fifth, inspect independence. Participation is more real when members 
possess alternative sources of income, knowledge, social belonging, 
infrastructure, and public identity. The person who depends entirely on the 
brand cannot speak about the brand with full honesty. This does not make his 
speech false, but it lowers its evidentiary value. A decentralized brand's 
legitimacy increases when members are economically plural: able to earn 
outside the brand, serve local communities, combine multiple affiliations, and 
survive a dispute. Centralized institutions often prefer dependency because 
dependency simplifies governance. A decentralized brand should prefer 
competence and redundancy, even when they reduce control. The strongest 
common brand may be the one that does not need to trap its members 
because belonging remains attractive after exit becomes possible. 

Minimum legitimacy conditions for a decentralized brand 

Condition Meaning 

Exit that can survive refusal Members should be able to leave, fork, or 
suspend participation without losing all 
reputation, data, clients, tools, identity, or 
economic life. Formal exit is not enough if 
refusal means practical ruin. 

Voice with consequence Members should be able to influence rules, 
budgets, standards, IP governance, admissions, 
sanctions, and dispute resolution, not merely 
comment after decisions have been shaped 
elsewhere. 

Custodial center, not sovereign center A foundation, board, or protocol office may be 
needed, but its role should be bounded: legal 
protection, infrastructure, security, trademarks, 
audits, and coordination rather than unlimited 
discretion over meaning. 

Transparent burden mapping The system should identify who performs 
maintenance, moderation, compliance, quality 
control, conflict repair, public defense, and 
invisible care work under the shared name. 

Plural economic base Legitimacy rises when participants can earn, 
learn, associate, and build outside the brand; it 
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falls when membership becomes the only route 
to survival or recognition. 

Anti-capture design Rules should anticipate capture by founders, 
donors, token whales, expert cliques, 
charismatic maintainers, large corporate 
contributors, AI vendors, and passive majorities. 

 

This comparison should not tempt us into a simple moral preference. There 
are domains where centralized brands remain more legitimate because 
responsibility must be concentrated. Air safety, pharmaceuticals, banking 
custody, nuclear engineering, certain medical practices, military command, and 
critical infrastructure cannot be governed as loose symbolic commons without 
grave risk. A pilot cannot fork cockpit procedure mid-flight because local 
autonomy feels more democratic. A hospital cannot let every node reinterpret 
sterile technique. A bank cannot treat audit as optional local culture. 
Decentralized brands become serious only when they understand which 
functions must remain centralized, which can be federated, which should be 
local, and which require independent oversight external to the brand itself. 
Their advantage lies not in abolishing centers, but in preventing centers from 
becoming idols. 

The more defensible claim is that decentralized brands are especially 
promising in fields where legitimacy depends on combining common trust with 
local adaptation, expert standards with participatory correction, shared 
knowledge with independent enterprise, and global learning with resistance to 
monopoly. They fit the middle space between corporation and crowd, between 
franchise and commons, between nation-scale bureaucracy and isolated 
localism. In the language of limits, they are calibrated membranes. They allow 
knowledge, reputation, tools, and standards to circulate without requiring that 
all economic life be swallowed by one owner. They allow a shared identity to 
form without demanding that identity become a single command chain. They 
make it possible for many actors to be recognizable together while remaining 
answerable in their own places. 

This is why the connection to cosmolocalism is natural. The cosmolocal 
intuition is that knowledge can be shared globally while production, care, 
repair, ecological responsibility, and governance remain locally grounded. A 
decentralized brand can make this intuition socially legible. Without a brand, 
global knowledge commons may remain invisible to ordinary people, and local 
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nodes may look amateur or isolated. With a centralized brand, local nodes may 
become dependent branches of a distant strategy. With a decentralized brand, 
the common name can signal that local actors participate in a wider standard 
without surrendering their whole identity to a center. The name becomes a 
bridge: enough unity to be trusted, enough plurality to remain alive. Yet the 
danger remains that the bridge becomes a toll gate, or that the common name 
is used by well-funded actors to appropriate the aura of local autonomy while 
leaving local communities with the actual work. 

Blockchain technologies enter this discussion because they can, in limited 
circumstances, provide shared memory, transparent registries, programmable 
rights, distributed voting, provenance, reputation portability, and rules that are 
harder for a single administrator to rewrite quietly. They may help a 
decentralized brand record membership, contributions, licenses, royalties, 
grants, votes, forks, certifications, and custodial duties. They may protect some 
kinds of exit by allowing members to carry proofs independent of a central 
database. They may support shared treasuries or intellectual property pools. 
They may also provide a false sense of legitimacy. A ledger can preserve a 
record without making the record fair. A smart contract can execute a rule 
without making the rule wise. Token voting can disguise capital power as 
participation. Immutability can preserve mistakes. Transparency can expose 
sensitive information. Permissionless systems can be captured by those with 
more money, more time, more technical skill, or better strategies for splitting 
identity. Blockchain is therefore useful as memory and constraint, not as moral 
authority. 

The author's earlier work on self-sovereign storage and executable 
choreographies is relevant here because decentralized brands need more than 
shared voting. They need data relations that do not automatically feed the 
center. If members must surrender all client data, operational metrics, training 
records, and identity credentials to the brand custodian, the brand will drift 
back toward platform centralization. A self-sovereign or strongly 
user-controlled data layer can allow members, clients, and institutions to share 
what is needed, revoke what should not be retained, and coordinate across 
organizations without turning every interaction into permanent central 
accumulation. This does not solve governance by itself, but it changes the 
material conditions under which governance happens. A member whose data 
is portable and whose credentials are not trapped has a stronger exit. A client 
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whose records are not hoarded by a central brand has more autonomy. A 
regulator can audit flows without necessarily encouraging monopolistic data 
custody. 

AI changes the picture from the other side. It can reduce the cost of making 
decentralized governance intelligible. A common weakness of decentralized 
organizations is that members lack time to read proposals, compare budgets, 
understand legal language, inspect code, follow conflicts, and interpret 
technical risks. AI can summarize, translate, simulate, tutor, cross-examine, 
and expose patterns. It can turn obscure governance into usable public 
reason. It can help local nodes adopt shared standards without hiring large 
administrative staffs. It can detect anomalies in contribution, spending, 
certification, moderation, or concentration of power. It can make smaller 
organizations more capable and therefore less dependent on centralized 
brands for expertise. In this sense, AI may become the missing administrative 
layer for decentralized legitimacy. 

But the same AI can become the new manager behind the decentralized 
mask. If a foundation or vendor controls the models that summarize the 
debate, rank proposals, detect reputation, recommend delegates, generate 
compliance language, and certify node quality, then governance may become 
more manipulable precisely because it feels more accessible. Members may 
stop reading primary materials because the assistant seems neutral. The 
model may favor the language of the educated, the priorities of funders, or the 
risk preferences of insurers. The central vendor may own the interface through 
which decentralized voice is expressed. The result would be a strangely 
modern version of priesthood: the community votes, but the oracle frames the 
question. A legitimate decentralized brand using AI must therefore treat AI as 
infrastructure subject to governance, not as the hidden governor of 
governance. 

The limit of technology must be stated without sentimentality. Neither AI nor 
blockchain changes the animal under the constitution. Human beings remain 
comparative, status-sensitive, prone to coalition, vulnerable to charisma, afraid 
of exclusion, tempted by shortcuts, and often unwilling to spend scarce 
attention on governance until something harms them. In decentralized brands, 
these traits do not vanish; they change expression. Charismatic founders can 
dominate informally even without legal control. Early contributors can become 
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hereditary nobles of reputation. Technical experts can intimidate ordinary 
members. Professional activists can capture meetings because they have 
time. Wealthy actors can subsidize participation and thereby shape norms. 
Moral language can be weaponized to silence commercial concerns, while 
commercial urgency can be weaponized to silence moral concerns. Local 
autonomy can protect experimentation or hide abuse. Global standards can 
protect rights or crush legitimate variation. Every virtue has a capture path. 

Cultural habits matter as much as formal rules. Some communities are 
comfortable with open disagreement; others interpret disagreement as 
disloyalty. Some professional cultures record decisions carefully; others rely on 
tacit authority. Some societies trust associations; others assume every 
association is a hidden cartel. Some members expect high procedural 
formality; others find it alienating. A decentralized brand that travels across 
cultures must therefore avoid the fantasy that one governance interface can 
produce legitimacy everywhere. It needs a thin constitutional core and thick 
local practice. The core should protect rights of exit, voice, non-abuse, financial 
transparency, IP integrity, and burden mapping. The local layer should adapt 
rituals, language, dispute mediation, training, and commercial form to the 
realities of place. This is not relativism. It is an anti-imperial theory of 
implementation. 

There is also the problem of unequal capacity. A decentralized brand may 
formally give everyone a vote, but unequal cognitive, linguistic, technical, 
financial, and social resources determine who can actually govern. The 
literature on commons has long understood that successful shared governance 
requires monitoring, graduated sanctions, conflict-resolution mechanisms, 
recognized rights to organize, and nested institutions. It is not enough to call a 
resource common. The common must be governed by people capable of 
bearing governance costs. If participation requires reading hundreds of pages, 
understanding cryptographic wallets, navigating legal documents, attending 
meetings across time zones, and surviving online conflict, then the common 
will be ruled by the unusually persistent. Decentralized brands must therefore 
invest in member education, delegated but accountable representation, 
rotating duties, AI-assisted explanation, and compensation for necessary 
governance labor. Otherwise the rhetoric of equality will become another clean 
side for rule by the attentive few. 
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The strongest objection is that decentralized brands may weaken 
accountability. When a corporation fails, one can sue the corporation, boycott 
it, regulate it, or force executives to answer, at least in theory. When a 
decentralized brand fails, responsibility may dissolve into the network. The 
local node blames the protocol. The foundation blames the node. The 
maintainer blames volunteers. The token holders blame the interface. The AI 
vendor blames the data. The common name remains valuable, but no one fully 
owns the harm. This is a serious danger. A legitimate decentralized brand must 
therefore define liability zones. Some obligations belong to local operators, 
some to the brand custodian, some to protocol maintainers, some to AI 
vendors, some to auditors, some to members, and some to external regulators. 
Decentralization without responsibility is not legitimacy. It is fog. 

Another objection is that the brand may fragment until it loses meaning. If 
every node adapts too freely, outsiders no longer know what the name 
promises. The brand becomes a federation of excuses. This is the opposite 
failure from central tyranny. A legitimate decentralized brand must distinguish 
between core invariants and local variation. Core invariants may include 
minimum safety standards, truthful communication, financial integrity, 
non-exploitation, data rights, due process in sanctions, and the right to exit. 
Local variation may include pricing models, cultural expression, service design, 
language, pedagogy, ritual, partnerships, and ecological adaptation. The 
common name must protect a minimum moral and operational floor without 
imposing a single ceiling. Too little floor and trust dies. Too low a ceiling and 
local intelligence dies. 

A third objection is that decentralization can become a strategy for evading 
labor obligations. A central company can declare itself a protocol, a 
marketplace, a community, or an ecosystem while workers become 
independent contractors bearing risk. The brand remains centralized in 
extraction and decentralized in liability. This is already familiar in platform 
capitalism. The decentralized brand becomes legitimate only if economic 
independence is real rather than a euphemism for insecurity. Members should 
have bargaining power, transparent fees, collective representation where 
appropriate, portable reputation, the ability to form local associations, and 
some claim on the value their participation creates. A system that 
decentralizes risk while centralizing profit is not a decentralized brand in the 
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morally interesting sense. It is merely the old clean side with better architecture 
diagrams. 

A fourth objection is that decentralized brands may produce worse 
decisions because they dilute expertise. This danger is real in technical 
domains. Democratic governance cannot repeal competence. The answer is 
not to abolish expertise, but to place expertise inside accountable structures. 
Experts should have protected authority over questions where error has high 
cost and knowledge is specialized, but the scope of that authority should be 
named. Members should be able to distinguish expert judgment, value 
judgment, economic interest, and political compromise. AI can help make 
technical matters intelligible, but it cannot make everyone equally expert. A 
legitimate decentralized brand therefore needs bicameral thinking: one 
chamber of competence and one chamber of affected legitimacy, joined by 
transparent procedures. Experts prevent ignorance from governing. Affected 
members prevent experts from mistaking their models for the whole burden. 

A fifth objection is that members may not want to govern. Many people want 
reliable services, fair treatment, and meaningful work, not meetings. This is not 
a defect in their citizenship. Attention is scarce, and daily life consumes it. 
Decentralized brands must therefore avoid the tyranny of participation. A right 
to govern should not become a duty to attend endless deliberation. Legitimacy 
may require representative mechanisms, sortition, delegated voting, rotating 
review panels, independent ombuds offices, automated alerts, periodic 
constitutional conventions, and default transparency that does not demand 
heroic vigilance from every member. The test is not whether everyone 
participates constantly. The test is whether ordinary members can awaken 
powerfully when it matters, understand what is happening, remove delegates, 
challenge decisions, and leave without ruin. 

Technological supports and their limits 

Technology or instrument Function and danger 

AI as translator of governance Can make rules, budgets, risks, and disputes 
intelligible to ordinary members. Its limit is that 
the model may frame issues in ways that favor 
the center, the educated, the vendor, or the 
statistically normal. 

AI as burden ledger Can map maintenance work, stress, invisible 
labor, risk transfer, and distribution of benefits. 
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Its limit is that unmeasured dignity, fear, and 
informal coercion may escape the metric. 

Blockchain as shared memory Can record votes, membership, contributions, 
rights, licenses, treasury movements, and 
provenance. Its limit is that recorded facts are 
not automatically fair, complete, private, or 
wisely interpreted. 

Smart contracts as constraint Can reduce arbitrary rule changes and automate 
some obligations. Their limit is brittleness: bad 
rules execute well, emergencies require 
judgment, and code can become an idol. 

Self-sovereign data Can strengthen exit by making identity, 
credentials, and data more portable and 
revocable. Its limit is usability, interoperability, 
institutional adoption, and the difficulty of 
governing shared data across unequal actors. 

Token or reputation systems Can coordinate contribution and signal 
commitment. Their limit is concentration, 
gaming, Sybil attacks, status lock-in, and the 
conversion of moral voice into asset ownership. 

 

If the decentralized brand is to become a genuine social technology rather 
than a fashionable organizational label, it must be evaluated by the book's 
wider theory of legitimacy. It must not ask only whether people are excited to 
join. Excitement is cheap. It must ask whether the excitement remains 
meaningful after the rules are understood, after conflicts begin, after money 
enters, after founders age, after early myths fade, after AI tools become 
infrastructural, after regulators appear, after stronger members try to convert 
contribution into ownership, after weaker members discover the price of 
dissent, and after outsiders test the symbol for fraud. A brand is not 
decentralized because its first manifesto is generous. It is decentralized if its 
structure continues to resist capture when generosity becomes inconvenient. 

This gives us a sharper way to criticize both centralized and decentralized 
forms. The centralized organization is often vulnerable to elite subjectivity. A 
few people decide what the institution means, what risks are acceptable, which 
dissent is mature, which costs are strategic, and how the public should 
interpret failure. The decentralized organization is often vulnerable to disguised 
hierarchy. Influence migrates toward maintainers, donors, experts, founders, 
major token holders, moderators, highly active members, infrastructure 
providers, and those who can endure procedural complexity. The central 
organization hides power by declaring it responsible. The decentralized 
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organization hides power by declaring it absent. A theory of legitimacy must 
distrust both declarations. It must look for who can change the rules and who 
must live with them. 

The deepest promise of decentralized brands is that they may convert 
brand legitimacy from belief in the center into inspection of the relation among 
members. In the old brand order, the public asks whether the organization is 
trustworthy. In the decentralized brand order, the public can ask whether the 
governance of trust is itself trustworthy. Are members independent enough for 
their praise to mean something? Are complaints protected enough to reveal 
internal failures? Are standards enforced without becoming arbitrary? Is the 
common name held in custody rather than owned as a private extraction right? 
Can local nodes adapt without deceiving outsiders? Can the brand survive the 
departure of founders? Can it admit that some conflicts require exit rather than 
forced unity? These questions transform the brand from a polished surface into 
a constitutional object. 

This constitutionalization of the brand may become crucial in the AI age 
because AI will make symbolic production cheap. Any centralized actor will be 
able to generate mission statements, ethics documents, community 
dashboards, personalized persuasion, synthetic testimonials, localized values 
language, and apparent responsiveness. The clean side will be 
manufacturable at scale. In such a world, legitimacy cannot rest on the 
elegance of the brand's speech. It must rest on inspectable constraints. 
Decentralized brands can answer this problem if they make it difficult for one 
actor to simulate the whole community. If independent nodes can contradict 
the center, if governance records are accessible, if data is portable, if members 
can fork, if standards are externally audited, if AI interfaces are themselves 
governed, and if the common IP cannot be quietly redirected, then the brand's 
speech becomes less easily faked. The legitimacy signal comes not from what 
the symbol says, but from the fact that no single mouth owns it. 

Yet even this signal can decay. Forkability may produce endless 
fragmentation. Independent nodes may issue contradictory claims. Bad actors 
may exploit the common name faster than governance can respond. Public 
understanding may lag behind internal nuance. Regulators may prefer a single 
accountable entity and penalize distributed forms. Investors may demand 
control in exchange for capital. Members may ask for freedom until crisis, then 
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demand decisive central command. The decentralized brand must therefore 
have emergency procedures, quality marks, revocation mechanisms, 
temporary stewardship powers, and clear communication channels. The 
difference between legitimate emergency power and old centralization lies in 
sunset clauses, review, transparency, appeal, and the cultural expectation that 
emergency concentration is a remedy for danger, not a business model. 

This brings the argument back to biology, psychology, and culture. People 
do not join brands only because rules are fair. They join because they want 
status, belonging, protection, meaning, customers, mates, allies, certainty, and 
a story in which their own effort matters. A decentralized brand that ignores 
these motives will be outcompeted by centralized brands that offer simpler 
belonging. A serious model must give members status for contribution, not 
merely for proximity to founders or possession of capital. It must create rituals 
of recognition that do not become caste. It must allow ambition without letting 
ambition capture the constitution. It must treat envy as information about 
blocked participation, but not as a license to punish excellence. It must accept 
that some members want local recognition more than global scale. It must 
preserve arenas where people can be significant without being ranked against 
the whole planet. In this sense, decentralized brands are not only governance 
mechanisms. They are humane status architectures. 

There is a political implication here. Many citizens distrust globalized 
institutions not only because they are ignorant or manipulated, but because the 
scale of modern life has made their own agency illegible. They experience 
themselves as data, consumers, voters, applicants, employees, users, and risk 
profiles, rarely as co-authors of the systems that judge them. Centralized 
brands, even benevolent ones, intensify this feeling when they speak the 
language of inclusion while keeping the authorship of rules elsewhere. 
Decentralized brands can offer a middle path between isolation and exposure. 
They can allow people to belong to larger projects without becoming faceless 
units inside distant command structures. But this only works when local nodes 
have real competence and not merely decorative community status. A 
decentralized brand with powerless local chapters is centralization with 
ambassadors. 

The economic question is equally severe. Shared brands require money. 
Governance costs money. Audits cost money. Legal defense costs money. AI 
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infrastructure costs money. Quality control costs money. If the decentralized 
brand refuses to name its revenue model, it will be captured by whoever pays 
quietly. If it relies only on volunteers, it will burn the devoted and privilege the 
affluent. If it sells influence to sponsors, it will become centralized through 
dependence. If it taxes members too heavily, it may exclude the poor or small. 
A legitimate decentralized brand needs a political economy: dues, grants, 
royalties, service fees, public funding, cooperative ownership, foundation 
endowments, shared procurement, or revenue-sharing models designed 
openly and reviewed periodically. There is no legitimacy without a budget that 
tells the truth. 

Intellectual property is perhaps the most delicate budget of all. A common 
brand needs IP strong enough to prevent fraud, but open enough to permit 
participation and exit. Trademark law may protect the name; licenses may 
protect software and documentation; data governance may protect 
participants; certification rules may protect users; commons clauses may 
prevent predatory enclosure; contributor agreements may secure continuity. 
Each of these instruments can protect the common or betray it. Too much IP 
control turns the custodian into owner. Too little allows free riding and dilution. 
The goal is not maximal openness, but constitutional openness: the kind of 
openness that permits contribution, inspection, adaptation, and forked 
continuation while preserving enough identity for outsiders to know what the 
name means. 

The chapter can therefore be compressed into a single thesis: decentralized 
brands may increase legitimacy when they make belonging revisable, 
governance inspectable, data portable, contribution visible, standards 
contestable, and exit survivable. They fail when they use decentralization as a 
clean side for dispersed exploitation, oligarchic capture, governance fog, 
volunteer exhaustion, token plutocracy, or platform dependency. Their promise 
lies in transforming the brand from an instrument by which a center persuades 
others to carry burdens into a shared membrane through which participants 
coordinate, limit one another, and keep the common name from becoming the 
private property of those best positioned to hold its clean side. 

The mature form of this idea would not be anti-corporate, anti-state, 
anti-global, or anti-local. It would be comparative and architectural. Some 
goods require corporations. Some require states. Some require markets. Some 
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require local communities. Some require global protocols. Some require 
foundations. Some require cooperatives. Some require brands that are neither 
owned from the center nor dissolved into the crowd. The decentralized brand is 
one candidate in this ecology of legitimacy. It is particularly valuable where 
independent actors need to share trust without surrendering all authorship; 
where AI can reduce administrative cost but must not become an 
unaccountable governor; where blockchain can preserve memory but must not 
replace judgment; where common IP can create identity without becoming 
property-as-domination; and where members require both the dignity of 
belonging and the dignity of possible departure. 

Such institutions will be difficult to build because they ask human beings to 
do what they rarely do comfortably: cooperate without worshiping unity, 
compete without destroying the commons, lead without owning the symbol, 
follow without becoming servile, standardize without killing local intelligence, 
and leave without turning departure into war. But difficulty is not an argument 
against them. It is an argument for treating them as serious social 
technologies. The old prestige belonged to those who could create brands 
powerful enough to make people obey, buy, believe, or identify. A more 
defensible prestige may belong to those who create brands legitimate enough 
that independent people can join without surrendering the means of 
disagreement. In the age of AI, that may be one of the few forms of brand 
power worth admiring. 
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Chapter XI - Scarcity and Legitimation Limits 
The deepest resistance to these social technologies will not come only from 

ignorance. It will come from interests that have learned to live by controlling 
legitimacy. Some elites will prefer better methods for preserving the dirty thing 
because the old arrangement has rewarded them. This should be analyzed 
without melodrama. Dominance motivation exists in human beings; status 
competition exists; coalition building, envy, prestige seeking, and strategic 
deception have deep evolutionary and social roots. Societies have always 
contained people who find it more profitable to reduce others' competitive 
capacity than to improve their own contribution. In some contexts, sabotage is 
a rational strategy. If status is positional, another person's rise can feel like 
one's fall. If resources are scarce, another person's claim can threaten one's 
children. If prestige is comparative, another person's dignity can reduce the 
psychic wage of superiority. This does not make destructive envy noble, but it 
helps explain why moral exhortation alone rarely defeats it. 

A mature theory must distinguish envy from justice. Envy resents the good 
of another because it is another's; justice objects to unfair advantage, 
domination, exclusion, or corrupt acquisition. The two can resemble one 
another in rhetoric. Elites often call every demand for fairness envy, because it 
is useful to portray the injured as merely resentful. The resentful often call 
every excellence privilege, because it is useful to deny admiration to anyone 
who has surpassed them. A legitimate society must refuse both corruptions. It 
must protect excellence from leveling spite while protecting the vulnerable from 
excellence that has become predatory mythology. The ethical problem is not 
that people differ in talent, energy, beauty, discipline, intelligence, luck, or 
ambition. The ethical problem is that social systems repeatedly convert 
differences into humiliation, hereditary closure, and moralized worth. 

Evolutionary language must be used carefully here. It is tempting to speak 
of genes struggling for position, of dominance hierarchies, of mating markets, 
of status drives, and of selection pressures favoring deception or coalitionary 
aggression. There is truth in the broad claim that human beings are biological 
organisms shaped by competition, kinship, reciprocity, reputation, jealousy, 
sexual selection, fear of exclusion, and the pursuit of status. There is also 
danger in turning loose evolutionary hints into fatalistic politics. Biology 
explains pressures; it does not dictate institutions. The whole history of 
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civilization is the partial redirection of impulses. We do not abolish hunger by 
moralizing against it; we build agriculture, norms of sharing, markets, kitchens, 
medicine, and table manners. We do not abolish aggression by pretending it is 
unreal; we build law, sport, ritual, police oversight, military discipline, 
diplomacy, and courts. The task is not to deny dominance motives, but to 
design arenas in which they are channeled toward contribution rather than 
exploitation. 

In older societies, hierarchy may have reduced conflict by making status 
predictable. This is one reason unjust orders can be stable. If everyone knows 
the rank order, fewer daily fights may be necessary to determine who 
commands, who eats first, who speaks, who marries whom, who inherits, and 
who must defer. The cost is that the peace is bought by locking many people 
into inherited defeat. Modern societies tried to replace fixed hierarchy with 
mobility, rights, markets, education, and law. This produced enormous 
freedom, but also continuous competition, anxiety, comparison, and 
resentment. AI may intensify this by making ability more visible, output more 
comparable, and status more fluid for some while making others feel 
permanently outpaced. The legitimacy question is therefore not whether 
hierarchy will vanish. It is whether hierarchy can become more local, 
temporary, plural, contestable, and less humiliating. 

The old elites, or the factions within them most committed to domination, 
may choose another path. They may use AI to preserve scarcity where 
abundance is possible, to personalize pacification, to automate exclusion, to 
produce ideological narratives at scale, to identify potential dissent before it 
organizes, to flood public discourse with confusion, to convert education into 
credential control, to make welfare conditional on behavioral obedience, and to 
turn employment into continuous audition under machine supervision. Such 
systems would not need to look brutal. They would be sold as safety, 
personalization, efficiency, fraud reduction, well-being, quality assurance, and 
risk management. The new clean side would be smoother than the old one 
because it would answer objections in the language of care. People would not 
be dominated in spite of being measured; they would be dominated through 
the claim that measurement is the only way to treat them fairly. 

The antidote cannot be a naive faith that transparency alone will cure 
power. Transparency without organized counterpower becomes spectacle. 
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People can know they are exploited and still be unable to act. Nor can the 
antidote be permanent suspicion of all expertise, because complex societies 
need expertise to survive. The antidote must combine visibility, countervailing 
institutions, legal rights, technical audit, economic bargaining power, public 
education, and moral imagination. Workers need rights against algorithmic 
management, not merely explanations. Citizens need independent oversight of 
state AI systems, not merely privacy notices. Consumers need real 
alternatives, not merely consent banners. Researchers need access to study 
powerful systems, not merely corporate summaries. Local communities need 
standing in deployment decisions, not merely consultation after procurement. 
Children need education that makes them users and critics of AI, not merely 
subjects of educational software. 

There is also a need to preserve the motivational energy of competition 
without letting it become a religion of winners. One of the failures of egalitarian 
rhetoric has been its occasional inability to honor excellence without 
embarrassment. One of the failures of meritocratic rhetoric has been its refusal 
to admit how often merit is scaffolded by family, geography, health, luck, 
peace, inheritance, and institutional recognition. A future legitimacy theory 
must speak to both truths. People need arenas in which effort matters, 
distinction is real, and achievement earns respect. They also need assurance 
that losing one contest will not make them disposable as human beings. AI 
may help multiply arenas of contribution: creative, technical, caregiving, local, 
scientific, educational, entrepreneurial, ecological, civic. If the future has only 
one scoreboard, it will be cruel. If it has many forms of recognized contribution, 
status competition can become less zero-sum. 

The moral difficulty is that several human motives have both a constructive 
and a pathological form. A serious theory cannot abolish status, rivalry, 
resentment, ambition, or group loyalty by naming them ugly. It has to 
understand how each can support cooperation under constraint and how each 
can also defend a degrading order. 

Human motive Constructive and pathological forms 

Status seeking Can motivate excellence, service, discovery, and 
responsibility; can also become domination, 
display, humiliation, and inherited entitlement. 

Envy Can detect unfair advantage and corrupt 
acquisition; can also punish excellence merely 
because it is visible. 
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Human motive Constructive and pathological forms 

Group loyalty Can sustain sacrifice and trust; can also excuse 
cruelty, exclusion, and the refusal to recognize 
outsiders as equals. 

Fear of disorder Can make people protect institutions and law; 
can also make them accept injustice as the price 
of calm. 

Scarcity anxiety Can encourage prudence and fair allocation; can 
also justify hoarding, dehumanization, and 
permanent emergency politics. 

Ambition Can build institutions and expand human 
capacity; can also prefer controllable subjects to 
free collaborators. 

 

The phrase social technology should therefore be taken seriously. A good 
social technology does not rely on saints. It assumes mixed motives. It 
assumes that some people will seek domination, some will seek fairness, 
many will seek comfort, most will rationalize, and nearly everyone will prefer 
arrangements that flatter their position. It then designs procedures that make 
the honorable path easier, the predatory path more visible, and the 
burden-shifting path less profitable. Constitutional separation of powers is such 
a technology. So is the jury, the strike, the free press, the independent audit, 
the public budget, the secret ballot, the randomized trial, the double-blind 
review, the open standard, the commons license, the fiduciary duty, the 
ombudsperson, and the sunset clause. The AI age needs analogous 
inventions: model registries with teeth, compute-use reporting for high-risk 
systems, algorithmic impact litigation, public-interest data trusts, worker access 
to operational data, civic model evaluation labs, and legal duties for systems 
that govern essential opportunities. 

The danger is that procedural abundance can become another fog. The 
future may produce so many audits, impact assessments, ethics boards, 
certification marks, model cards, risk matrices, consultations, and compliance 
dashboards that no one can tell whether anything has become more legitimate 
or merely more documented. This is why every social technology must be 
attached to a simple substantive question: has the burden become lighter, 
more fairly shared, more visible, more contestable, and less humiliating? If not, 
the procedure is probably becoming a clean side. This is not anti-bureaucratic 
romanticism. Documentation matters. Standards matter. Legal form matters. 
But the test of legitimacy is not the beauty of the administrative record. It is 

Holding the Dirty Thing by the Clean Side 



Holding the Dirty Thing by the Clean Side 

whether the person governed by the record can recognize the rule as 
something other than a refined method of being put in his place. 

The future of legitimacy will also depend on time. Many injustices survive by 
delaying the moral bill. Environmental damage is passed to future generations. 
Public debt can be passed forward. Underinvestment in children becomes 
adult inequality. Precarious work becomes illness years later. Algorithmic 
training data collected today may produce dependency tomorrow. Social media 
habits formed in adolescence may become political vulnerability later. The 
clean side often operates temporally: the present enjoys the benefit while the 
future receives the residue. A mature legitimacy theory must therefore include 
intergenerational standing. The unborn cannot vote, bargain, sue easily, or 
refuse terms of service. Institutions must represent them artificially through law, 
guardianship mechanisms, constitutional principles, ecological accounting, and 
long-term impact review. AI can help forecast long-term effects, but forecasting 
must not be allowed to replace responsibility. A model can estimate a future; 
only a polity can decide what duties it has toward those who will inhabit it. 

There is a parallel issue of spatial distance. Modern supply chains and 
digital platforms allow a comfortable consumer to be separated from the 
worker, miner, moderator, farmer, driver, warehouse picker, data labeler, or 
displaced community who bears the unpleasant part of convenience. Distance 
is one of the great solvents of legitimacy because it allows local decency to 
coexist with global indifference. People can be kind to neighbors while 
participating in systems that treat distant strangers as inputs. AI may reduce or 
increase this distance. It can map supply chains, translate testimonies, detect 
labor abuses, and reveal environmental externalities. It can also hide 
exploitation behind seamless interfaces and synthetic service. The legitimate 
design choice is to use intelligence to shorten moral distance, not merely 
logistical distance. A society that can know more and chooses to feel less is 
not advanced; it is better informed in the service of older cowardice. 

We must also address the legitimacy of expertise itself. The pandemic 
years, climate debates, financial crises, and AI controversies have all shown 
that expert authority is indispensable and fragile. Experts know things the 
public does not know; they also have incentives, blind spots, institutional 
cultures, and occasional arrogance. Populist attacks on expertise can liberate 
democratic energy from technocratic contempt, but they can also destroy the 
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knowledge base needed to govern reality. The legitimacy of expertise requires 
a covenant: experts must speak within their competence, disclose uncertainty, 
distinguish evidence from value judgment, accept scrutiny, and avoid 
converting technical authority into political entitlement; publics must accept that 
not every opinion has equal evidentiary weight, that complexity is real, and that 
democratic equality does not mean epistemic equivalence in every domain. AI 
could support this covenant by making evidence more accessible and 
uncertainty more visible. It could also destroy it by producing plausible 
nonsense at industrial scale. 

A legitimate future must therefore cultivate what might be called epistemic 
citizenship. Citizens will not all become specialists, but they need enough 
statistical, legal, historical, and technological literacy to recognize when they 
are being governed by words rather than reasons. They need to understand 
uncertainty, trade-offs, incentives, externalities, selection effects, feedback 
loops, and the difference between a model and the world. This is not a luxury 
curriculum. It is the democratic counterpart to AI infrastructure. If a small elite 
can understand the systems and the majority can only experience their 
outputs, legitimacy will be replaced by mystification. The old priest interpreted 
the smoke; the new interpreter may interpret the dashboard. The form 
changes, but the dependency remains. 

This brings us back to the clean side. Every legitimacy theory must face the 
possibility that its own vocabulary will be used to launder power. The word 
justice can be used by revenge. The word freedom can be used by 
monopolists. The word democracy can be used by mobs or managers of 
opinion. The word safety can be used by surveillance. The word dignity can be 
used paternalistically. The word innovation can be used to outrun 
accountability. The word legitimacy itself can become a badge attached to 
decisions that have learned the correct academic language. There is no final 
vocabulary immune to capture. The best we can do is build recursive tests: 
who benefits from this language, who is silenced by it, what burden does it 
hide, what alternative does it exclude, what appeal does it permit, what 
evidence would change the decision, and can the people most affected 
understand and contest the answer? 

A sobering implication follows. The problem of legitimacy cannot be solved 
once because social power is creative. Every time a society invents a new 
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moral instrument, power learns to play it. Rights become litigation strategy. 
Participation becomes consultation theater. Diversity becomes branding. 
Transparency becomes data dumping. Ethics becomes compliance. Safety 
becomes control. Efficiency becomes austerity. Public reason becomes elite 
vocabulary. Even critique itself becomes marketable. This does not mean 
reform is futile. It means legitimacy must be understood as maintenance rather 
than possession. A bridge is not safe because it was once certified; it remains 
safe through inspection, repair, load limits, and the humility to close it when 
cracks appear. A social order is similar. Its legitimacy is not an inheritance. It is 
a discipline. 

The discipline becomes harder as scale increases. Small groups can rely on 
face-to-face reputation; nations cannot. Global systems cannot depend on 
shared thick culture; they require thin but robust principles. AI systems may 
operate across jurisdictions, languages, and moral traditions. This makes 
universal legitimacy difficult but not impossible. The minimum cannot be a 
comprehensive doctrine of the good life. It must be a set of anti-humiliation 
principles: do not reduce persons to hidden scores without appeal; do not 
allocate life chances by systems that cannot be explained; do not extract data 
or labor under false names; do not concentrate cognitive infrastructure beyond 
public reach; do not use scarcity as a slogan when distribution is the real issue; 
do not demand sacrifice from those excluded from the decision; do not confuse 
compliance with consent; do not call domination care because it is 
personalized. These are not the whole of justice, but they are guards against 
refined barbarism. 

There will remain tragic choices. No serious legitimacy theory can promise a 
world without sacrifice. Climate transition will impose costs. Aging societies will 
strain budgets and care systems. Migration will test solidarity and institutional 
capacity. Housing shortages will require difficult land-use decisions. Public 
health may require limits. War and security threats may not disappear. AI itself 
will create displacement, dependency, and new forms of inequality even under 
decent governance. The difference between legitimate and illegitimate sacrifice 
is not that the former is painless. It is that legitimate sacrifice is publicly named, 
proportionate, reviewable, compensated where possible, shared without caste 
logic, connected to a defensible common good, and imposed through 
institutions that remain answerable to those burdened. Illegitimate sacrifice is 

Holding the Dirty Thing by the Clean Side 



Holding the Dirty Thing by the Clean Side 

disguised as destiny, efficiency, divine order, market necessity, technical 
inevitability, or personal failure. 

The most promising use of AI is not the fantasy of perfect government by 
machine. That fantasy repeats the oldest mistake: the hope that conflict will 
disappear if only the right interpreter speaks from above. The more realistic 
hope is that AI can reduce the cost of understanding, coordination, simulation, 
translation, monitoring, and appeal, thereby allowing more humane institutions 
to function at scales that previously favored hierarchy. It can help people see 
trade-offs before they harden into resentment. It can help identify who bears 
invisible costs. It can help citizens draft objections, workers compare contracts, 
patients understand options, students learn outside elite channels, and local 
communities model policy alternatives. It can make some forms of expertise 
more shareable. It can lower the entry price of competence. If paired with 
rights and institutions, this could weaken the old argument that only a narrow 
class can understand the machinery of society. 

The worst use of AI is the opposite: to make domination less visible, less 
contestable, more predictive, and more intimate. A person governed by a 
human tyrant at least knows whom to hate. A person governed by an opaque 
system may be told that no one is responsible, that the classification is 
objective, that the rules are proprietary, that the score is neutral, and that the 
appeal has been reviewed by another system. This is not merely a technical 
risk. It is a legitimacy catastrophe. The old dirty thing had a smell. The new one 
may have a user interface. 

A credible path forward must therefore be neither technophilic nor nostalgic. 
Nostalgia forgets that the pre-AI world was already full of hidden labor, 
bureaucratic cruelty, inherited privilege, ideological laundering, and efficient 
misery. Technophilia forgets that new tools usually enter old power structures 
before they transform them. The point is not to preserve the old human burden 
for the sake of authenticity, nor to automate every relation in the name of 
progress. The point is to ask, in each domain, whether AI can remove 
degrading necessity, increase informed agency, reveal hidden costs, widen 
access to competence, and preserve meaningful contest; or whether it merely 
allows the beneficiaries of old arrangements to hold the clean side with less 
embarrassment. 
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For elites, the argument must be made in a language stronger than 
accusation. Some will respond only to law, some to fear of instability, some to 
reputation, some to competition from more legitimate institutions, and some 
perhaps to genuine ambition. The most intelligent elites should be offered a 
higher prize than domination: the prestige of founding systems that do not 
require permanent humiliation. History remembers conquerors, but it also 
remembers lawgivers, institution builders, scientific patrons, reforming 
statesmen, founders of universities, architects of public health, designers of 
rights, and those rare figures who made life less degrading at scale. The next 
form of elite prestige could be measured by the amount of unnecessary human 
burden removed from the machinery of prosperity. That is a more demanding 
glory than persuading the weak to carry what the strong refuse to name. 

For the wider society, the argument must avoid flattering victimhood. Many 
people participate in burden shifting whenever they can. They outsource 
inconvenience, enjoy cheap goods, resent rivals, demand services without 
seeing labor, accept comforting lies, and become moral critics only when they 
are not beneficiaries. A better legitimacy culture cannot be built on the myth of 
innocent masses and guilty elites alone. It must teach every level of society to 
ask where its own clean side is hidden. The household, workplace, school, 
church, party, union, platform, family, and friendship group all contain small 
versions of the same mechanism. A person who denounces global exploitation 
may still humiliate subordinates. A manager who praises fairness may still hide 
risk in contractors. A citizen who demands transparency may still prefer 
ignorance about his comforts. The clean side is not only a ruling-class artifact. 
It is a human temptation amplified by power. 

This is why the future requires moral realism rather than moral purity. Moral 
realism accepts that humans seek status, fear loss, protect kin, rationalize 
advantage, punish defectors, imitate prestige, and often prefer a useful myth to 
an inconvenient truth. It also insists that institutions can redirect these 
tendencies. We did not abolish private revenge by asking everyone to become 
forgiving; we built courts and police, then struggled to legitimate and restrain 
them. We did not abolish commercial cheating by asking merchants to become 
saints; we built contracts, inspections, reputations, and penalties. We will not 
abolish domination motives by speeches about dignity; we must build systems 
in which domination is harder to hide, less profitable, more contestable, and 
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less admired. The moral imagination must be joined to institutional 
engineering. 

A realistic future therefore needs disciplines that correspond to predictable 
dangers. The point is not to imagine a society without conflict, interest, or 
hierarchy, but to prevent those forces from returning in older disguises under 
newer technical names. 

Recurring danger Discipline required 

Automated domination Every consequential system must preserve 
identifiable responsibility, appeal, and humanly 
intelligible reasons. 

Artificial scarcity Institutions must distinguish genuine limits from 
scarcity maintained to preserve rents, 
obedience, or prestige. 

Procedural fog Audits, ethics boards, and compliance 
documents must be tied to concrete burden 
shifts and enforceable remedies. 

Expert capture Expert authority must remain indispensable but 
answerable through public reason, plural review, 
and epistemic citizenship. 

Temporal displacement Costs passed to future generations must be 
made visible through law, accounting, and 
durable political representation. 

Spatial displacement Supply chains and platforms must be judged by 
harms exported to distant workers, communities, 
and ecosystems. 

Competitive caste formation Societies must keep competition open, 
reversible, and institutionally separated from 
permanent degradation. 

 

The final question is whether humanity can move from legitimacy as burden 
decoration to legitimacy as burden transformation. For most of history, the 
practical problem was how to make necessary hardship bearable and 
coordinated. The temptation was always to confuse necessary hardship with 
useful exploitation. AI and related technologies may, for the first time in many 
domains, allow societies to remove or reduce certain hardships rather than 
merely rename them. This is not guaranteed abundance, and it is not the end 
of politics. Scarcity, ecology, mortality, love, rivalry, illness, and disagreement 
will remain. But if we can reduce the need for degrading labor, widen access to 
knowledge, expose hidden transfers of cost, and make institutions more 
contestable, then the old legitimacy of the clean side can lose some of its 
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power. The future would not be pure. It might simply be less dependent on 
trained blindness. 

A theory of legitimacy worthy of the AI age must therefore be both ancient 
and new. It must remember Weber's forms of authority, Hobbes's fear of 
disorder, Locke's rights, Rousseau's problem of freedom under law, Hume's 
suspicion of fictional consent, Kant's dignity, Rawls's fairness, Habermas's 
public reason, Hart's legality, Fuller's internal morality of law, Raz's service 
conception of authority, Dworkin's integrity, Luhmann's procedures, Foucault's 
production of subjects, Bourdieu's symbolic power, Arendt's action in concert, 
Beetham's multidimensional test, Tyler's procedural justice, Scharpf's input and 
output, and the many critics who remind us that class, gender, race, empire, 
and property have repeatedly dressed themselves as universal reason. But it 
must also ask questions these traditions could not fully anticipate: what 
happens when decisions become statistical, when persuasion becomes 
automated, when bureaucracies gain predictive memory, when work is 
reorganized at task level, when public discourse is synthetic, when expertise 
can be simulated, when the cost of producing legitimacy language falls to 
nearly zero, and when the same machine can either reveal or conceal the path 
of burden. 

The answer cannot be a single doctrine. It will be a craft. It will require 
philosophers to clarify reasons, sociologists to study belief and compliance, 
lawyers to build contestable rights, engineers to design auditable systems, 
economists to track incentives and scarcity, anthropologists to detect ritual and 
symbolism, historians to remember old disguises, psychologists to understand 
status and resentment, workers to report lived burden, artists to restore 
language, and citizens to refuse the comfort of euphemism. The future 
legitimacy of institutions will not come from any one discipline because the 
illegitimacy of institutions has never belonged to one discipline. The dirty thing 
is always material, symbolic, legal, emotional, economic, and theological in 
residue, even when no theology is named. 

If one had to compress the whole argument into a single practical maxim, it 
would be this: never accept a legitimacy claim until you have followed the 
burden. Follow it through the contract, the ritual, the law, the algorithm, the 
family story, the patriotic speech, the productivity metric, the risk model, the 
budget, the platform, the supply chain, the school, the prison, the hospital, the 
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border, the data center, and the room where no one with power wants to look. 
If the burden is real, shared, named, justified, limited, and contestable, the 
claim may deserve respect. If the burden is hidden, euphemized, inherited, 
racialized, feminized, outsourced, automated beyond appeal, or pushed onto 
those excluded from the conversation, the clean side is doing its old work. It is 
not legitimacy. It is the oldest smell in a newer room. 

Several serious objections must be faced before the argument can be 
trusted. The first objection says that this is only a new vocabulary for old 
theories of power: Marx already analyzed exploitation, Weber legitimacy, 
Nietzsche morality as transfigured power, Foucault discipline, Bourdieu 
symbolic domination, Rawls fairness from the standpoint of vulnerability. The 
answer is that the book does not pretend to abolish these inheritances. Its 
contribution is a diagnostic compression: it asks, across these traditions, how a 
burden becomes morally touchable when it is held through the right story, 
procedure, scale, or model. The clean side is not a rival canon; it is a question 
one can carry into each canon. 

The second objection says that the metaphor risks poisoning all legitimacy 
by making every institution suspect. This danger is real. A society that cannot 
trust any explanation becomes paranoid and ungovernable. The response is to 
distinguish suspicion from inspection. Suspicion assumes guilt; inspection 
follows the burden. Many institutions will survive inspection. Some will survive 
partially and require reform. Some will fail. The goal is not to teach citizens that 
all authority is fraudulent, but to teach authorities that language will no longer 
be accepted as a substitute for visible responsibility. 

The third objection says that the burden test is too demanding, because 
scarcity and tragedy are unavoidable. This objection is correct as far as it 
goes. There will be pandemics, wars, energy limits, water stress, aging 
populations, housing shortages, ecological constraints, and fiscal conflicts. 
Someone will bear cost. The book's claim is not that all cost is illegitimate. It is 
that unavoidable cost must be named as cost, distributed by reasons that 
affected people can understand, made temporary where possible, 
compensated where appropriate, reviewed regularly, and protected from 
becoming the permanent identity of the same class of people. Tragedy is not a 
license for obscenity with polished language. 
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The fourth objection says that emphasis on burden may become 
anti-competitive, anti-excellence, or an apology for mediocrity. This danger is 
also real. A society that treats every unequal outcome as illegitimate will 
destroy motivation, learning, risk, and the pride of contribution. But competition 
becomes legitimate only when losers do not lose their dignity, when winners 
cannot close the game behind them, when inherited advantages are not 
sanctified as pure merit, and when the field contains many arenas of respected 
achievement rather than a single global ranking that turns most people into 
permanent inferiors. The goal is not to abolish rivalry. It is to prevent rivalry 
from becoming an excuse for humiliation and permanent extraction. 

The fifth objection says that AI cannot solve moral problems and may 
merely automate them. This is true. AI will not make humanity decent by itself. 
But AI may change the material constraint under which old indecencies were 
rationalized. If a dangerous, humiliating, or repetitive task can be automated, 
the moral justification for placing it on vulnerable humans weakens. If complex 
policy can be translated into accessible language, the justification for excluding 
the public weakens. If burden can be traced through supply chains, budgets, 
algorithms, and health outcomes, the justification for ignorance weakens. 
Technology does not produce legitimacy. It changes what excuses remain 
plausible. 

Objection Answer 

This is only old theory in a new metaphor. Yes, it inherits old theory; its use is to make the 
route of burden the common test across those 
traditions. 

It makes every institution suspect. It calls for inspection, not paranoia; institutions 
can pass, fail, or require repair. 

Scarcity makes unequal burdens unavoidable. Some burdens are unavoidable; the issue is 
naming, distribution, review, compensation, and 
non-permanence. 

It may become anti-excellence. The target is not competition, but competition 
that hardens into caste, humiliation, and closed 
access. 

AI cannot solve morality. True; it can, however, reduce some old material 
excuses and expose burdens that were once 
hidden. 
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Chapter XII - Outfinitism: Legitimacy Through 
Limits 

Outfinitism begins from a modest and uncomfortable discipline: the 
discipline of thinking from limits rather than from declared ideals. It is not a 
doctrine of despair, nor a disguised apology for power, nor a romantic call to 
shrink human life until nothing complex remains. It is better understood as a 
science, wisdom, and philosophy of limits: the limits of knowledge, the limits of 
moral language, the limits of institutional design, the limits of scale, the limits of 
competition, the limits imposed by scarce resources, and the limits of human 
creatures who seek dignity while also seeking rank, advantage, security, 
reproduction, belonging, and victory. Its first gesture is not to ask what 
legitimacy should mean in a purified seminar room, but how legitimacy actually 
survives in the world. The answer is severe: in the descriptive sense, 
legitimacy is inseparable from the capacity to enforce a claim, to make it count, 
to make it structure expectation, obedience, dependence, fear, admiration, 
habit, incentive, or law. A norm that cannot be enforced in any form may be 
beautiful, but it does not yet govern. A right that cannot shape conduct, 
mobilize protection, or generate consequences may be morally luminous, but 
socially it remains a prayer waiting for an institution. 

This does not mean that might makes right. That formula is too crude even 
for realism. The Outfinitist claim is narrower and more useful: might, broadly 
understood, makes social reality, while right begins as the attempt to place 
limits on the ways social reality may be made. Enforcement is not only the 
policeman, the army, or the prison. It is also the contract that closes exit, the 
market that prices refusal beyond reach, the school that teaches shame, the 
family that withdraws affection, the office that controls promotion, the algorithm 
that changes visibility, the priestly or expert vocabulary that defines what can 
be said, and the network that grants or denies recognition. Because 
enforcement includes these subtle forms, every theory of legitimacy that 
speaks only of consent, justice, rights, legality, or participation risks becoming 
another clean side if it forgets the hidden machinery that makes some voices 
effective and others ceremonial. Outfinitism therefore adopts an amoral 
diagnostic posture before it adopts a moral one. It suspends the comforting 
need to believe that the language of morality automatically liberates. It asks 
first: who can impose the vocabulary, who can punish refusal, who can survive 
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disagreement, who can exit, who must adapt, and who pays the price when 
noble words become operating rules? 

The reason for such severity is not contempt for ethics, but respect for how 
easily ethics itself is captured. Almost every moral tradition contains truths; 
almost every moral vocabulary can also be used to hold the clean side of the 
dirty thing. Duty can dignify servility. Freedom can conceal abandonment. 
Equality can become envy with official stationery. Merit can become inherited 
advantage with examinations attached. Community can become coercion with 
warm lighting. Security can become surveillance with patriotic music. 
Compassion can become domination through dependency. Rights can become 
the privilege of those who know how to litigate. This does not refute duty, 
freedom, equality, merit, community, security, compassion, or rights. It merely 
shows that no moral word is innocent after it enters an institution. Outfinitism 
takes this as a permanent condition rather than an accidental corruption. The 
task of political thought is not to discover a word so pure that power cannot use 
it. The task is to design limits, counter-limits, exits, audits, rival jurisdictions, 
local capacities, and forms of contestation that prevent any single word from 
becoming the final mask of domination. 

The central distinction is therefore between effective legitimacy and ethical 
legitimacy. Effective legitimacy exists when a social order can enforce itself 
without collapsing into immediate rebellion, whether through belief, fear, 
dependence, habit, reward, prestige, administrative routine, or learned 
resignation. Ethical legitimacy begins only when the enforcement of that order 
can be justified under limits that those subjected to it can in principle inspect, 
contest, and survive rejecting. Many regimes in history possessed effective 
legitimacy while being morally repellent. Many reforms possess ethical appeal 
before they possess effective legitimacy, which is why they remain fragile until 
they acquire institutions, incentives, rituals, and credible enforcement. To 
confuse effective legitimacy with justice is to worship success. To confuse 
ethical legitimacy with effectiveness is to mistake aspiration for architecture. 
The Outfinitist position insists that both must be studied together, because 
justice without enforceability becomes decoration, while enforceability without 
limits becomes the oldest form of rule wearing the newest costume. 
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Mode of enforcement Outfinitist reading 

Physical coercion The visible boundary of power; sometimes 
necessary against violence, but delegitimating 
when it becomes the normal proof of authority. 

Economic dependence A form of enforcement in which refusal is priced 
beyond the reach of ordinary life, often 
presented as choice because no one is 
physically pushed. 

Administrative control The power of files, eligibility, licenses, 
credentials, deadlines, audits, and procedural 
delay to decide who can act. 

Symbolic prestige The capacity of rank, education, title, costume, 
accent, reputation, or sanctified language to 
make obedience feel natural. 

Moral guilt The conversion of refusal into shame, 
selfishness, betrayal, extremism, immaturity, or 
lack of solidarity. 

Epistemic gatekeeping The control of categories and expertise by which 
some people become authoritative speakers and 
others become cases, data, or noise. 

Algorithmic sorting The automated allocation of visibility, 
opportunity, suspicion, credit, speed, and status 
under a surface of technical neutrality. 

Belonging and exclusion The power of families, communities, nations, 
professions, and networks to make conformity 
feel like survival. 

 

Once legitimacy is viewed through enforcement, the usual opposition 
between cynicism and idealism becomes less useful. A wholly cynical theory 
says that all morality is only power. A wholly idealistic theory says that power 
should obey morality as if morality arrived from outside the world untouched by 
interest. Outfinitism rejects both simplifications. It accepts that moral orders 
can emerge from practical needs and still become genuinely valuable. Courts 
are not pure; they nevertheless restrain revenge. Rights are not metaphysical 
magic; they nevertheless give people a language and an institutional handle 
against arbitrary power. Markets are not moral judges; they nevertheless 
coordinate information and sometimes protect individuals from local tyranny. 
Borders are not sacred lines; they nevertheless can preserve democratic 
responsibility, cultural memory, and institutional capacity. Global exchange is 
not salvation; it nevertheless spreads knowledge, medicines, tools, techniques, 
and standards of comparison that can liberate people from village cruelty. The 
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question is never whether a thing has a clean essence. The question is what 
limits make its use less corrupting and what scale turns its virtues into vices. 

This is where fragmentation must be taken more seriously than universalist 
temperaments usually allow. Fragmentation is not always a flight from reason. 
Sometimes it is the condition under which reason remains politically usable. A 
person may prefer to be first in a village rather than last in a city not only 
because of vanity, but because status is not a decorative good. Status affects 
marriage, confidence, coalition access, protection, imitation, health, voice, and 
the probability that one's children will be treated as candidates rather than 
burdens. In large integrated systems, many people experience themselves not 
as liberated participants in a world of opportunity, but as permanently 
compared, ranked, displaced, and translated into metrics they did not design. 
A small order can be narrow, ignorant, and oppressive; it can also give 
ordinary people legibility, recognition, local bargaining power, and the 
possibility of being someone rather than a statistical remainder. To dismiss 
every sovereigntist, localist, or isolationist impulse as stupidity is to miss the 
rational core beneath its frequent exaggerations: the desire to reduce the scale 
of comparison and to preserve arenas in which one's capacities can still 
matter. 

Yet fragmentation also has its own dirty side. The village can protect, but it 
can also suffocate. The local elite may speak of culture while preserving 
inherited status. The small community may convert mediocrity into authority, 
punish talent that threatens rank, or call curiosity betrayal. A protected market 
can grow local capacity, but it can also become a shelter for inefficiency and 
rent extraction. A sovereign state can defend democratic accountability, but it 
can also manufacture paranoia in order to make its own rulers indispensable. 
An identity boundary can preserve memory, but it can also harden into a prison 
for those born on the wrong side of custom. Outfinitism therefore does not 
romanticize the local any more than it romanticizes the global. It asks what 
kind of boundary is being built, who controls it, who can cross it, whether it 
protects capacity or only privilege, whether it creates resilience or merely 
preserves a smaller tyranny, and whether those inside it can still learn from the 
outside without being devoured by it. 

Global integration deserves the same double reading. It has produced real 
gains that no serious theory should deny: larger markets, scientific exchange, 
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medical diffusion, specialized production, diplomatic interdependence, 
cosmopolitan comparison, and the possibility that a person born into a 
suffocating local order may find allies elsewhere. Even subordinate 
participation in a wider system can bring goods unavailable in isolation: 
vaccines, universities, legal norms, technical standards, remittances, 
open-source tools, markets for local products, and escape from local 
monopolies of meaning. But integration without limits can dissolve the very 
capacities that make participation dignified. It can turn regions into labor pools, 
cultures into branding material, citizens into consumers, workers into 
replaceable service units, and governments into managers of investor 
confidence. It can produce a society in which everyone is connected and 
almost no one is resilient; in which information is abundant but attention is 
destroyed; in which comparison is universal and psychological stability 
becomes rare; in which local failure is immediate, global competition 
permanent, and the self becomes a trembling portfolio of rankings. 

Boundary form Outfinitist question 

Wall Does it protect a vulnerable capacity, or merely 
hide domination, incompetence, and fear of 
comparison? 

Membrane Can it filter, slow, translate, and negotiate 
exchange without pretending that the outside 
world does not exist? 

Jurisdiction Does it create accountable decision-making at a 
human scale, or does it give local rulers 
unchecked discretion? 

Market protection Does it build real productive competence, or 
does it reward permanent weakness and rent 
seeking? 

Cultural limit Does it preserve memory and meaning, or 
punish internal plurality and dissent? 

Professional gate Does it protect standards and trust, or convert 
credentials into artificial scarcity? 

Digital boundary Does it protect privacy, security, and local 
sovereignty, or fragment knowledge into 
controlled enclosures? 

Universal floor Does it prevent cruelty across all boundaries 
while still allowing legitimate local variation? 

 

A decent future probably lies not between two abstract doctrines called 
isolationism and globalism, but in a more difficult art of calibrated 
fragmentation. The word calibrated matters. A society that refuses all external 
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pressure may decay into provincialism, myth, and local predation. A society 
that accepts all external pressure may lose the redundancy, dignity, and 
democratic thickness required to survive shocks. The middle is not a lazy 
compromise. It is a demanding architecture of membranes: strong enough to 
prevent total exposure, porous enough to learn, redundant enough to survive 
disruption, open enough to trade and cooperate, bounded enough to keep 
responsibility visible. Cosmolocalism has moved in this direction by imagining 
production and knowledge as partly global and partly local: light things such as 
designs, protocols, scientific insight, and open knowledge may travel widely, 
while heavy things such as food, repair, care, manufacturing, energy, 
ecological stewardship, and civic trust must retain local capacity. Outfinitism 
generalizes this intuition. It treats the problem of scale itself as a legitimacy 
problem. Any order that claims legitimacy must show not only that it is just in 
principle, but that its scale does not destroy the capacities through which 
people can remain participants rather than dependents. 

This also changes the meaning of competition. A world without competition 
would likely become stagnant, coercive, or secretly competitive under moral 
names. Competition reveals information, disciplines complacency, rewards 
effort, creates excellence, and gives ambition a public path. But unlimited 
competition across incompatible starting points can become a machine for 
humiliation rather than discovery. A child in a remote village, a worker in a 
declining town, a small producer facing a planetary platform, an older person 
displaced by technological change, or a local culture compared every hour to 
global glamour is not merely competing; he may be living inside a scale error. 
The Outfinitist question is not how to abolish competition, but how to build 
multiple arenas in which different capacities can become meaningful before 
they are exposed to the harshest global comparison. A civilization that has only 
one ladder will soon produce a politics of rage among those who cannot climb 
it. A civilization with many ladders, many forms of excellence, and protections 
against permanent caste can preserve the motivational force of rivalry without 
turning every loser into an enemy of the system. 

Envy belongs here because it is one of the most politically important and 
morally ambiguous emotions. It is not enough to condemn envy, because envy 
often detects something real: corrupt accumulation, arrogant display, inherited 
advantage masquerading as merit, exclusion hidden as taste, or the insult of 
being told to admire a hierarchy from which one has been systematically 
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locked out. Nor is it enough to sanctify envy as justice, because envy can also 
prefer the destruction of another's excellence to the improvement of one's own 
condition. It can burn the school because one did not enter it, attack the 
competent because competence humiliates, or support leaders whose chief 
promise is not to raise the community but to make its rivals bleed. In 
evolutionary terms, one must speak carefully. Genes do not hold political 
opinions, and biology does not issue moral commands. Yet selection has 
shaped organisms for relative position as well as absolute survival. Rank, mate 
access, coalition protection, parental investment, and social imitation have 
mattered too much for human beings to become indifferent to status. Politics is 
therefore never only the distribution of material goods; it is also the distribution 
of standing. 

This makes certain unattractive strategies biologically and socially 
intelligible without making them ethically admirable. If a person or group cannot 
easily rise in an open field, narrowing the field can be rational. If another's 
excellence reduces one's relative standing, sabotaging that excellence may 
seem adaptive. If the most talented leave for the city, the local order loses not 
only labor but witnesses against its mediocrity. If global standards expose local 
incompetence, local elites may discover an ideology of authenticity. If an 
expanding market makes inherited prestige less valuable, old status groups 
may suddenly praise rootedness. If universal education creates rivals, 
gatekeepers may speak more reverently about tradition. At the same time, 
anti-elite movements can be captured by their own destructive incentives: 
resentment can become a technology by which ambitious leaders mobilize the 
wounded not to build capacity, but to punish comparison itself. The result is a 
politics in which both the dominant and the resentful can hold the clean side. 
The dominant call privilege order; the resentful call sabotage justice. 

The Outfinitist response is neither to worship winners nor to flatter losers. A 
society that worships winners becomes cruel and stupid, because it forgets 
luck, inheritance, network effects, rent extraction, health, geography, and the 
invisible support without which excellence rarely becomes visible. A society 
that flatters losers becomes equally dangerous, because it teaches people that 
every difference is theft and every excellence an accusation. The necessary 
position is harder: preserve excellence, but force it to pass anti-capture tests; 
protect the vulnerable, but refuse to make vulnerability a permanent moral 
monarchy; allow local arenas, but prevent them from becoming closed systems 
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of petty domination; allow global comparison, but not so completely that 
ordinary people lose all protected ground on which to become competent. This 
is not sentimental balance. It is institutional engineering under the knowledge 
that every motive has a constructive and pathological form. 

Human motive or strategy Constructive and pathological uses 

Status seeking Can motivate excellence, service, innovation, 
and responsibility; can also produce domination, 
humiliation, and contempt for those ranked 
lower. 

Envy Can expose corrupt advantage and false merit; 
can also destroy excellence merely because 
excellence wounds comparison. 

Local loyalty Can preserve trust, memory, and mutual aid; can 
also protect incompetence, exclusion, and 
inherited micro-tyranny. 

Global ambition Can spread knowledge and opportunity; can 
also dissolve resilience and turn all persons into 
ranked competitors before they have local 
strength. 

Boundary making Can defend capacity and accountability; can 
also hide exploitation, fear, and refusal to learn. 

Universal morality Can restrain local cruelty; can also become an 
imperial language that discredits every local limit 
as backwardness. 

Meritocracy Can reward contribution and discipline 
inheritance; can also sanctify unequal starting 
points and convert winners into moral 
aristocrats. 

Solidarity Can protect people from abandonment; can also 
demand complicity, silence, and sacrifice without 
honest accounting. 

 

Scarcity makes this whole problem harder and more honest. Some limits 
are invented to preserve rents, but some limits are real. Land is not infinite. 
Attention is not infinite. Ecological absorption is not infinite. Time with children, 
care for the elderly, water in dry places, hospital capacity, skilled teachers, trust 
in institutions, patience for complexity, and the psychological bandwidth 
required for democratic participation are not infinite. A theory that treats every 
scarcity claim as manipulation becomes unserious; a politics that treats every 
scarcity claim as fate becomes cruel. Outfinitism insists that legitimacy under 
scarcity requires two disciplines at once: the exposure of artificial scarcity and 
the public ordering of genuine scarcity. The first asks whether shortage is 
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maintained by monopoly, credential inflation, deliberate underinvestment, 
intellectual property enclosure, cartel behavior, bureaucratic obstruction, land 
hoarding, or political neglect. The second asks, when shortage remains after 
such distortions are removed, what principles will govern allocation, sacrifice, 
priority, compensation, and repair. 

This is why a moderate barrier may be more ethical than a theatrical 
openness. A hospital cannot promise unlimited care without triage. A city 
cannot absorb unlimited demand for housing without either building, rationing, 
pricing people out, or allowing degradation. A labor market cannot be opened 
to every shock without asking who bears wage pressure and social dislocation. 
A school cannot include everyone well if inclusion becomes a word used to 
hide the lack of teachers, attention, and time. An online public sphere cannot 
permit unlimited amplification without discovering that manipulation scales 
faster than judgment. Limits are not automatically reactionary. Often they are 
the condition under which responsibility becomes possible. The moral question 
is not whether limits exist, but whether they are named honestly, designed 
proportionally, reviewed periodically, and prevented from becoming permanent 
instruments of class, caste, or cultural panic. 

Artificial intelligence sharpens this issue because it changes both scarcity 
and enforcement. It may reduce the scarcity of certain forms of cognition: 
translation, tutoring, legal explanation, diagnostic support, administrative 
assistance, scientific search, design, simulation, and coordination. It may also 
reduce the need for some degrading human labor if joined to robotics, better 
logistics, and institutional imagination. But AI can also intensify scarcity by 
centralizing attention, concentrating compute, enclosing data, automating 
persuasion, increasing winner-take-all dynamics, and making everyone legible 
to systems they cannot interrogate. The same tool that could give a small town 
access to world-class education could also make that town dependent on a 
platform whose incentives are elsewhere. The same system that could help 
citizens understand budgets could help governments personalize propaganda. 
The same automation that could reduce drudgery could reduce bargaining 
power if gains are captured by owners of infrastructure. AI therefore does not 
abolish the Outfinitist problem. It makes the design of limits more urgent. 

One possible principle is computational subsidiarity. Decisions should be 
made at the lowest scale that possesses the knowledge, competence, 
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legitimacy, and safeguards required for the decision, while higher scales 
should support, audit, coordinate, and protect rights when local scales fail. This 
is not a nostalgic formula. Some problems are genuinely global: climate, 
pandemics, financial contagion, cyber conflict, weapons, migration pressure, 
data monopolies, scientific standards. Others are best governed locally: land 
use, community repair, care networks, cultural institutions, many school 
practices, local energy resilience, and the tacit knowledge of place. AI can help 
connect these scales, but it should not be allowed to flatten them into one 
administrative surface. A legitimate AI order would distinguish between global 
knowledge commons, regional coordination, national democratic 
accountability, local experimentation, and personal autonomy. It would treat 
centralization as a tool requiring justification, not as the natural destiny of 
intelligence. 

Cosmolocal designs are valuable here because they refuse the false choice 
between the sealed village and the exposed world. The idea that knowledge, 
designs, protocols, and learning may circulate globally while production, repair, 
governance, and ecological responsibility remain locally embedded answers a 
deep need of the age. It offers a way to enjoy the gifts of scale without 
surrendering all competence to distant centers. Yet Outfinitism would add a 
warning. Even cosmolocalism can become a clean side if the local node lacks 
real capacity, if open knowledge depends on invisible labor elsewhere, if 
governance is captured by charismatic founders, if maintenance is unfunded, 
or if the language of commons hides unequal contribution. The point is not to 
baptize a new model as pure. The point is to ask whether the model increases 
the number of people and communities capable of setting limits, producing 
necessities, understanding tools, contesting authority, and surviving shocks 
without falling into paranoia. 

Outfinitist social technology Legitimacy function 

Calibrated membranes Replace the false choice between open 
exposure and closed retreat with filters that can 
learn, protect, and negotiate exchange. 

Computational subsidiarity Keep decisions at the lowest competent and 
accountable scale while using higher scales for 
rights, coordination, and shared infrastructure. 

Local fallback capacity Ensure communities retain enough food, energy, 
repair, care, communication, and institutional 
competence to survive shocks. 
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Outfinitist social technology Legitimacy function 

Global knowledge commons Allow light resources - designs, education, 
scientific insight, software, standards - to 
circulate without forcing all heavy dependency 
upward. 

Plural status arenas Create many respected forms of contribution so 
competition motivates excellence without turning 
one hierarchy into total human ranking. 

Anti-capture rotation Prevent local and global elites from converting 
temporary coordination roles into permanent 
ownership of rules, data, or legitimacy language. 

Scarcity truth procedures Separate genuine material limits from artificial 
scarcity maintained for rents, discipline, prestige, 
or bureaucratic convenience. 

AI contestability at scale Use AI to widen explanation and appeal rather 
than to produce impersonal decisions that no 
affected person can challenge. 

 

The most difficult implication is that legitimacy cannot be saved by a single 
center. A world government would not automatically be just; it could become 
the most efficient clean side ever built, a planetary vocabulary of necessity with 
no meaningful outside. A world of sealed communities would not be just either; 
it could abandon the vulnerable to local lords, inherited myths, and the tyranny 
of proximity. A market without boundaries can dissolve civic life; a state without 
outside pressure can rot; a culture without universal restraints can excuse 
cruelty; universalism without local embodiment can become administrative 
imperialism. The Outfinitist contribution is to treat every scale as both 
necessary and dangerous. Family, town, profession, region, nation, federation, 
market, scientific network, and planetary institution each solve problems that 
the others cannot solve alone, and each becomes pathological when it claims 
to be the final scale of human meaning. 

This also explains why the older moral languages continue to return. People 
do not live in theories; they live in dependencies. A worker may support a 
protective nationalist policy not because he hates the world, but because the 
world has arrived to him as wage pressure and contempt. A student may 
embrace radical openness because her local culture offered only suffocation. 
An entrepreneur may praise global markets because they freed him from local 
gatekeepers. A small farmer may distrust global markets because they made 
his life legible only to creditors and commodity prices. A professional class may 
speak of universal values while moving comfortably through institutions that 
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insulate it from the costs of universality. None of these positions is wholly false. 
Each contains a biography of burden. The theory of legitimacy must therefore 
become biographical as well as institutional: it must ask what scale has done 
to people before it asks which slogan they repeat. 

The Outfinitist vocabulary of limits is not meant to make politics colder, but 
more truthful. It asks moral language to pass through enforcement analysis 
before it claims innocence. When someone says freedom, we ask who has the 
material power to use it. When someone says equality, we ask whether it 
raises floors or cuts down excellence. When someone says sovereignty, we 
ask whether it protects democratic capacity or shields unaccountable rulers. 
When someone says openness, we ask who is exposed and who is mobile. 
When someone says innovation, we ask who receives the gain and who 
becomes obsolete. When someone says safety, we ask who is watched. When 
someone says community, we ask who cannot leave. When someone says 
global, we ask where the local fallback is. When someone says local, we ask 
what truths are being kept outside the wall. The purpose is not to paralyze 
action by suspicion. The purpose is to make action less available to 
self-deception. 

There is a practical ethics inside this apparently amoral method. In any 
society composed of thinking individuals, even individuals of modest education 
and imperfect virtue, the long-term strategy cannot be limitless domination. 
The dominated learn, imitate, defect, sabotage, flee, form coalitions, appeal to 
outsiders, use new technologies, and transmit memory. The rulers themselves 
fragment into factions. Children of elites become incompetent, guilty, reformist, 
reckless, or vulnerable. Scarcity shifts. Enemies arise. In such a world, limits 
are not only moral ornaments; they are survival devices. A stable ethical order 
emerges when actors discover that bounded power is better than permanent 
insecurity, that reversible advantage is safer than hereditary humiliation, that 
plural competition is better than total war, and that truthful accounting of 
burdens prevents the accumulation of hatred that eventually makes all 
legitimacy brittle. Ethics, in this reading, is not the opposite of realism. It is 
realism extended beyond the next victory. 

This point should not be softened into naive optimism. Many actors will still 
prefer domination if they believe they can keep it. Some factions within elites 
will try to use AI, law, media, finance, education, and security systems to 
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conserve the dirty thing because the dirty thing has made them important. 
Some factions among the wounded will prefer destructive equality, not 
because it builds a better order, but because the fall of a rival is the only victory 
they can imagine. Some localisms will be honest defenses of capacity; others 
will be masks for resentment and provincial capture. Some globalisms will be 
genuine enlargements of human possibility; others will be systems for making 
dependency too complex to blame. The Outfinitist answer is not to trust any 
camp completely. It is to build institutions in which each camp limits the 
pathologies of the other: local dignity against global abstraction, global rights 
against local cruelty, competition against stagnation, solidarity against 
abandonment, openness against decay, boundaries against predatory scale. 

The political form closest to this intuition is polycentric rather than 
monolithic. Polycentric order does not mean chaos. It means multiple centers 
of decision, overlapping jurisdictions, negotiated boundaries, shared 
standards, and the possibility of exit, voice, and comparison. Elinor Ostrom's 
work on commons governance matters because it shows that people are not 
trapped between privatization and central command; under certain conditions 
they can build rules, monitor use, sanction abuse, and adapt to local 
knowledge. James Scott's critique of high-modern legibility matters because it 
warns that central plans often destroy the tacit practices that made local life 
workable. Hayek's knowledge problem matters because no center can possess 
all dispersed information, even when its intentions are generous. But none of 
these thinkers should be turned into slogans against coordination. 
Polycentricity itself requires law, trust, shared measurement, conflict resolution, 
and sometimes higher authority to restrain local injustice. The art is not to 
abolish centers, but to prevent any center from becoming metaphysical. 

A legitimacy theory for the AI age should therefore develop not only rights 
and procedures, but also scale tests. Does a proposed system increase or 
reduce local capacity? Does it create a fallback if the global network fails? 
Does it allow communities to learn from the world without surrendering all 
bargaining power to distant platforms? Does it preserve enough protected 
arenas for people to develop competence before global ranking crushes them? 
Does it make competition more truthful, or only more total? Does it distribute AI 
productivity in ways that reduce degrading burden, or does it create a more 
polished dependency? Does it reveal scarcity, or automate the old practice of 
telling the weak that nothing else is possible? Does it allow moral reasons to 
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be contested by those who carry the cost? These questions are not peripheral. 
They are the new grammar of legitimacy under conditions where intelligence, 
enforcement, and scale are being reorganized together. 

The most attractive future would not be one in which humanity renounces 
ambition, hierarchy, excellence, borders, markets, or shared global projects. 
Such renunciation would be theatrical and probably impossible. The better 
future would be one in which these forces are broken into accountable pieces 
and recombined under visible limits. Ambition would remain, but would be 
measured by contribution rather than by the ability to move suffering 
downward. Hierarchy would remain where competence and responsibility 
require it, but would be reversible, reviewable, and barred from becoming 
human caste. Borders would remain where they protect democratic capacity 
and social resilience, but would be restrained by universal protections against 
cruelty. Markets would remain where they coordinate and discover, but would 
be prevented from pricing every vulnerability. Global institutions would remain 
where problems exceed local scale, but would be denied the right to dissolve 
every local membrane as backwardness. AI would remain powerful, but its 
power would be distributed through public reason, contestability, open 
knowledge, and local competence rather than concentrated in a priesthood of 
models. 

This is the sober hope of Outfinitism. Not purity, not final harmony, not the 
abolition of conflict, and not a world without the dirty thing. The hope is that 
more of the dirty thing can be named, less of it can be preserved by 
euphemism, fewer people will be forced to hold it merely because they lack 
exit, and more institutions will be judged by whether they reduce the need for 
such holding at all. Legitimacy would no longer be the art by which 
enforcement decorates itself. It would become the craft by which enforcement 
is limited, distributed, justified, made contestable, and, where possible, 
rendered unnecessary. The clean side would lose its spell not because human 
beings became saints, but because they became better engineers of their own 
limits. A civilization mature enough for AI must become mature enough for 
boundaries: not walls built from fear, not openness worshiped as innocence, 
but living limits that allow people to cooperate without surrendering all 
defenses and to compete without making humiliation the hidden fuel of order. 
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Outfinitism should now be seen not as a finished doctrine, but as a 
temperament disciplined by tests. It begins from the fact that human beings are 
limited animals using unlimited words. They speak of justice, freedom, 
community, progress, sovereignty, efficiency, dignity, and safety, yet each word 
becomes dangerous when detached from the limits that make it answerable. A 
politics of limits is not a politics of retreat. It is the attempt to preserve the 
conditions under which large systems remain governable by beings who are 
mortal, comparative, ambitious, frightened, inventive, and easily enchanted by 
their own vocabulary. 

The middle position between isolation and exposure is therefore not a 
compromise of fatigue, but an architecture of membranes. Societies need 
some boundaries because without boundaries responsibility evaporates, local 
competence decays, culture becomes decorative, and people experience the 
world as a permanent examination in which everyone is compared to everyone 
else. Societies also need openness because without openness they become 
provincial, captured by local elites, deprived of knowledge, vulnerable to myth, 
and unable to benefit from the discoveries of others. The task is not to worship 
either wall or market, village or globe. It is to design boundaries that filter, slow, 
translate, and preserve capacity without freezing fear into identity. 

The final standard is modest but demanding: a legitimate order is one that 
can enforce itself while remaining answerable to the limits of the people 
subjected to it. It must be strong enough to govern and limited enough not to 
worship its own strength. It must be efficient enough to coordinate and humane 
enough not to turn efficiency into contempt. It must allow ambition without 
caste, solidarity without suffocation, expertise without priesthood, borders 
without idolatry, markets without abandonment, technology without 
mystification, and universal principles without destroying all local resilience. 
This is not a clean utopia. It is a more honest grammar for living with the Thing 
while working, patiently and institutionally, to make less of it necessary. 
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Conclusion - Beyond Old Prestige 
The old prestige of power was the capacity to mobilize people into carrying 

what they would not have chosen to carry if the thing had been shown whole. 
The new prestige, if a more dignified civilization is possible, must be the 
capacity to reduce the amount of degraded necessity that must be placed on 
human beings at all. This does not abolish hierarchy, authority, sacrifice, or 
conflict. It changes their burden of proof. A leader, institution, market, state, or 
platform would no longer be admired merely for making people comply, but for 
making fewer humiliations necessary, fewer decisions opaque, fewer people 
trapped, fewer costs unnamed, and fewer sacrifices demanded from those 
excluded from the benefits. 

Principle Institutional meaning 

Burden ledger Every major policy, platform, institution, or AI 
system should describe where cost, risk, stress, 
exposure, and lost opportunity go. 

Contestability Affected people must have a usable route to 
explanation, appeal, correction, and 
representation. 

Dignity-weighted productivity Efficiency gains count as progress only when 
they reduce humiliation, precarity, and 
unnecessary human degradation. 

Plural competition Ambition should be preserved through many 
arenas of achievement, without allowing winners 
to become a closed caste. 

Calibrated membranes Boundaries should protect local capacity and 
accountability without becoming walls against 
learning or universal moral limits. 

Answerable expertise Experts should retain authority where knowledge 
matters, but their categories and models must 
remain interpretable and contestable. 

Anti-capture maintenance No legitimacy vocabulary is final; law, audits, 
journalism, science, civil society, and dissent 
must repeatedly inspect the clean side. 

 

The program can be stated as several provisional principles. First, every 
consequential order should keep a visible ledger of burdens, not only a ledger 
of outputs. Second, no vocabulary of legitimacy should be accepted unless 
those affected can understand and contest its application. Third, productivity 
gains from AI and automation should be judged by how much degrading 
human necessity they remove and how fairly the surplus is distributed. Fourth, 
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competition should remain plural, open, and reversible enough that defeat 
does not become social death. Fifth, boundaries should be designed as 
membranes rather than idols: strong enough to preserve responsibility and 
resilience, porous enough to learn. Sixth, expertise must remain powerful but 
never priestly; it must translate, answer, and accept rival inspection. Seventh, 
every social technology should be judged by a simple question: does it make 
the heavy side of the Thing lighter, more visible, more fairly shared, and less 
humiliating, or does it merely provide a cleaner handle for the same old 
transfer? 

This program must include the psychological level. Emotional intelligence is 
valuable only when it increases the capacity to face reality, not when it trains 
people to absorb pain more quietly. Empathy is legitimate only when it widens 
moral attention rather than selecting convenient victims and convenient 
innocents. Sympathy and compassion are valuable only when they do not 
become substitutes for voice, exit, and the redistribution of burden. A future 
order that merely offers better therapy for old forms of domination will not be 
more legitimate; it will only make the old arrangement more tolerable, more 
polite, and therefore more difficult to name. 

Decentralized brands, in this program, are not presented as a universal 
replacement for corporations, states, professions, or local communities. They 
are one promising institutional experiment among others: a way of asking 
whether common identity can be separated from centralized ownership, 
whether global knowledge can be combined with local competence, and 
whether belonging can be made strong enough to coordinate without 
becoming so closed that exit turns into social death. Their value is not that they 
abolish conflict, but that they may make conflict more inspectable, exit more 
real, and the route of the burden harder to hide behind the authority of a single 
center. 

None of this is easy. People have survived for millennia by accepting, 
naming, passing, or hiding burdens. Many elites have learned to govern 
through the administration of clean sides. Many ordinary people have learned 
to endure by finding someone else slightly weaker, nearer, poorer, younger, 
less protected, or less articulate onto whom a part of the cost can be shifted. A 
serious politics cannot pretend that good intentions will dissolve this 
inheritance. It must make the better path institutionally stronger than the old 
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one. It must make the detection of transferred burden normal. It must make the 
reduction of degrading necessity prestigious. It must make opacity costly for 
the powerful and contestation usable for the weak. 

The book ends, therefore, without purity. There will always be burdens. 
There will always be conflict. There will always be institutions that ask people 
to accept limits, duties, and costs. The moral advance available to us is not a 
world without the Thing, but a world in which fewer people are deceived about 
what they hold, fewer people are assigned the heaviest side by birth or 
weakness, and fewer forms of success depend on persuading others that a 
polished handle has changed the nature of the load. That would not be 
paradise. It would be maturity. 
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