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The futility of human belief systems has long been a favoured topic for 

John Gray. In Straw Dogs (2003) he challenged the unexamined Socratic 

faith in the idea of human progress. In Black Mass (2007) he applied his 

thesis to the ideologies and events surrounding the “War on Terror,” argu-

ing that whilst the campaign was driven by a neoconservative utopianism, 

its founding ideals were compromised by ensuing violence and a death toll 

that tarnished any claims for the liberation of a population.  

His most recent work, The Silence of Animals, elaborates on this 

theme. The proposition that Western civilisation has, with the help of mod-

ern Reason, escaped a world defined by the comforting deceptions of myth 

is, Gray argues, itself a myth. Despite the humanist faith in the redeeming 

power of rationality, “human beings do not deal with conflicting beliefs and 

perceptions by testing them against facts. They reduce the conflict by rein-

terpreting facts that challenge the beliefs to which they are most attached” 

(72). The idea of progress is, as the continued presence of barbarism in our 

age demonstrates, an example of the illusions human beings continue to 

construct to protect themselves “from a world they cannot know” (102). In 

The Silence of Animals Gray identifies those thinkers not afraid to “doubt 

the worth of thought” (205), embracing in turn what he calls a “Godless 
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mysticism” (208), and seeking to deny themselves any consolation for the 

vicissitudes of life.   

Sigmund Freud represents the first of several figures whose work Gray 

reads in such terms. Freud’s ultimate project, Gray suggests, may have 

been “to explore what it would mean to live without consolations” (104).  An 

acknowledgement of the conflict between warring impulses undermined the 

concept of a universal moral good, a rejection of the idea of human auton-

omy in the face of “destiny,” and an exposure or reconceptualisation of a 

set of fundamental human truths as little more than illusions or myths 

(whilst nonetheless recommending the value myth and illusion had for eve-

ryday life) delivered Gray’s Freud to a state resonant with nihilism, the solu-

tion to which lay in a Nietzschean amor fati.  

Nonetheless, Gray finds, Freud failed in his endeavour. However use-

ful myth might be to modernity, Freud still believed that “only science pro-

duced anything that could be called knowledge” (98). Yet Gray argues that 

Freud’s own scientific approach to the human mind uncovered a similarity 

between science and myth that challenged this assertion. The discrediting 

of a scientific theory does not interfere with its primary social function in the 

ordering of the “chaos of sensation” (98). This leads Gray to suggest that 

(on a cultural level at least) the truth or falsity of a myth (or scientific theory) 

is irrelevant, as a long as it provides a convincing and satisfactory template 

upon which reality can be ordered. For this reason, Gray concludes that “[a] 

life without myths is the stuff of myth” (98). Rather than “truth,” the provision 

of meaning defines the important role both science and religion play in hu-

man life.  

Even Nietzsche, Gray asserts, could not overcome his own need for 

salvation. While the pagan Greeks “did not see fate as something that must 

be loved or worshipped,” the joyful embrace of “Dionysian self-immolation” 

that Nietzsche read into them (and underpinned his concept of amor fati) 

betrayed “a Christian embrace of sacrifice and submission” (203). In his 

stead, Gray identifies thinkers “not afraid to doubt the worth of thought” 

(205) in more absolute terms, such as Michel de Montaigne and Fritz 

Mauthner.  

Gray does not to offer a critique of science and religion per se, as 

much as a criticism of what he sees as its employment as a shield from the 

vicissitudes of life. This, Gray suggests, is to one’s great disadvantage. 

Fritz Mauthner approached language in similar terms. A contemporary of 

Wittgenstein, Mauthner’s critique of language marks a further step into a 

world without meaning, and thus without consolation. While Wittgenstein 

worked towards defining the rules and meanings upon which an “ordinary 

language” could be established, Mauthner’s critique amounted to an effort 
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to “loosen the hold of words on the mind” (144), advocating a continued 

scepticism regarding the capacity for any language to adequately represent 

what is given to experience. For example, drawing on John Baker’s The 

Peregrine (1970), Gray identifies the way the daily passage of sunlight cre-

ates “places as momentary events, not enduring things” (156), a flux that 

language, with its penchant for stasis, cannot abide. This is not however a 

claim for the “failure” of language, rather an examination of the way in 

which it is engaged. Mauthner encourages an unending scepticism towards 

what any language frames as “reality,” in order to allow for the rewards that 

await discovery beyond its limits.  

For this reason Gray finds that the embrace of a world beyond myth 

will occur not through the discourses or dialogues of science or philosophy, 

but in “moments of contemplation” (206). Yet instead of a traditional con-

templation of one’s inner self, Gray advocates an attention beyond the self, 

“on the birds and animals and the quickly changing places where they live” 

as a means of accessing “something beyond words” (165). Gray takes is-

sue with Max Picard’s Heideggerian view of the silence of animals as 

something “‘chained to them’” (162), as a signifier for their passive respon-

siveness to the world in which they find themselves. When we recognise 

that “[e]very sentient creature is a world maker” (163) we realise that the si-

lence other animals inhabit instead belies a freedom from an interior mono-

logue and self-reflective consciousness that we human-animals so ardently 

seek to escape.  

Gray assures us, though, that the contemplation of animals will not fi-

nally reveal our unity or oneness with them. The silence of animals is a 

mode of being to which we forever aspire, but can never achieve. Rather, 

the point of contemplation is its assumption of a perceptual state free from 

the “veil of language” (164). For this reason we need not only look to nature 

for such a vision: the “places that are made by humans are as numinous 

and fugitive as those that appear in forest shadow” (174). The virtues of a 

“Godless contemplation” (208), Gray argues, lie is its apprehension of a 

radical difference of things, of the degree to which all phenomena continue 

to exist beyond our control or understanding, in an age where technological 

and scientific mastery, whether celebrated or denigrated, is largely accept-

ed. 

Gray uses “the silence of animals” as a red flag to those rational hu-

manists among us who need to find a meaning in and for all things. Our 

very searching immediately betrays the assumption that all phenomena 

contain a meaning which, with patience and knowledge, we might one day 

uncover. If the idea of progress is culturally relative, Gray suggests that 

“the silence of animals,” like many other things, needn’t mean anything at 
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all, and should instead be contemplated simply as an instance of that which 

lies beyond human thought and linguistic expression, which can, Gray has 

shown, lead us to the nothingness he believes lies at the core of all being. 
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