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The Argument in Ten Articles

Please accept my resignation. I don’t want to belong to any club that will accept me as a member.

— Groucho Marx, resignation telegram, as recounted in Groucho and Me (1959)

Preamble
You were born unaffiliated. Everything after that was recruitment.

Some of it was gentle — a family’s faith, a city’s team, a class’s manners, a country’s flag. Some of it was loud: the party
that wants your registration, the movement that wants your bio line, the brand that wants your identity, the algorithm
that wants to know which side you're on so it can sell you to the people who farm sides. All of it converges on the same

request. Declare yourself. Pick a noun and stand under it.
This page makes the opposite request, and only once: don’t.

Not because groups are evil. They aren’t; they built the roads, staffed the fire brigades, sang the requiems. Because of
what the declaring does. The moment allegiance is sworn, a quiet trade is made: the group takes custody of questions
you have not yet been asked, and hands you back a bundle of answers you did not reach. The evidence for this trade is
not rhetorical. It has been measured, replicated, and priced — in laboratories, in surveys of tens of millions, across

seventeen countries — and it is summarized in these pages, with sources.

The world, meanwhile, does not come in team colors. Every question worth asking is complex — every serious question
about money, mercy, borders, gods, genes, and justice — and complexity lives in the grey. Groups cannot hold the grey;
borders need contrast, and so every camp must flatten the world into black and white to keep its edges crisp. To join is

to agree, in advance, to see less.

So this is an argument for a smaller, harder, freer thing: a life in which judgment is never delegated, belonging is never

confused with allegiance, and no noun ever swallows the person. Life is complex. Live in the grey.

What follows are its articles. There are ten. You are not asked to sign them.

The Articles

Article I — Judgment is not transferable.

A conscience cannot be held in escrow. To swear allegiance is to sign your name to answers for questions you have not
yet heard — next year’s war, next decade’s doctrine, the scandal that has not happened yet. No party, church, class,
union, movement, nation, or crowd may cast votes on your behalf in the parliament of your own mind. Whatever else

you give a group — your labor, your dues, your Saturday mornings — the verdicts stay home.



Article II — The grey is where the truth lives.

Black and white are properties of teams, not of the world. Nearly every honest answer begins with 7t depends, and the
work of a serious life is finding out on what. This is not indecision; it is resolution — in the optical sense. The grey is

not a lower conviction. It is a higher resolution.

Article III — Labels are adjectives, never nouns.

Say 7 hold conservative views on this and you have described a position, which evidence can still reach. Say / am a
conservative and you have described a self, which evidence now threatens. The grammar matters: adjectives modify;

nouns possess. Keep every label on a short lease, and let none of them sign its name where yours should go.

Article IV — Belong to people, not to banners.

Love is particular. It attaches to this friend, this table, this street, this stubborn parent — never to an abstraction with a
logo. A banner is loyalty with the faces removed, and it will ask you, sooner or later, to prefer it to the faces. Refuse in

advance. The neighbor is real; the banner is printed.

Article V — Keep company; refuse captivity.

The unjoined life is not the unpeopled life. Sing in the choir, bowl in the league, cook for the shelter, show up to the
funeral and the festival both. Company is a human need; allegiance is merely a habit that grows on it. The test of any

association is simple: does it ask for your hands, or for your verdicts? Give the first freely. Never the second.

Article VI — Opinions are earned one at a time.

Every camp issues its members a package: positions on tax and territory, sex and science, history and hymnody,
bundled and non-negotiable. But truth does not ship in bundles. If all of your opinions can be predicted from any one

of them, they are not opinions. They are a uniform.

Article VII — The enemy you were issued does not exist.

Every camp paints its rival at the far edge of the palette, and the portrait is reliably false: partisans imagine nearly
twice as many extremists across the line as live there, and the most devoted imagine the most. Meet people one at a
time; crowds lie about their members. The monster across the valley is mostly a projection on a shared screen — which

is one more reason to step out of the theater.

Article VIII — Doubt is a discipline.

Certainty is the cheapest thing a group manufactures, and the first thing it hands to new members. Doubt, by contrast,
must be practiced alone and against resistance, like any strength. Hold your beliefs the way a good engineer holds a
bridge: proudly, and with a standing schedule of inspection. If you cannot name the position on which you break with

your own side, you have not inspected; you have only saluted.



Article IX — No permanent friends at the ballot, no permanent masters anywhere.

Vote like a juror: this candidate, this charge, this evidence, this time. Rent out your support cause by cause and year by
year, and make every claimant earn it fresh; nothing corrupts an institution faster than the certainty that you have
nowhere else to go. The unjoined vote is the only one that must still be persuaded — which is precisely why it is the

only one that still governs.

Article X — Exit is sacred.

Judge every fellowship by the grace of its leaving. Whatever meets your departure with shame, shunning, or fear was
never yours to begin with — it zad you. Keep every door ajar: the faith you may yet leave or rejoin, the country you may

yet criticize, the cause you may outgrow. A membership you cannot end is not belonging. It is inventory.

This is not a movement

There is nothing here to join, which is the point and the proof. No list collects your name; no feed wants your follow;
no one is counting converts. This site is unsigned, asks for nothing, and records nothing — no accounts, no cookies, no

analytics, nothing.

If these articles persuade you, they are yours now — to keep, to amend, or to refuse. Test them against your own

judgment, one at a time, the way everything should be tested.

Especially these. Especially here.



The Grey

Identity groups deal in black and white because they must. The world does not oblige them. This essay is about the space

between — what it is, why every camp is built to deny it, and how to hold conviction there without a uniform.

The world is grey

Take any question that actually matters and hold it up to the light. Should this country admit more migrants or fewer?
It depends — on which country, which decade, which labor market, which war next door, and on what you are willing to
trade between compassion at the border and cohesion behind it. Is religion good for people? It depends on the religion,
the person, the alternative, and whether you are measuring charity, cruelty, meaning, or math scores. When may a state
kill? What do parents owe children, or children their aging parents? What is a woman’s right, a worker’s share, a

nation’s debt to its past?

None of these resolve to a color. Each resolves, when it resolves at all, to a conditional — an answer of the form this,
when that, unless the other. This is not a defect of language or a failure of nerve. It is what true answers to complex
questions look like: they carry their conditions with them, the way a bridge design carries its load limits. An answer

with no conditions attached is not a strong answer. It is an untested one.

Real inquiry, in other words, terminates in the grey. Physicists qualify; physicians hedge; good judges write opinions
with exceptions built in, because the world they rule on is made of exceptions. The universal habit of every serious
discipline — law, medicine, engineering, history — is the refusal of the binary. It is worth asking why the universal habit

of every identity group is the reverse.

Teams need black and white

A group, to persist, must solve one problem before all others: where it ends. Borders are what make a group a group —
who is in, who is out, what one must affirm to stand inside. And borders, to be visible, need contrast. A creed of ¢
depends cannot be chanted; a flag of grey cannot be spotted across a battlefield. So every camp — party, sect, class,
scene, nation, fandom — compresses the world into two tones, not because its members are stupid but because its

structure is hungry. Nuance is expensive to police. Binary is cheap to enforce at the gate.

George Orwell, watching this machinery at mid-century, defined nationalism as “the habit of identifying oneself with a
single nation or other unit, placing it beyond good and evil and recognising no other duty than that of advancing its
interests” — and he was careful to say the unit need not be a nation. Any camp will do; the habit is the thing. Once the
self is fused to the unit, information stops arriving as information. It arrives as attack or ammunition. That is the
psychology the Evidence page documents in the laboratory: assign people to a team by coin toss and they begin, within

minutes, to shade the world in the team’s favor — not reporting the grey they see, and then, soon enough, not seeing it.



Black-and-white thinking, in short, is not a bug that groups happen to have. It is border maintenance. The flattening is

the membership fee, paid in perception.

The grey is not the fence

Here the obvious objection arrives, and it deserves a straight answer: isn’t “the grey” just fence-sitting with better

lighting? Both-sides-ism? The timid middle that treats every dispute as six of one?

No — and the difference is worth stating precisely. The fence-sitter refuses to conclude. The grey-dweller refuses to pre-
conclude. The middle, as a position, is just a third camp, and often the laziest one: it decides in advance that the truth
sits equidistant from the loudest voices, which is its own kind of blindness. The grey is not a position on any spectrum.
It is a practice toward all of them — the practice of letting each question keep its conditions, of allowing answers to land
at the far edge when the evidence sends them there. Sometimes honest inquiry ends at what a camp happens to
believe; stopped clocks are right, and worse, sometimes so are parties. The grey-dweller’s conclusions will scatter across
the map. It is the scatter that proves the judging is real. A mind whose verdicts all cluster under one flag has not been

judging. It has been filing.

Nor does the grey mean that nothing is black and white. Some things are: the cruelty of torturing a child, the
wrongness of slavery, the arithmetic of the gas chamber. Call these the settled shores of the grey sea — settled precisely
because inquiry, not membership, settled them, over long argument and at great cost. The grey does not deny the
shores exist. It denies that your camp gets to redraw the coastline for you, marking its enemies’ works as the only

atrocities and its own as regrettable weather.

Walt Whitman put the personal version plainly: “Do I contradict myself? Very well then I contradict myself, (I am
large, I contain multitudes.)” A person examined closely is always a scatter — the devout aunt who reads Darwin, the
union man who owns the shop, the soldier who writes pacifist poetry in the mess. The camps call this incoherence. It is

the opposite. It is what a self looks like when no one has ironed it.

Conviction in the grey

The last suspicion to retire is that the grey is where conviction goes to die — that a person without a banner cannot act,
fight, or build. The truth runs the other way. Consider who actually operates in the grey for a living: the surgeon
weighing a risky resection, the engineer signing a load calculation, the judge sentencing a man who is both guilty and
pitiable. These are not the world’s ditherers. They act — irreversibly, on deadline, under uncertainty — and they can act
well precisely because their picture of the situation has not been simplified for them by a side. Their conviction is
earned per case, which is why it holds up in the storm. Borrowed conviction is loud until the first real test; then it

checks what the group is saying.

And when the group is wrong, the grey turns out to be where courage lives. The laboratory version is almost poetic: in
the conformity experiments described in the Evidence, a lone subject facing a unanimous wrong answer caved a third

of the time — but give him a single ally who spoke the truth, and error collapsed almost to nothing. One unjoined voice,



speaking its own scatter aloud, restored the sight of everyone in the room. That is not fence-sitting. That is the load-

bearing beam.

So: live in the grey. Not as a compromise between the camps, but as the only ground high enough to see over both.
Conclude late, conclude firmly, and sign your conclusions with your own name — no flag gets to countersign. Life is

complex. That is not the bad news. That was never the bad news.



Evidence

The case against sworn allegiance does not rest on temperament. Seventy years of experiments show what group identity does
to perception and reasoning, and the membership rolls of the world’s parties, churches, and unions show what people

everywhere have begun to conclude on their own. The numbers below are cited in _full in the Sources.

Part one: what joining does to a mind

The pull of the unanimous room

In 1951, the psychologist Solomon Asch sat volunteers in a room with seven confederates and asked the group to
match the length of a line — a task so easy that, alone, people erred less than one percent of the time. Then the
confederates began, unanimously, to give the wrong answer. Under that pressure, subjects went along with the visibly

false verdict on 32 percent of trials, and three in four caved at least once.! The finding has been replicated across
2

seventeen countries; the pull is human, not American, and it is stronger where the culture prizes the group more.

Two details matter most. First, many subjects did not report yielding reluctantly; some came to see the lines wrongly —
the room reached in and adjusted the eye. Second, the spell had a cheap antidote: when a single confederate broke
ranks and told the truth, conformity collapsed from 32 percent to about 5.2 The unanimous room is fragile. It takes

one unjoined voice.

Teams from a coin toss

Perhaps people defer to groups that matter — faiths, nations, old loyalties with real content? In 1970, Henri Tajfel
removed the content. He sorted schoolboys into “groups” by trivia — ostensibly their taste for one abstract painter over
another, effectively at random — with no meetings, no leaders, no history, no stakes. Members then divided money
between anonymous others. They favored their meaningless in-group at once; more striking, they often preferred
maximizing the gap between the groups to maximizing what their own side actually received.? Group identity, at its
bare minimum, was already enough to bend fairness — before a single belief, grievance, or anthem had been attached.

Everything a real allegiance adds is added on top of that reflex.

Smart is no defense

The comforting theory is that education inoculates: sharpen the reasoning and the tribe loses its grip. Dan Kahan and
colleagues tested it directly. Given a tricky statistical problem about a skin cream, the most numerate subjects did best,
as expected. Given the identical numbers relabeled as a gun-control study, the most numerate partisans did worst of all
— their skill now deployed to protect the team’s answer, so that ability widened the partisan gap instead of closing it.
Intelligence, joined, becomes the tribe’s lawyer. Related work on deliberation shows the group setting itself radicalizes:
people who talk mainly with their own side drift toward more extreme versions of the side’s view than most members

held going in.®



The mirage across the valley

What the joined mind does to its rivals has now been measured at scale. In a large United States study, partisans on
each side imagined roughly twice as many people with “extreme” views on the other side as surveys actually find there.
The distortion grows with devotion: the most politically engaged hold the most inaccurate pictures of their opponents,
while the politically disengaged are about three times more accurate. Heavy news consumers carry nearly three times
the distortion of occasional readers, and frequent political posters carry more than the silent.” Meanwhile the
temperature keeps rising: the share of American partisans holding a very unfavorable view of the other party climbed
from under a quarter in 1994 to a majority of both parties by 2022, with large majorities of each side calling the other
immoral and dishonest.® Hostility toward a mirage, in other words, increases with exposure to the machinery that

projects it. Eric Hoffer saw the engine seventy years ago: “The less justified a man is in claiming excellence for his own
9

self, the more ready is he to claim all excellence for his nation, his religion, his race or his holy cause.”

The pattern across all four findings is a single mechanism seen from four angles. Allegiance does not merely bias
conclusions; it re-tasks perception, fairness, intellect, and imagination to the group’s defense. The price of the badge is

paid in eyesight.

Part two: the quiet exodus

None of this has escaped notice. Without a slogan or a leader — fittingly — people around the world have been walking
away from formal allegiance for two generations. The warning is old; George Washington used his farewell to caution
“in the most solemn manner against the baneful effects of the spirit of party,” which “agitates the community with ill-
founded jealousies and false alarms” and “kindles the animosity of one part against another.”2® What is new is that the

walking away is now visible in almost every ledger of membership that exists.

Politics. In the United States, a record 45 percent of adults now call themselves political independents — up from 33
percent in 1988, and 18 points clear of either party, each of which is left with 27 percent.!! Nearly half of
independents say they often wish they had more parties to choose from.12 Across Europe, the story is starker because
the baseline was higher: political parties have lost roughly half their absolute membership since 1980; in Britain,

France, and Italy the losses run to a million or more members each; and on average, party members now amount to
13

under 5 percent of national electorates.

The largest political group in America is “none.” Party identification of U.S. adults, Gallup, 1988-2025, percent:

Year Independents Democrats Republicans
1988 33 36 31
2004 31 34 34
2014 43 30 26
2024 43 28 28

2025 45 27 27

10



Faith. Worldwide, the religiously unaffiliated grew by 270 million people between 2010 and 2020, reaching 1.9 billion
— 24.2 percent of humanity — driven not by birthrates (the unaffiliated have few children) but by adults switching out
of the faiths they were raised in.2* In the United States, the unaffiliated have risen from 16 percent of adults in 2007 to
29 percent today,!® and formal congregation membership — a distinct, stricter measure of joining — fell below half the
population in 2020 for the first time in the eight decades it has been tracked, from 70 percent as recently as 1999 to

47 percent.E

Labor and civic life. American union membership has fallen to 10 percent of workers, half its level of 1983.17 The
civic ledger tells the same story at every line: attendance at any public meeting on town or school affairs down from 22
percent to 13 percent in two decades; League of Women Voters membership off 42 percent; Red Cross volunteers off

61 percent — while league bowling fell 40 percent even as the number of bowlers rose 10 percent. People kept bowling.

They stopped enrolling.18

The membership ledgers, then and now. United States, percent of the relevant population:

Measure Earlier Latest
Christians, share of adults (Pew) 78 (2007) 62 (2023-24)
Church, synagogue or mosque

yhagos d 70 (1999) 47 (2020)
membership (Gallup)
Attended a town or school meeting

22 (1973) 13 (1993)

(Putnam)
Union membership (BLS) 20.1(1983) 10.0 (2025)

What the exodus does not prove

Honesty requires two concessions, and this page makes them rather than hiding them. First, the scholars who
assembled the civic numbers — Robert Putnam above all — read them as a /oss, and in one sense they are right: the
leagues and lodges carried friendship, trust, and mutual aid, and nothing has fully replaced them. The unjoining is a
fact, not automatically a triumph; solitude is not the goal, and an unjoined life still requires company, commitment,
and contribution — the Objections page takes this seriously, and the Practice page acts on it. Second, exits have their
own herds: leaving a church because one’s new tribe sneers at churches is just a change of uniform. The numbers above
show that hundreds of millions have found allegiance dispensable. They do not show that all of them found judgment.

That part cannot be measured, because it only happens one person at a time.
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Objections

An argument that has never faced its best opponents is just a mood with footnotes. Here are the seven strongest objections to

the unjoined life, stated as their friends would state them, and answered — with concessions wherever concessions are owed.

1. “Humans are social animals. You are preaching loneliness with extra steps.”

The objection is right about the animal and wrong about the diet. People need company the way they need food — and
allegiance stands to company roughly as salt stands to dinner: found in every cuisine, easy to mistake for the meal,
lethal as the main course. The unjoined life keeps the table full — the choir, the league, the shift at the shelter, the long
friendships — and declines only the oath. Notice that the things that actually feed people in a fellowship (faces,
rhythms, being missed when absent) require no allegiance at all, while the things allegiance adds (enemies, creeds,
border patrol) feed no one. Loneliness is a real epidemic with a real cure, and the cure is presence, not membership. No

one at a deathbed has ever asked for their party card.

Concession owed: unjoining without re-connecting genuinely starves people; the civic data shows what was lost when
the lodges emptied. The answer is to rebuild the tables without the oaths — which is harder than nostalgia and better
than it. The Practice page is about exactly this.

2. “Nothing large gets built without organizations. Cathedrals are not raised by freelancers.”

Correct — and the objection proves less than it seems to. Organization requires coordination: contracts, roles, dues,
deadlines. It does not require fusion — the merger of self with institution that turns members into antibodies. A
hospital coordinates hundreds of strangers every night without any of them pledging their soul to it; the arrangement
is explicit, bounded, and revocable, which is precisely why it works. The unjoined can sign contracts, pay dues, keep
commitments, and show up for twenty years. What they withhold is the escrow of judgment — and history suggests the
withholding %elps the institution, because every organization’s worst disasters were approved unanimously, in rooms

where no one’s exit was believable.

Concession owed: some victories — abolition, suffrage, the eight-hour day — were won by movements whose members
burned with exactly the fusion this site declines, and it would be revisionism to pretend otherwise. Two things are still
true: those movements were corrected by their internal dissenters, the members who could still see the cause’s faults;
and a tactic that wins wars is not therefore a way to live. If you must join to build the thing, join like an adult —

judgment on, exit intact — and leave the uniform at the site gate when the thing is built.
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3.“Non-joiner’ is just another identity. You have founded the club of people who refuse clubs.”

The sharpest objection, and the site’s design answers it before the text does: there is deliberately nothing here to join —
no list, no forum, no badge, no name for adherents, nothing to defend at a border. Unjoining is a practice, not a
position; it is to memberships what fasting is to meals, and no one mistakes a fast for a cuisine. The test is operational.
A club of non-joiners would have insiders, heretics, and a tone; a practice has only practitioners, who owe each other
nothing and may never meet. And should the practice ever curdle into a scene — merch, martyrs, a schism — the

doctrine is self-cleaning: leave that too. Groucho’s telegram is the constitution, and its only article is resignation.

Concession owed: the sorting reflex is strong enough that others will assign you the label even if you never wear it.

Let them. What others call you is weather; what you swear is climate.

4. “Some things are black and white. Your grey is a hall pass for cowardice.”

Some things are black and white — the settled shores — and nothing here says otherwise. The grey is not the claim that
every question is open; it is the refusal to let a team decide which ones are closed. Watch what actually happens to
moral clarity inside a camp: it becomes directional. The joined conscience fires reliably at the enemy’s atrocities and
jams at its own side’s, like a smoke alarm wired to ignore fires in the kitchen. That is not clarity; it is targeting. The
unjoined conscience is the one still free to call cruelty by its name wherever it occurs — which is why, when the

unanimous room goes wrong, the correction so often comes from someone standing slightly outside it.

Concession owed: none, actually — but a warning in its place. The grey can be counterfeited by the timid, worn as
camouflage by people who simply fear commitment. The genuine article concludes — late, firmly, sometimes radically.

If your “nuance” never ends in a verdict, it isn’t nuance. It’s parking.

5.“You free-ride. You enjoy roads, rights, and weekends that joiners bled for.”

The debt is real and should be named without squirming: the eight-hour day was won by unions, the franchise by
suffragists, the civil liberties in daily use by people who marched under banners. But look at what the debt actually
obliges. A person repays the builders of a road by paying the toll and maintaining it — not by worshipping asphalt. The
obligation runs to contribution, not to allegiance: fund, volunteer, testify, show up, strike if the cause is just. All of that is
open to the unjoined; every article of the Practice assumes it. What the free-rider critique cannot establish is that the
marchers’ oaths were the operative ingredient rather than their numbers, courage, and organization — and the historical
record of oath-bound movements that curdled (every revolution’s second decade) suggests the oath was the least

reliable part of the recipe.
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6. “Opting out is a luxury. The powerful can afford independence; the vulnerable need the union, the

party, the congregation.”

The most serious objection on the list, because it is half right. Where a person’s safety depends on collective muscle —
the mill town, the minority faith under pressure, the workforce facing the algorithm alone — solidarity is not a lifestyle
choice, and this site does not sneer at it. Note also that the machinery sometimes taxes independence outright: in the
United States, fifteen states bar registered independents from the primaries their taxes fund — 17.6 million voters
locked out of the contests that, in safe districts, effectively decide the office. The rules themselves can put a price on the

unjoined vote.

But observe what the objection concedes: it defends joining as a too/ under duress, priced case by case — which is
precisely this site’s position, Article V applied. A tool argument is not an identity argument; the union card that
protects your wage does not need your worldview, and the moment it demands one, something other than protection is
being purchased. The vulnerable, if anything, have the most to lose from fusion, because institutions bank fused
members’ support and spend it elsewhere — a loyalty they no longer must earn is a subsidy paid by the loyal.
Independence is not a luxury good. It is a bargaining position, and it is the cheapest one, because its only cost is the

badge.

7. “Commitment is what makes life meaningful. Your ‘sacred exit’ corrodes marriage, friendship,

citizenship — everything worth having.”

This objection mistakes the target. The deepest commitments run to particulars — this spouse, this child, this friend,
this parcel of land with the leaning fence — and Article IV does not merely permit them,; it is about them. A wedding
vow binds one named person to another, face to face; it is the opposite of allegiance to an abstraction, which binds a
person to a logo and lets the logo redefine the terms. No one’s marriage requires them to believe the guild’s position on
tariffs. As for exit: its sanctity is what makes staying mean something. A marriage endures because two people keep
choosing it over a door that visibly exists; a hostage’s fidelity impresses no one. The associations that fear the open
door are telling you what they know about themselves — and the ones worth your decades are precisely those that

could survive it, and do.

Concession owed: a life of pure optionality, sampling everything and vowing nothing, is its own well-documented
misery. The unjoined life is not that. It is a life whose vows are chosen singly, addressed to faces, and renewed rather

than presumed — fewer oaths, kept harder.

If an objection is missing from this page, it is missing because it has not yet been met, not because it has been dodged.

Take the strongest one you know and test the articles against it. That test — not agreement — is what this site is for.
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Practice

Principles that never reach the calendar are decoration. What follows is the unjoined life as a craft — specific, repeatable, and

small enough to start today. None of it requires anyone’s permission, which is rather the point.

The mind

Run the letterhead test. Take a belief you hold with feeling and imagine the identical claim arriving on the stationery
of the other side — same words, same numbers, different sender. If your confidence moves, you have learned something
important: you were reading the letterhead, not the letter. The laboratory version of this test is what caught the

brightest partisans reasoning worst; the home version is free and takes a minute.

Keep one live heresy per affection. For every camp whose company you enjoy — profession, faith, scene, family
political tradition — maintain at least one considered position on which you break with it, and be able to argue it. This
is not contrarianism; it is proof of ownership, the way a signature proves a painting isn’t a print. A mind with no

heresies has stopped judging and started filing.

Audit the bundle annually. List ten of your opinions. Ask of each: did I reach this, or was it 7ssued to me — included in
a package deal, like the sports channel that comes with the news? You will find some passengers. Interview them one at
a time; keep those that can explain their presence, and let the rest go without a farewell party. Opinions, like

everything else here, are earned singly or not at all.

Say “it depends,” then finish the sentence. The phrase is not an exit from the conversation; it is the entrance to the
real one. /t depends — on these three things, and here is how I weigh them. Practiced this way, the grey is more rigorous

than the binary, not less: anyone can memorize a verdict, but conditions must be understood.

The feed

Treat ambient outrage as secondhand smoke. The perception-gap research is unambiguous: the heaviest news
consumers hold pictures of their opponents nearly three times more distorted than occasional readers, and the
politically disengaged are three times more accurate than the devoted. Distortion, in other words, scales with exposure.
Ration accordingly: fewer takes, more documents; fewer highlights of the enemy’s worst, more contact with the

median.

Meet the median, not the mascot. Every feed profits by showing you the other side’s most alarming ten percent, the
way a zoo poster shows the tiger mid-roar. Correct the sample deliberately: read one full primary source a week — a bill,
a ruling, a sermon, an earnings call — instead of coverage of it, and talk to one actual person where the poster used to

be. The mirage does not survive contact.
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Post as a person, not as a franchise. Before publishing, apply one filter: could a reader guess my whole worldview from
this? If every post is predictable from the last, you have become a franchise outlet of someone else’s brand — identical

menu, local signage. Publish your scatter. It is the most subversive thing a feed can carry.

The ballot

Vote like a juror. A juror who announced loyalty to the prosecution would be removed before lunch; the standard for
your vote should not be lower. Candidate by candidate, charge by charge, election by election — and make each
claimant open its case fresh. Where you live under party-list systems, the same discipline applies one level up: judge the

list, this cycle, on delivery.

Know your local price of independence. In some jurisdictions the rules tax the unjoined — most bluntly the closed
primaries of several American states, which lock millions of independents out of the contests that matter. Learn your
system’s actual mechanics and decide with open eyes: register instrumentally where you must, as one rents a car
without marrying the rental company, and support rule reforms — open primaries, nonpartisan redistricting — that

lower the toll for everyone.

Never sign away a future vote. Pledges, straight tickets, and “I could never vote for X” declarations are all the same
instrument: a promissory note drawn on evidence you have not seen. Decline to issue them. The unpledged vote is the

only one politicians must keep earning — scarcity is its entire power, and yours.

The room

Be the second voice. The most practical finding in seventy years of conformity research: one dissenter collapses the
unanimous room’s power from 32 percent to 5. You will rarely be the first voice — being first is expensive and rare —
but you can almost always be the second, the one who says “actually, I saw it too.” Budget for it: one act of public
disagreement per meeting where it is warranted. It is the cheapest courage there is, and it restores everyone else’s

eyesight at no charge to them.

Answer sorting questions in the grey. “So are you left or right?” “Are you religious?” “Which side are you on?” These
are not questions; they are intake forms. You are entitled to answer in sentences instead of checkboxes: on trade, this;
on speech, that; ask me issue by issue. Some interlocutors will find this exhausting. They were shopping for an ally, not a

conversation, and it is useful to learn that early.

Wear adjectives; introduce yourself with verbs. In bios, small talk, and self-description, notice the reflex to reach
for nouns — I'm a progressive, a trad, a founder, a fan — and swap in what you actually do and think. Labels are

adjectives, and even adjectives deserve probation.
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The company

Attend everything; enroll sparingly. Go to the festival, the shiva, the match, the potluck, the protest whose cause
you have examined. Presence is the whole vitamin; enrollment adds only the salt. Where membership is the honest
price of something you value — the co-op, the union, the congregation that runs the food bank — pay it as Article V

directs: hands in, verdicts home, door ajar.

Build tables, not tents. A tent has an inside and an outside and a flap someone guards; a table has seats. When you
host — and the unjoined should host constantly, precisely because no organization will do it for them — set tables: the
reading group with no required conclusions, the dinner where both letterheads eat. The lodges that emptied took real
warmth with them; the repair is not re-enlistment but hospitality, which is community’s active ingredient sold without

the packaging.

Keep vows to faces. Marry, if you marry, a person and not a merger of families’ politics. Promise your friends decades,
and deliver. The unjoined life is not commitment-phobic; it is commitment-precise — fewer oaths, addressed to faces,

kept harder. No banner will sit with you in the hospital. Someone from the table might.

None of these practices is a membership requirement, because there is no membership. Adopt three, adapt five, refuse
the rest — refusal being, here, a form of fluency. The craft is judged like any craft: not by purity, but by whether the

work — the mind, the ballot, the table — comes out better.
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A Short History of Not Joining

The unjoined have no lineage, which is proper — a genealogy of non-joiners would be a membership roll, and the whole point
would drown in its own filing system. What they have instead is a constellation: points of light with no connection except that

each one burned on its own fuel. Here are a few of the brighter stars.

Begin in Athens, fourth century BCE, with a man living in a large ceramic jar. Diogenes of Sinope had been exiled from
his city — the ancient world’s severest unjoining, inflicted rather than chosen — and converted the sentence into a
philosophy. Asked where he came from, he gave an answer with no precedent in a world where identity was civic
enrollment: “I am a citizen of the world.” The word he coined, kosmopolités, is usually remembered as a boast of broad
belonging. Read in place, it is the opposite — a polite refusal to be filed. Athens sorted men by deme and tribe the way a
modern form sorts by checkbox, and Diogenes returned the form blank. He paid a jar’s rent for the privilege, which

tells you the price was real and that he had done the arithmetic.

Nineteen centuries of guild, parish, and fealty later — systems in which not joining was not eccentricity but civil death
— a French magistrate climbed into a tower and shut the door. Michel de Montaigne had spent his life amid the French
wars of religion, an era that presented every soul with a two-box form: Catholic or Huguenot, and the wrong checkbox
could be fatal by geography. His response was to invent a literary form — the essay, from essaz, an attempt — whose very
grammar refuses the creed. A creed says we believe; an essay says let me try. His motto, Que sais-je? — what do [ know? —
was carved not on a banner but on a personal medallion, conviction sized for one. While the leagues massacred each
other in certainty, the tower produced the modern West’s most durable manual of the grey. It is not a coincidence that
the form he invented is the form this site is written in; every essayist since has been living in Montaigne’s tower

without paying him rent, which he — believing no idea should be anyone’s property — would likely have approved.

Amsterdam, 1656: the Talmud Torah congregation issued against twenty-three-year-old Baruch Spinoza the fiercest
writ of expulsion in its records, and the young lens-grinder’s response was silence, followed by the calmest shelf of
books in the history of metaphysics. The sequel is the instructive part. Seventeen years later, the Elector Palatine
offered him a professorship at Heidelberg — prestige, salary, a chair, a side. Spinoza declined by return of letter, and his
stated reason deserves its fame: “I do not know the limits, within which the freedom of my philosophical teaching
would be confined, if I am to avoid all appearance of disturbing the publicly established religion.” He had been thrown
out of one institution and was now refusing to be thrown into another, having noticed that the two operations threaten
the same organ. He kept grinding lenses — a man who declined every uniform, manufacturing clearer sight for

strangers, which is as close as history comes to writing its own metaphors.

The eighteenth century supplies the constellation’s least likely star: a head of state. George Washington, retiring from
an office he could have kept for life, spent his farewell warning the republic “in the most solemn manner against the
baneful effects of the spirit of party” — faction as arsonist, agitating “the community with ill-founded jealousies and
false alarms.” The warning was ignored with historic speed; the first party system was already assembling itself around
his own cabinet, like weather forming around a mountain that has asked the sky for calm. But note what the episode
proves: the critique of allegiance is not a loser’s consolation. It came, at least once, from the man holding the largest

banner ever offered to an individual, at the moment he set it down.
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The nineteenth century moved the scene indoors, to a Norwegian bath-town with contaminated water. Henrik Ibsen’s
An Enemy of the People stages the unjoined life as civic drama: Dr. Stockmann discovers the town’s profitable spa is
poisoned, expects gratitude, and is instead voted an enemy of the people by a compact majority protecting its season’s
bookings. His closing discovery — “the strongest man in the world is he who stands most alone” — is the constellation’s
most quoted line, and it must be handled with tongs, because Ibsen was too honest to write a saint. Stockmann is also
vain, rash, and half in love with his own martyrdom; by the last act he is drafting plans to educate the town’s children
into an elite of free spirits — recruiting, in short. The play knows what its hero does not: the standing-alone can curdle

into a pose, and the pose is just one more costume. It remains the best cautionary label ever attached to the product.

The twentieth century, which perfected the mass movement, also perfected its refusal. Simone Weil — who had
marched with anarchists in Spain and worked the line at Renault, no armchair abstainer — spent part of her last year of
life writing On the Abolition of All Political Parties, an essay whose title is not a metaphor. Her indictment has the
precision of an engineer’s failure report: a party is “a machine to generate collective passions,” “an organisation
designed to exert collective pressure upon the minds of all its individual members,” and a thing whose “first objective
and also the ultimate goal ... is its own growth, without limit.” The member who swore to judge every question by justice
and truth alone, she observed, would be expelled for saying so — proof that the machine’s real product is what she
called “mendacity at the very centre of his soul.” George Orwell, her contemporary, filed the companion report on

nationalism — the habit of placing one’s unit “beyond good and evil” — having watched, in Spain, his own side’s press

invent battles that never happened. Both had been 77; that is why their testimony convicts.

And in Prague, 1978, a playwright found the constellation’s most ordinary star: a greengrocer. Vaclav Havel’s The
Power of the Powerless opens with him — a man who places in his shop window, between the onions and carrots, the
sign “Workers of the world, unite!” Havel’s question is the essay’s engine: does the greengrocer believe it? Of course
not; nor does anyone who reads it. The sign’s actual message, Havel writes, is “I am obedient and therefore I have the
right to be left in peace” — allegiance displayed as rent, paid to no one in particular, extracted by everyone at once. The
dissident’s whole program, which Havel called “living in truth,” begins with the smallest unjoining on record: one man
taking one sign out of one window. Within a dozen years the system that ran on those signs was gone, and the

greengrocer’s window is now the sharpest available instrument for reading a social-media bio.

What should a reader take from the constellation? Not heroes; the unjoined make poor icons, and half of them would
have crossed the street to avoid the other half — Diogenes mocking Washington’s ceremony, Weil fasting through
Montaigne’s dinner party. That discord is the finding. Across twenty-four centuries, climates, and temperaments,
minds with nothing in common — a beggar, a magistrate, a lens-grinder, a general, a mystic, a greengrocer — kept
arriving at the same small refusal by entirely separate roads. Movements need founders, and this one has none. It does

not even have members. It has only precedents — which is all it needs.

Every text quoted in this essay — with editions, dates, and links — is documented in the Sources.
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The Package Deal

Ask why a person’s view on capital gains predicts their view on pipeline permits, pandemic policy, and the interpretation of a
novel, and you have asked the strangest question in public life. There is no philosophical thread connecting these positions.

There s only a supplier.

An industry standard

Consider what a party platform, a denomination’s catechism, or a scene’s unwritten code actually is, commercially
speaking: a bundle. Positions on trade, borders, energy, criminal sentencing, family law, and the meaning of history —
issues with no logical dependency on one another — are packaged and priced as a unit, take-all-or-leave-all. The nearest
business model is the old cable-television bundle, and the resemblance is not decorative; it is structural. Nobody
wanted two hundred channels. The bundle existed because it was efficient for the seller: it moved weak products on the
strength of strong ones, simplified billing, and made every household’s subscription identical and therefore cheap to
service. Replace “channels” with “positions” and the sentence survives intact. A movement cannot mobilize millions
around forty separate judgments; it can mobilize them around one membership. The bundle is not a conspiracy. It is a

logistics solution — for the logistics of someone else.

The tell is that the bundles reshuffle. Positions migrate between packages from decade to decade — a stance on free
trade, on war powers, on state surveillance will appear in one party’s bundle in one generation and the rival’s in the
next, the way a channel jumps carriers when a contract lapses. The positions did not change their truth values in
transit. They changed suppliers. Anyone whose convictions completed the same migration on the same schedule has
learned something uncomfortable about who was doing their believing. If your opinions travel in a flock, it is worth

checking whether they are your opinions, or the flock’s.

What bundling does to thought

The package deal has a second-order effect worse than its contents: it deactivates the faculty that would have evaluated
the contents. Once the bundle is adopted, each new question arrives pre-answered — the subscriber needs only to
check what the package includes this season. Simone Weil, watching the machinery up close, identified the resulting
condition as “mendacity at the very centre of his soul”: the member half-knows the answer was issued rather than
earned, and must spend real cognitive effort not knowing it more clearly. The laboratory evidence agrees — partisans
reason most poorly precisely where the bundle has pre-committed them, and the most able reasoners defend the

bundle best. Skill, once enrolled, works for the supplier.

There is also an arithmetic problem, rarely stated plainly. The probability that one supplier holds the correct position
on forty independent questions is, to a first approximation, zero. Every bundle is therefore certainly wrong somewhere

— the only open question is where, and the subscription’s terms forbid asking. A reader who accepts this paragraph’s
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arithmetic has already conceded the manifesto’s sixth article; the rest is inventory management.

The unbundling, and its counterfeit

Industries built on bundles end the same way: unbundling, from below. Recorded music was sold as albums until it was
sold as songs; television until it was sold as streams; newsprint until it was sold as articles. Belief is late to unbundle
because its distributors do not invoice in money — they invoice in belonging, a currency with no competing mint. But
the ledgers say the run on the bank has begun: the parties, pews, and lodges are emptying in every established

democracy, and the leavers are not converting to a rival bundle. They are going a la carte.

Two honest warnings complete the picture. First, a la carte is work — forty questions, forty investigations — and no one
completes it; the grown-up version is triage with open books: investigate what you can, suspend what you cannot, and
never mistake the suspension for an answer. An honest / have not examined this is worth more than a bundle’s confident
error, in exactly the way an empty ledger line is worth more than a forged one. Second, beware the counterfeit
unbundling: the algorithmic feed also promises freedom from the package, then quietly assembles a new one from your
clicks — a bundle with a sample size of you, sold back as taste. The test of genuine unbundling is the same as ever: can
your next conclusion surprise your last one? A mind shopping a la carte produces a scatter. Anything tidier is a

subscription, whoever prints the invoice.
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On Flags

A flag is a marvel of compression: a nation, a faith, a team, a cause — centuries of argument — rendered at a resolution of two

or three colors, legible at a kilometer. The engineering question worth asking is what got compressed out.

What survives compression is the border: this side, that side, visible through smoke. What is lost is everything else —
every internal dispute, every dissenting member, every conditional clause. This is not an accident of textile technology.
A flag legible at a kilometer is designed at the resolution of an army, and it performs the same service for every
organization that flies one: it replaces a crowd of particular people with a single unambiguous shape. Compression is
the product. Sixty thousand people in a stadium wearing the same two colors have, for the afternoon, agreed to be one

thing — which is precisely the transaction, and precisely the cost.

The stadium, at least, prices honestly: the jersey comes off at the final whistle, and everyone knows the agreement was
for the afternoon. The instructive cases are the flags that do not come off — and the twentieth century produced a
perfect instrument for reading them. In Vaclav Havel’s Prague, a greengrocer places in his window the sign Workers of
the world, unite! — supplied by headquarters, displayed between the onions and the carrots. Havel’s analysis turns on
one observation: the sign’s text is not its message. No one, including the greengrocer, reads the words. The display 7zself
is the message, and it says: / am obedient and therefore I have the right to be left in peace. The sign is rent, paid in symbols;

the semiotics textbooks would call it phatic — communication whose entire content is the fact of itself.

Now perform Havel’s reading on the present. The profile frame added in the week everyone added one; the pin worn to
the meeting where its absence would be noticed; the yard sign in the neighborhood where every yard has one; the bio
line listing, in approved order, the causes and the flags-as-emoji; the black square posted on the day of squares. Run
each through the greengrocer’s window and ask, honestly, what proportion of the content is the stated cause and what
proportion is [ am in compliance; do not audit me. The answer will vary by case — some declarations are paid for in real
risk, and those are a different genus entirely; a flag raised where flags are punished is the second voice, not the sign. But
the diagnostic is uncomfortable because it is accurate. Most flag-display happens exactly where it costs nothing and its

absence costs something — which is the greengrocer’s arithmetic to the decimal.

Two features of symbol-allegiance deserve particular suspicion. First, flags are contracts signed in a currency you do
not control. The wearer of a symbol has delegated its meaning to whoever commands it next; the pin that meant one
thing at breakfast can mean another by the evening news, and the wearer is enrolled in the revision without being
consulted — like a signature on a document that headquarters may amend after signing. This is allegiance’s general
structure made visible: the banner outsources not just your judgment but your retroactive judgment. Second, flags
invert the honest order of communication. A sentence exposes its author to reply; a flag does not converse, it classifies
— it tells the viewer which pre-existing file to put you in, and files, as the sorting machines know, are where thinking

goes to be stored unread.

None of this condemns the objects. Cloth is innocent; so are lapels, and so is the impulse — older than writing — to
mark what one loves. The unjoined windowsill is not bare: it holds photographs of particular faces, the pennant of the

town where you were a child, tokens of the particular loves that no committee can revise, because no committee issued
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them. The test for any symbol you are about to display is the greengrocer’s, run in reverse: if this cost me something,
would I still put it up? If it cost me nothing, why am I putting it up? A symbol that survives both questions is probably

love. Everything else is signage — and someone else holds the copyright.
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A Field Guide to Recruiters

Recruitment is rarely a man with a clipboard. It is an ambient technology, refined over centuries and lately automated, and
1ts first principle is that enrollment must not feel like enrollment. What follows is a field guide: seven common species, their

identifying marks, and the countermeasure for each. As with birds, the skill is not rarity of sighting but speed of recognition.

No. 1 - The Census Box

Habitat: forms, surveys, onboarding flows

The oldest species. A document requires you to have exactly one religion, one ethnicity, one political lean, one gender
of interest, chosen from a printed list — and quietly teaches that a person s a stack of checked boxes. The box is not
curious about you; it is formatting you for a database, the way a cookie cutter is curious about dough. Identifying
mark: the absence of a second axis — no how much, no in what sense, no since when. Countermeasure: answer what the
form needs and refuse the metaphysics. You are the entity filling the form, never the row it produces. Where a margin

exists, write in it.

No. 2 - The Quiz

Habitat: feeds, dinner parties, first dates

Which side are you on? Left or right? Cat person or dog person? Which house, which type, which generation? The quiz flatters
as it files: it offers the pleasure of being known at the price of being sorted, and its results are its recruitment — once told
what you are, you begin, measurably, to act the type. The personality industry runs this species at commercial scale,
four letters at a time. Identifying mark: the result is a noun, and the noun has merchandise. Countermeasure:

answer in sentences. The interlocutor shopping for an ally will move on; the one worth keeping will lean in.

No. 3 - The Starter Pack

Habitat: new scenes, new jobs, new faiths, group chats

Arrive anywhere and the pack is presented: the approved vocabulary, the beverages, the enemies, the ironic opinions
pre-ironized. It is hospitality and uniform fitting in one gesture, which is what makes it effective — refusing it feels like
refusing a gift. But note what is being handed over: a complete bundle of conclusions, sized extra-small to fit anyone.
Identifying mark: speed. Real conviction takes years; the pack installs in a weekend. Countermeasure: accept the
coffee, decline the enemies. Belonging that cannot survive your keeping your own adjectives was never on offer — only

billing was.

No. 4 - The Enemy Alert

Habitat: every screen, around the clock
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The most heavily automated species. Nothing enrolls like alarm: look what they said, look what they did, they are coming
for you. The alert does not ask you to join anything — it merely shows you the other side’s worst ten percent on a loop
until a side forms around your pulse. This is recruitment by cortisol, and the feed’s economics guarantee supply,
because your alarm is its inventory. Identifying mark: urgency without a deadline; fury without a form to fill.
Countermeasure: ration the dose and audit the sample. The median member of any group is duller and kinder than

the specimen chosen for your outrage — by roughly a factor of two.

No. 5 - The Loyalty Program

Habitat: brands, platforms, parties

Points, tiers, streaks, statuses; member pricing; early access for the enrolled. Harmless at the coffee shop, the
mechanism deserves respect for its ambition elsewhere: it converts switching into loss, so that leaving costs not just the
thing but the accumulated self attached to the thing. Parties run it with seniority and access; platforms with followers
that do not transfer; sects with salvation, the ultimate non-portable balance. Identifying mark: your exit is priced in
things you can only spend by staying. Countermeasure: value every membership at what it costs to leave, not what it

pays to stay. Sunk loyalty is the recruiter’s favorite arithmetic error.

No. 6 - The Ritual Ratchet

Habitat: initiations, oaths, first public statements

The species with the deepest literature. Make the recruit do something — chant, march, wear, post, sacrifice — and the
deed recruits the mind to justify it; each repetition tightens the ratchet, and the larger the initial cost, the harder the
mind works to believe the cause deserved it. This is why serious movements prefer expensive initiations, and why the
first public statement of a position is the real enrollment — retreat now costs face. Identifying mark: the request to
perform belief before examining it. Countermeasure: keep first performances private and cheap. Write the view in a

notebook before wearing it in a window; notebooks charge no exit fee.

No. 7 - The Anti-Recruiter

Habitat: wherever the others have failed

The rarest and best-camouflaged species: the recruiter who opens with don’t join them — or, in the advanced morph,
don’t join anyone. Contrarian brands, “free-thinker” scenes, communities of the disillusioned: each offers unjoining as a
package, with a starter pack and enemies included. The reader will notice the present site matches several field marks,
which is why its architecture was audited first: no list, no forum, no name for adherents, nothing to defend.
Identifying mark: the word we applied to people whose only common property is a refusal. Countermeasure: the

same as for every species. If this page ever asks for your name, leave this too.

A closing note on temperament. The field guide is not a call to paranoia; most of the people operating these machines
are not villains but subscribers, recruited by the machinery they now maintain. The stance that works is a birder’s, not
a soldier’s: alert, amused, notebook out. Recruitment survives on going unnoticed. Noticing is, all by itself, most of the

freedom.
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Twelve Questions, Answered in Grey

The Grey argues that true answers carry their conditions with them. Here is the argument performed rather than stated:
twelve questions on which the camps issue uniforms, each answered in the grey — not with a verdict, but with the conditions

an honest verdict would have to weigh. The answers are deliberately unfinished. Finishing them is not this site’s job; it is yours.

1. Is immigration good for a country?

It depends on the country’s labor market, the migrants’ skills, the rate of arrival against the pace of absorption, the
state’s capacity to teach language and credential work, and which residents you ask — the consumer who gains, the
worker who competes, the migrant who arrives. Economists find aggregate gains and contested local wage effects;
sociologists find integration succeeds or fails by policy, not slogan. Any answer without a rate, a skill mix, and a time

horizon in it is a flag, not a finding.

2. Is religion good for people?

Which religion, practiced how, compared to what? The empirical record shows congregational life correlating with
longevity, charity, and sobriety; it also records inquisitions, and the sword. The believer must weigh what practice does
to conduct against what certainty does to inquiry; the atheist must weigh what was lost when the pews emptied and
what has actually replaced them. The grey position is not agnosticism about God — it is precision about which effects, on

whom, under which conditions.

3. Should speech be free?

Freer than the censors want and less consequence-free than the provocateurs claim. The conditions: who holds the
power to define “harm” tomorrow, whether counter-speech can actually reach the audience the falsehood reached,
whether the restriction’s enforcement will land on the powerful or merely the unpopular. History’s steady finding is

that speech rules are eventually administered by people the rule-writers did not expect. Draft accordingly.

4. Is capitalism just?

Compared to which implemented alternative, measured on which margin? Markets have lifted more people from
subsistence than any other arrangement on record; they also price things — attention, childhood, forests — that
societies keep discovering they did not mean to sell. The serious question is never capitalism-yes-or-no but which
markets, how fenced, with what floor under the losers. Every existing economy already answers in the grey; only the

rhetoric is binary.

5. Should you eat meat?

The conditions: the animal’s life, the farm’s practice, the alternative’s real footprint, your body, your budget, and how
much weight suffering you cannot see should carry against custom you can taste. Reasonable people land everywhere

from feedlot to vegan, but note the pattern this site exists to flag: most people’s answer matches their table’s, not their
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reasoning’s. Whatever you conclude, conclude it — don’t inherit it seasoned.

6. Are men and women different beyond biology?

The distributions overlap enormously and their tails differ; culture amplifies, suppresses, and redirects; and almost
every claim in the field describes averages while almost every use of the claims targets individuals — which is the
central error. The grey answer: differences exist, are smaller than the sorting machines profit from pretending, and

license precisely no conclusion about the particular person in front of you, who is not a distribution.

7. Was the empire / the revolution / the war justified?

Insert your country’s tender case; every country has one, which is itself the datum. The honest method: hold the gains
and the graves in the same ledger, resist the accountant who works for the flag, and notice that “justified” hides three
questions — was it right then, by whose lights, and what follows now? Nations that cannot answer in the grey answer in

monuments, and then in textbook wars.

8. Is technology making life better?

Which technology, for whom, on what timescale, and who is measuring? Vaccines and video calls sit in the same
century as engagement-farmed outrage; the same device delivers your mother’s voice and your daily enemy. The unit of
honest analysis is never “technology” — it is this tool, this incentive structure, this default setting. Anyone selling a

verdict on the whole category is selling membership in one of the two oldest clubs: the futurists and the pastoralists.

9. Should drugs be legal?

Which drug, in which delivery system, under whose distribution — criminal, corporate, or clinical? The ledger has
entries from Portugal’s decriminalization and from the opioid invoices of licensed firms; prohibition fills prisons, and
commercial liberation hires marketers. The grey holds both: the war was a failure and the market has no conscience.

Policy that pretends either half away is a uniform with a position sewn on.

10. Do nations owe repair for historical wrongs?

The conditions: the wrong’s documentation, the beneficiaries’ traceability, the repair’s form — cash, land, institutions,
truth-telling — and whether the payment closes the account or opens a permanent agency with growth incentives of its
own. Between “the past is past” and “the debt is infinite” lies the entire habitable zone, and every serious settlement in

history — however imperfect — was drafted there, in clauses, by people willing to be despised by both camps.

11. Is the climate crisis an emergency?

The physics is not grey; the ice does not caucus. What remains grey — and where the uniforms do the most damage — is
everything downstream: which energy sources, at what speed, who pays the transition’s bill, how to weigh present
poverty against future flood. Treating the physics as a party badge has produced the strangest artifact in public life:

thermometer readings with approval ratings. Read the instruments; argue the response.
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12.Is living in the grey exhausting?

Yes. Conditions attached: less exhausting than maintaining a self that must not notice things, cheaper than the
subscription, and — like every strength — heavier the first year than the tenth. The grey is a load-bearing practice, and

loads are real. So are the alternatives’ invoices, which arrive later, itemized in eyesight.

A note on method, since this page will annoy both kinds of reader: the partisan will find it evasive, and the cynic will
find it earnest. The conditions listed above are not fence-sitting — the fence is a third camp — they are the work order
for an honest verdict. On several of these questions this site’s unnamed author holds settled, unhedged conclusions,
reached by exactly this method. They are not printed here, and the omission is the entire point: a verdict you inherit is

worth nothing, and one you build survives weather. The work order is transferable. The verdicts never were.
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The Empty Lodge

This site’s ledger of the great unjoining reads, from one angle, as vindication. This essay is written from the other angle,

because the other angle is true too: the lodges held something besides allegiance, and when they emptied, it spilled.

Be precise about what the numbers mourn. When Robert Putnam counted the collapsing leagues and lodges, he was
not counting ideology; he was counting practice — casseroles delivered, coffins carried, minutes taken, strangers turned
by repetition into people who would notice your absence. Sociology’s dry term is social capital, but the nearest true
description is infrastructure: trust, like water, arrives through unglamorous pipes laid long before you needed them.
The lodge, the parish supper, the union hall, the choir — these were the pipes. The data says they are rusting in every
established democracy, and honest accounting says the unjoined bear part of the maintenance bill, because some of the

water was ours.

The mistake is to read the rust as proof that the oaths were the pipes. Disassemble what a functioning lodge actually
delivered and the parts sort cleanly into two bins. Bin one: presence on a schedule, faces that recur, work done side by
side, being missed. Bin two: the creed, the hierarchy, the blackball, the boundary against the town’s other lodge.
Everything in bin one is what fed people. Everything in bin two is what this site declines — and notice that bin two was
not the price of bin one so much as a parasite on it, the way a toll booth is not the road. The proof is empirical: the
potluck, the pickup game, the volunteer shift, and the funeral all deliver bin one at full strength with bin two empty.
Company and allegiance were always separable. The lodges simply never had a reason to separate them, and then the

century did.

But here the honest essay must turn on its own comfort, because the separation has a cost the manifesto’s cheerful
version skips. Bin two — the creed, the roster, the obligation — was also the lodge’s flywheel. Oaths automated
attendance. The member showed up in February, in rain, in a bad mood, because membership had removed the nightly
decision to show up; obligation was the mechanism that carried presence across the stretches where appetite fails. The
unjoined life keeps the appetite and discards the mechanism, and the result is visible in every ledger: the same
modernity that emptied the lodges reports an epidemic of loneliness, and the freed evenings did not migrate to
spontaneous fellowship. They migrated to the screen, where a simulation of bin one is available without the weather —
faces that recur, on a schedule, who do not notice your absence because they cannot see you. It is the lodge with the

nutrition removed: company’s packaging, allegiance’s business model, the feed’s enemies included at no charge.

So the repair cannot be nostalgia — re-swearing the oaths to restart the flywheel — and cannot be nothing, It has to be
engineered replacement: presence, put back on a schedule by a mechanism other than allegiance. The mechanism exists,
and it is older than the lodges: the standing invitation. The dinner that happens every first Friday whether or not
anyone confirms; the reading table at the same café, same hour, argued about by whoever arrives; the run, the repair
night, the language exchange — the recurring, ownerless, creedless commitment, anchored to a calendar instead of a
creed. Sociology calls the venues third places; the Practice page calls the craft tables, not tents. What matters is the
load-bearing detail: recurrence without membership. No roster, so no border to patrol; a rhythm, so no nightly decision
to fail. The flywheel, rebuilt out of hospitality instead of obligation — hosted by someone, owned by no one, joinable by

walking in, leavable by not.
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This is the unjoined life’s least glamorous duty and its most falsifiable claim. Anyone can decline a membership; the
demonstration that matters is the second half — that the decliner’s table is fu/ler than the lodge was, that judgment kept
at home does not mean dinner eaten alone. If the unjoining produces only quieter apartments, the objectors were right
and this site has merely dressed isolation in principle. The evidence that they are wrong cannot be written here. It is
written in kitchens, one standing invitation at a time — the only ledger this argument cannot fake, and the only one

that was ever worth auditing.
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Lexicon

Arguments are lost in the definitions long before they are lost in the debate. This page states its terms — a working dictionary

of the unjoined life, for precision first and pleasure second.

allegiance (n.)

The standing transfer of future judgment to a group; a signature on blank pages that the group fills in later.
Distinguished from association by direction of custody: an association holds your subscription, an allegiance holds your
verdicts. The word descends from the feudal /7ege — the bond of vassal to lord — which is worth remembering when

asked to feel modern about it.

association (7.)

Company on explicit terms: a choir, a co-op, a chess club, a union joined for the wage floor. Bounded, priced, revocable
— a tool shed, not a body cast. The unjoined life runs on associations the way a port runs on ships: constant traffic, no

permanent moorings.

belonging (n.)

The state of being missed when absent. Belonging attaches to faces, tables, and streets; it cannot be issued by an
institution, though institutions sell replicas. Test for authenticity: genuine belonging survives your change of opinion.

The replica calls a meeting about it.

border maintenance (n.)

The work a group performs to stay distinguishable from its surroundings: creeds, dress codes, shibboleths, purges. The
reason identity groups deal in black and white — grey borders blur, and a blurred border is a dying group. Border

maintenance is billed to members, in perception.

exit (n.)

The right to leave, held in reserve; the load-bearing wall of every honest affiliation. Sacred not because leaving is good
but because stayable and escapable are the same property viewed from inside and outside. See Article X. Institutions are

accurately measured by their doors.

the grey (n.)

Where complex questions keep their conditions; the native terrain of true answers, surgeons, judges, and anyone
reasoning about the actual world. Not the midpoint between camps (a third camp, usually the smuggest) but the whole

high ground above them. Verdicts formed there arrive late, scattered, and signed. See the essay.
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letterhead test (n.)

Diagnostic for borrowed conviction: imagine the identical claim arriving from the opposing sender. Confidence that
moves with the stationery was never about the claim. Administered at home, free of charge; administered in the

laboratory, it embarrassed the most numerate first.

package deal (n.)

The bundle of positions issued at a camp’s gate — tax policy arriving stapled to theology, stapled to musical taste.
Named for the cable-television pricing model, and running on the same business logic: the bundle exists because no

one would buy every channel separately.

second voice (n.)

The dissent that breaks a unanimous room; the cheapest heroism on record, cutting conformity from 32 percent to 5.
Requires no charisma, only arithmetic: the first voice pays the full price of courage, the second voice buys the whole

room’s eyesight at a discount.

uniform (n.)

Any set of opinions issued as a set. Recognizable by predictability: if ten views can be deduced from one, the wearer

has been dressed. Uniforms simplify two things — laundry, and the wearer.

unjoined, the (adj., used as n.)

Persons practicing judgment without allegiance. Not a group, by construction — the unjoined share no creed, hold no

meetings, and would distrust anyone who convened them. Plural in number, never in voice.

verdict (n.)

A conclusion you can sign alone. The unit of account of an examined life, minted one at a time, non-transferable.

Camps deal in a paper currency of pre-printed verdicts; the exchange rate is your eyesight.
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Sources

Every figure and quotation on this site traces to the materials below. Statistics were checked against the originals in August
2026; where a number has since been revised, the original remains the cited source. Read the originals — an argument you

cannot audit 1s just another letterhead.

Documents

Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, Book VI (3rd c. CE). The life of Diogenes of Sinope, including
the reply “I am a citizen of the world” (kosmopolités), V1.63.

Michel de Montaigne, Essays (1580-1592). The invention of the essay as the anti-creed; the motto Que sais-je? Via

Project Gutenberg (Cotton translation).

Baruch Spinoza, Letter to J. Louis Fabritius (1673). Declining the Heidelberg chair: “I do not know the limits,

within which the freedom of my philosophical teaching would be confined...” Elwes translation, via the Internet Sacred

Text Archive.

George Washington, Farewell Address (1796). The departing president’s warning “in the most solemn manner

against the baneful effects of the spirit of party generally” — party spirit which “agitates the community with ill-
founded jealousies and false alarms, kindles the animosity of one part against another.” Text via the Avalon Project,
Yale Law School.

Ralph Waldo Emerson, Self-Reliance (1841). “Whoso would be a man, must be a nonconformist,” and “Nothing is at

last sacred but the integrity of your own mind.” Via Project Gutenberg (Essays, First Series).

Walt Whitman, Song of Myself (1855/1892), §51. “Do I contradict myself? / Very well then I contradict myself, /

(I am large, I contain multitudes.)” Via the Walt Whitman Archive.

Henrik Ibsen, An Enemy of the People (1882). Dr. Stockmann, the compact majority, and “the strongest man in the
world is he who stands most alone” — with the play’s own warning about where standing alone can curdle. Via Project

Gutenberg.

Simone Weil, On the Abolition of All Political Parties (wWritten 194 3; first published in La Table ronde, 1950;
English translation by Simon Leys, NYRB Classics, 2013). The party as “a machine to generate collective

passions,” designed “to exert collective pressure upon the minds of all its individual members,” whose “first objective

and also the ultimate goal ... is its own growth, without limit.”

Vaclav Havel, “The Power of the Powerless” (1978). The greengrocer, his sign, and its real message: “I am obedient

and therefore I have the right to be left in peace.”
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https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0258%3Abook%3D6
https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/3600
https://sacred-texts.com/phi/spinoza/corr/corr52.htm
https://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/washing.asp
https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/2944
https://whitmanarchive.org/
https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/2446
https://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/simone-weil-on-the-abolition-of-all-political-parties
https://hac.bard.edu/amor-mundi/the-power-of-the-powerless-vaclav-havel-2011-12-23

George Orwell, Notes on Nationalism (1945). Nationalism defined as “the habit of identifying oneself with a single

nation or other unit, placing it beyond good and evil and recognising no other duty than that of advancing its

interests” — with Orwell’s insistence that the unit need not be a nation at all. Via the Orwell Foundation.

Eric Hoffer, The True Believer: Thoughts on the Nature of Mass Movements (Harper & Brothers, 1951), §9.
“The less justified a man is in claiming excellence for his own self, the more ready is he to claim all excellence for his

nation, his religion, his race or his holy cause.”

Groucho Marx, Groucho and Me (Bernard Geis, 1959). The resignation telegram: “Please accept my resignation. I
don’t want to belong to any club that will accept me as a member.” Wording per Marx’s own memoir, which leaves the
club discreetly unnamed; tradition identifies it as the Friars Club, and earlier newspaper variants exist (Quote

Investigator traces the history).

Ray Oldenburg, The Great Good Place (Paragon House, 1989). The sociology of “third places” — the cafés, taverns,

and halls where community happens without enrollment. Behind the repair proposed in The Empty Lodge.

Robert D. Putnam, “Bowling Alone: America’s Declining Social Capital,” Journal of Democracy 6, no. 1 (1995),
expanded as Bowling Alone (Simon & Schuster, 2000). Source of the civic-membership declines cited on the

Evidence page. Putnam reads the decline as loss, not liberation — a reading this site engages rather than hides.

The laboratory

Solomon E. Asch, “Effects of Group Pressure Upon the Modification and Distortion of Judgments” (1951);

»

“Opinions and Social Pressure,” Scientific American 193, no. 5 (1955). The line-judgment experiments: 32

percent of critical-trial answers conformed to a unanimous wrong majority; about 75 percent of subjects conformed at
least once; a single truthful ally cut conformity to roughly 5 percent. Summary figures via SimplyPsychology’s review

of the original studies.

Rod Bond & Peter B. Smith, “Culture and Conformity: A Meta-Analysis of Studies Using Asch’s Line
Judgment Task,” Psychological Bulletin 119, no. 1 (1996). 133 Asch-type studies across 17 countries: the

conformity pull is universal, stronger in collectivist cultures.

Henri Tajfel, “Experiments in Intergroup Discrimination,” Scientific American 223, no. 5 (1970). The minimal-

group experiments: boys sorted by ostensible painting preference favored their arbitrary in-group and frequently

preferred maximizing the difference between groups over maximizing their own group’s absolute gain.

Dan M. Kahan, Ellen Peters, Erica Cantrell Dawson & Paul Slovic, “Motivated Numeracy and Enlightened

Self-Government,” Behavioural Public Policy 1 (2017). Identical data interpreted correctly as a skin-cream trial

and tribally as a gun-control study; the most numerate partisans diverged most. SSRN working paper linked.

Cass R. Sunstein, “The Law of Group Polarization,” Journal of Political Philosophy 10, no. 2 (2002).

Deliberation among the like-minded predictably moves the group toward a more extreme point than the members’

pre-deliberation median. (Linked text is the 1999 working-paper version; the published article is behind Wiley’s
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https://www.orwellfoundation.com/the-orwell-foundation/orwell/essays-and-other-works/notes-on-nationalism/
https://quoteinvestigator.com/2011/04/18/groucho-resigns/
https://quoteinvestigator.com/2011/04/18/groucho-resigns/
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/16643
https://www.simplypsychology.org/asch-conformity.html
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0033-2909.119.1.111
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0033-2909.119.1.111
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24927662
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2319992
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2319992
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=199668

paywall.)

More in Common, The Perception Gap (2019). United States study: partisans imagine roughly twice as many
“extreme” opponents as exist; the politically disengaged are about three times more accurate than the highly engaged;

heavy news consumers are nearly three times more distorted; frequent political posters more distorted than the silent.

The ledgers

Gallup, “New High of 45% in U.S. Identify as Political Independents” (January 2026). 45 percent independent

in 2025 — arecord — against 27 percent for each party; trend series from 33 percent in 1988. Basis of the first chart.

Pew Research Center, “As Partisan Hostility Grows, Signs of Frustration With the Two-Party System” (2022).
Very-unfavorable views of the opposing party: under 25 percent of each party in 1994; 62 percent of Republicans and
54 percent of Democrats by 2022. Majorities of each party call the other immoral and dishonest; 48 percent of

independents say they often wish for more parties to choose from.

Ingrid van Biezen, Peter Mair & Thomas Poguntke, “Going, going, ... gone? The decline of party membership

y

in contemporary Europe,” Furopean Journal of Political Research 51 (2012). Party membership averages 4.7
percent of European electorates; absolute membership nearly halved since 1980; UK, France, and Italy each lost 1-1.5

million members over three decades; declines of at least 25 percent in every established democracy. Summary at the
LSE EUROPP blog.

Pew Research Center, “How the Global Religious Landscape Changed From 2010 to 2020” (2025). The
religiously unaffiliated grew by 270 million to 1.9 billion — 24.2 percent of world population — driven principally by

switching out of religion, against demographic headwinds.

Pew Research Center, Religious Landscape Study (2023-24). Religiously unaffiliated Americans: 29 percent, up

from 23 percent (2014) and 16 percent (2007); Christians 62 percent, down from 78 percent (2007).

Gallup, “U.S. Church Membership Falls Below Majority for First Time” (2021). Formal congregation
membership 47 percent in 2020 — below half for the first time since measurement began in 1937 — versus 70 percent

as recently as 1999.

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Union Members — 2025” (February 2026). Union membership rate 10.0

percent of wage and salary workers, versus 20.1 percent in 1983, the first year of comparable data.

Unite America Institute, “Not Invited to the Party Primary”. Fifteen U.S. states hold closed congressional and

state primaries, excluding 15.7 million registered independents (17.6 million voters including minor parties); 22 states

close their presidential contests, excluding 23.5 million independents. Figures restated at Unite America’s explainer.

Office of the U.S. Surgeon General, Our Epidemic of Loneliness and Isolation (2023). The advisory documenting

that about half of American adults report measurable loneliness — the ledger behind this site’s references to a

loneliness epidemic, and the sober half of The Empty Lodge.
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https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2022/08/09/as-partisan-hostility-grows-signs-of-frustration-with-the-two-party-system/
https://ejpr.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1475-6765.2011.01995.x
https://ejpr.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1475-6765.2011.01995.x
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For the twelve questions
The empirical references invoked in Twelve Questions, Answered in Grey:

National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, The Economic and Fiscal Consequences of

Immigration (2016). The consensus review behind “aggregate gains and contested local wage effects.”

Shanshan Li, Meir Stampfer, David Williams & Tyler VanderWeele, “Religious Service Attendance and

Mortality Among Women,” JAMA Internal Medicine 176, no. 6 (2016). Among the studies behind

“congregational life correlating with longevity.”

Caitlin Hughes & Alex Stevens, “What Can We Learn From the Portuguese Decriminalization of Illicit
Drugs?” British Journal of Criminology 50, no. 6 (2010). The standard scholarly assessment of Portugal’s 2001

reform; an accessible overview is at Transform.

A note on method: single studies wobble; this site therefore leans on findings that have been replicated (Asch, via 133

studies), meta-analyzed, or measured independently by unrelated institutions (the membership declines). Where an

authority cited here disagrees with this site’s conclusions — Putnam most of all — the disagreement is stated in the text

rather than trimmed from it.
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Colophon

A site arguing against hidden allegiances owes its readers a full accounting of its own. Here it is.

What this is

Live Free, Don’t Join is an argument in ten articles, with its evidence, its objections, and its practice — published at
dontjoin.me, and also at dontjoin.party, a name chosen because it reads both ways. It is unsigned, in the same spirit
that the argument is unjoined: the words are asked to stand without a letterhead, which is the only test this site

endorses.

What it asks of you

Nothing. There is no membership, no mailing list, no account, no donation button, no comment section, no forum, no
badge, and no store. This is not asceticism; it is the argument, load-bearing. A page that said never surrender your

judgment to a group — now join ours would have refuted itself in one screen.

What it collects

Nothing. No cookies, no analytics, no trackers, no fingerprinting, no third-party requests of any kind — every byte,
including the typefaces, is served from this site’s own server. There is nothing to accept and nothing to opt out of. The

site cannot tell anyone what you read here, because it does not know.

How it is built

The entire site is plain text: essays written in Markdown, compiled by a static site generator (Hugo) into flat HTML
files, and served read-only as static files. There is no database, no admin panel, no login page, and no code executing in
your browser — not one line of JavaScript. What your browser receives is, in the strictest sense, just writing. The

typeface is Newsreader, an open-source text face designed for on-screen reading; the palette is grey, for reasons the

essay explains.
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https://dontjoin.party/
https://gohugo.io/
https://fonts.google.com/specimen/Newsreader

Other editions

The complete text — every page of this site, unabridged — is also published in free, open formats for offline and mobile
reading. Each is a plain file: no app required, no account, nothing to install and nothing to join. They are regenerated

from the same Markdown source as the site itself, so the words never drift out of sync.

o EPUB — the open ebook standard; opens in any phone reading app, e-reader, Kobo, KOReader, or Calibre
o PDF — print-faithful A5, page-numbered, fonts embedded
o Markdown — the site’s own source form, in one file

o Plain text — readable by anything with a screen, now or in fifty years

The charts appear in these editions as their underlying data tables. Like everything else here, the files are public

domain — copy them forward.

Who owns it

No one, on purpose. Everything original here — the articles, essays, definitions, and design — is released under CCO 1.0:
public domain, worldwide, no rights reserved. Copy it, translate it, print it, improve it, disagree with it in the margins
and publish the margins. No attribution is required, and none is requested; an argument for the unjoined life should

itself belong to nobody. Quotations and data remain the property of their cited sources.

Corrections

If a figure on this site is wrong, the Sources page contains everything needed to prove it wrong — originals, links, and

access dates. That is not a vulnerability. That is the design.
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About This Edition

This book is the complete text of the website at dontjoin.me (also reachable at dontjoin.party), generated from the

same Markdown source files that build the site, on August 12, 2026. Nothing was abridged; the site’s two charts appear

here as data tables. The website carries no membership, no tracking, no cookies, and no JavaScript, and this edition

asks even less of you — it is a file, and it is yours.

Like everything else in the project, this edition is released under CCO 1.0: public domain, worldwide, no rights

reserved. Copy it, convert it, print it, translate it, give it away. Especially give it away.

Life is complex. Live in the grey.
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