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INTRODUCTION


Stay confident even when something bad happens.

– Donald J. Trump1





The Art of the Con


Who is a con artist? And how can you tell? In the pantheon of American pop culture, a few names immediately spring to mind: P.T. Barnum, Charles Ponzi, and Bernie Madoff are now classics. Elizabeth Holmes and Anna Delvey made the list more recently. These are people with a superficial charm who can ingratiate themselves into high society, develop mass followings, and very often do both. At the same time, they are wolves in sheep’s clothing, who see the rest of us as prey. As Barnum famously put it, “There's a sucker born every minute.” Or did he say that? No one knows for sure; and that is very much the point.2 The con artist is, by profession, hard to pin down.

The three figures dealt with in this book – Jordan Peterson, Elon Musk, and Andrew Tate – are beloved by millions. They have revolutionized how people think about the human mind, technology, and what it means to be a man. They are also frauds. One person’s con artist is another person’s hero. In fact, this is true by definition. A con artist cannot practice their craft unless they are beloved – at least by some people. This all puts a fine point on the problem: How do we know if we are dealing with such a character to begin with? How can we separate the scammers from the genuine article?

This book will try to answer that question. It’s a difficult task because the names are always changing. So are the scams. It used to be that the con artist was out to sell you a counterfeit watch, swampland in Florida, or a fake tonic to “cure what ails you.” It’s different now. Many of today's confidence men – including the people on the cover of this book – are selling something far less tangible: a bundle of ideas. They are peddling a worldview.

Selling a mindset

Some may doubt that pushing a worldview is particularly threatening. After all, isn’t it worse to swallow fake medicine than it is to swallow false ideas? And besides, what’s in it for the supposed scammer, since applause and YouTube likes don’t always translate into cold, hard cash? Yet it is this innocuous appearance that allows the intellectual scammer to thrive. They are just speaking truth to power, questioning the establishment, and contributing to the free “marketplace of ideas.” If what they say sounds offensive, misogynistic, or racist, there’s a ready-made answer for that: “They’re only asking questions.”

All things being equal, we certainly should be in favor of free thinking and free speech. It’s hard, if not impossible, to hit on the truth without hearing diverse viewpoints (alongside the sustained criticism of those same viewpoints). But it is also the case that ideas have real consequences; and some beliefs are genuinely dangerous.

Which worldview you adopt isn’t a superficial thing – like a hat that can be worn and removed at will. A sincerely held belief will start to affect every aspect of your life, how you think, and how you behave. Is there any doubt that having a liberal or fascist worldview changes how you live in the world? That having an atheist or a fundamentalist outlook will shape how you vote, what movements you support, and who you’ll call a friend or an enemy? In short, ideas really do matter.

Ideas can also be quite lucrative for those selling them. While a self-help book or a political manifesto may only fetch $12.99 on Amazon, today’s ideological confidence men have built veritable empires on the strength of their respective fanbases. And right now, the market is booming. People are alienated and feel anxious and unmoored. They don’t want some quick-fix magic elixir, but are parched for meaning.

For all the sloganeering about “free thinking” and “doing your own research,” what a lot of people really crave is dogma. They want a creed to live by; some recipe to give their lives meaning, stability, and coherence. They want “12 Rules for Life” – or some other suitable list that tells them what to do. They want dogma plus a modern guru to offer constant guidance and affirmation along the way. That’s why people will listen to manosphere YouTube videos or Joe Rogan podcasts for hours on end. It’s why they buy books like The Leadership Genius of Elon Musk.3 It’s about positive affirmation and structure; a low-key inspirational soundtrack for your life.

That’s not to say that everyone selling an idea is automatically a scam artist. Not to state the obvious, but that’s exactly what we’re doing here. You are reading our book right now; a book chock-full of our social criticisms and opinions. This book has a definite worldview, and it is a worldview that we believe you (and everyone) should adopt. How about that?

It would be the height of hypocrisy for us not to admit that this is the case, or to pretend like we don’t want to convince you that we’re right. We do. Everyone thinks their opinions are correct; that’s why they have them in the first place. Pretending otherwise is just false humility. In fact, one of the most common tricks of the confidence man is precisely this pretense that they are only telling you to think for yourself and to be your own man or woman. All the while they are doing the hard sell of separating you from your money (or your prior beliefs). “You’re a smart person. You’re not going to fall for a bill of goods… now buy my bill of goods.”

We are a lot more upfront about things. We think we’re right – when it comes to politics, ethics, and the nature of reality. And we’re going to give you clear arguments as to precisely why we’re right. We will give equally clear arguments as to why our ideological opponents are wrong. Then you really can decide for yourself.

That’s lesson number one, by the way: The philosopher gives reasons for what they believe. The intellectual con man (i.e., the sophist) relies on rhetoric to win friends and influence people. This is a book of philosophy, as much as anything else.4

Peterson, Musk, and Tate

OK, but why talk about Peterson, Musk, and Tate, specifically? It’s a fair question. Undeniably, these three individuals are heroes of the far-Right. But are they really selling a worldview? And is their pitch fundamentally dishonest? This, above all, is what would qualify them as “confidence men.” A lot of people would answer no to these two questions. They would protest that Jordan B. Peterson is not an ideologue, but only a humble academic, thrust into the public eye because he stood up for free speech and traditional religion.5 Likewise, a lot of people still believe that Elon Musk is a brilliant inventor. He might have found his way into (and occasionally out of) politics, but fundamentally, he’s no political animal, let alone a political theorist. There is no “Musk worldview” that he’s trying to sell – apart from his various products. As for Andrew Tate, he might say horrible things about gay people and (allegedly) do horrible things to women.6 But, once more, he’s no ideologue. He’s just an alpha-male clown hustling for clicks; Gen Z’s version of a shock jock.

The upshot, then, is that we shouldn’t waste our time criticizing these figures. At least, we ought not to criticize them in this way. The common feeling among liberal activists (and even many academics) is that it’s good to call out homophobic, racist, or anti-Semitic speech, but why go further than that? Calling out bullshit is a public service. Trying to uncover the deeper ideological meaning behind bullshit is going too far. It gives too much credit to people who aren’t really all that serious, or systematic, to begin with. So criticize inappropriate speech and move on with your life. Join a protest or a boycott. Vote. But for god’s sake, stop giving lectures and writing books about this stuff! Now’s not the time for navel-gazing philosophy; now’s the time for “real politics.”

This is completely wrong. These figures on the far-Right really do have a worldview, whether they know it or not. And this worldview exists whether we are willing to see it or not. If our goal is to do “real politics” – through effective public criticism or protest – then we had better know what we’re talking about. What makes Peterson, Musk, and Tate tick? What are their ideas? Why are those ideas wrong? And why are ours any better? Take those questions seriously or you condemn yourself to playing political whack-a-mole forever. You’ll always be chasing the last headline or social media post, and will never get to the heart of the matter. Just here, we can note a family resemblance: It’s true that Peterson, Musk, and Tate have different audiences, and employ very different jargon from one another. Sometimes they even clash, like when Peterson called Andrew Tate an “electronic pimp.”7 However, they all agree on one thing: confidence is key. Theirs is a self-help pitch that celebrates the power of the will, as against the intelligibility of the objective world.

Jordan Peterson’s advice is to “apprehend your personal truth” – as though “the truth” were a matter of individual choice.8 That’s ironic for someone who’s always attacking postmodernism and relativism. Musk has built an empire by pitching non-existent products on the confident idea that they might someday exist – if only you believe hard enough. And Tate tells us, in his book Alpha, that “confidence…is the ultimate aphrodisiac,” so believe in yourself and you can overcome anything!9 A horrifying proposition from someone under constant investigation for rape and all manner of sexual misconduct.

Not only does this read like wishful thinking, it’s also very “meta.” Con artists everywhere try to sell their mark a bill of goods. That’s pretty standard. But what these figures are selling is precisely “confidence” itself – the irrepressible belief in belief. Whatever their differences, Peterson, Musk, and Tate share a worldview that is defined by a kind of anti-materialism, wherein the laws of nature count for little as compared to subjective feelings and inspiration.

We know this is a surprising claim. Peterson is always pulling out this or that clinical study and droning on about psychometric data. Musk famously says that “physics is the law, everything else is a recommendation.”10 Andrew Tate will admit that real “competence” and skill are what grounds his supreme confidence.11 These seem to be objective-minded people. But Peterson, Musk, and Tate promote an ideology every bit as magical, superstitious, and frankly deranged as any roadside faith healer. They just have more money and better PR.

The variations of this theme are endless: Jordan Peterson instructs young men to “slay their dragon” as part of some fantastical hero’s quest. Elon Musk says we should play life like it's a video game, because it really might be. And Andrew Tate tells his followers to hack the “Matrix” so they can become alpha-male warriors. The jargon always changes, but the pattern remains the same: objective reality isn’t, well, real. Or at least it’s not ultimately real. You have to get beyond the mundane world of facts to achieve something remarkable: a turbo-charged, enchanted state of being. And since it all comes down to belief, anyone who doesn’t “believe” their way to the top is probably a loser. This is toxic positivity at its worst. It’s Oprah for incels.

The Trump factor

A principal element these three men have in common is their past support of Donald J. Trump. They each, in their own way, have embraced Trump’s war on “woke-ism” and pledged their loyalty to the 47th president because of his supposed strength. Trump’s tough-guy image goes back to the 1980s. His whole schtick has always centered on a maniacal “will to power,” where bravado and gumption count for a lot. In The Art of the Deal (1987), published when Trump was just an obscenely rich real estate developer, he identifies confidence as the trait most necessary for success in business.

Trump’s father, Fred, succeeded because he was “tough” and “relentless.” His mother, Mary, had a “sense of showmanship” and a “flair for the dramatic.”12 These are all emotive traits. They’re about confidently getting your way and putting yourself out there. They have precious little to do with reality; with what truly makes people rich in America – political connections, capital investment, and above all, exploiting other people’s labor. Yes, showmanship might prime the pump in some cases, but it’s also useful to inherit a real estate empire from your dad.

Whatever their ultimate value, these traits of confidence and showmanship metastasized in the person of Donald J. Trump. The result was a business empire at least partly built on hot air. Later in his book, Trump makes it explicit:


I play to people’s fantasies. People may not always think big themselves, but they can still get very excited by those who do… People want to believe that something is the biggest and the greatest and the most spectacular. I call it truthful hyperbole.13



But what exactly is “truthful hyperbole”? In Trump’s telling, it’s something like an exaggeration. The book’s ghostwriter, Tony Schwartz, is a lot more forthright: “It’s a lie.”14 And it’s a lie so dazzling, and so seductive, that other people are just dying to believe it. Better still, a truthful hyperbole is a lie that you never have to pay for. If you can get the right people to invest in the fiction – to invest in you – then, just maybe, it can all come true in the end.

Charisma breeds investment, and investment breeds success. The confident businessman doesn’t make anything themselves; They can’t really produce economic value through sheer optimism. That requires labor; the actual production of goods and services. Nonetheless, the confident businessman can certainly cash in big, if they tell the right story. This is a metaphysics of domination – a zero-sum game, where only those who believe the hardest can join the tiny circle of winners at the top. Everyone else is fodder.

Honest liar

It’s interesting to observe how Trump’s relationship to lies has evolved over the years. “Truthful hyperbole” was really a straightforward gambit to get other people’s money. You talk yourself up so that you win the contract or close the deal. Today, there’s a new wrinkle. Donald Trump is a politician. So it’s no longer about just grabbing the cash and going home; What Trump wants is to ingratiate himself with the American people. Once in the halls of power, there’s a lot more money to be made.

The comedian Dave Chappelle said it best when he called Trump an “honest liar” on Saturday Night Live back in 2022. Trump is someone who admits that “the system is rigged.” Only the little people pay taxes. And how does he know all this? Chappelle ventriloquizes Trump: “I know the system is rigged… because I use it… That makes me smart.”15 Trump avoids taxes as much as anyone, just like the millionaire Wall Street investors who back the Democrats. But at least he says it out loud.

It’s like a magician who wins the love of the audience by revealing how he’s been tricking them all along. They clap and cheer because, now, they’re in on the illusion; it makes them feel smart – even superior – to the rest of the rubes who can only guess. It doesn’t matter that they’re still paying for the ticket.

What people miss about Chappelle’s routine, however, is the all-important conclusion:


No one had ever seen somebody come from inside of that house, outside, and tell all the commoners, “We’re doing everything that you think we are doing inside of that house.” And he just went right back in the house and started playing the game again.16



Trump didn’t stop being a member of the ruling class. He didn’t stop being a capitalist or exploiting other people’s labor. He didn’t stop exploiting tax loopholes either. Trump never even claimed that he was going to stop. But people still love him. He’s gaming the system, and he’s bragging about it to your face. The whole system is broken anyway, so why should we care? Trump is an honest liar, and for a lot of Americans, that’s good enough. It’s the HBO version of John Gotti saying, in front of cheering crowds: “I’m beating the same system now that’s fucking them every day.”17

Andrew Tate is an honest liar too. Like Trump, he admits “the game is rigged” and that the “rich are always gonna get richer.”18 He admits, out in the open, that “entrepreneurs” like him don’t actually create wealth. “For every dollar you make, for every pound you take, you took it from someone else. You don’t make money; you take money.”19 And his legion of followers are all too happy to hand over their hard-earned cash.

Are people really this masochistic? Do they actually want a society run by con artists? Perhaps some are, but mostly this isn’t the case. Just look at what happens when people’s 401(k)s drop 6 percent in a couple days because Trump randomly tweeted something about tariffs. The president’s favorability ratings took an immediate nosedive. In the wake of massive, seemingly arbitrary DOGE firings, Musk’s ratings fared even worse.20

People think they have a lot more appetite for destruction than they really do – especially if they lose their job, groceries cost $200, and their partner on a green card suddenly gets deported. Does the person wearing the Joker T-shirt really want the Joker as their best friend? No. Would you really trust Andrew Tate to feed your cat? Absolutely not.

But people are restless. They’re not doing well economically. There’s massive inequality, and the system seems like it’s in terminal decline. So the public reaches out for a savior (or multiple saviors) who will tell them it will all be OK; the dire stories from the media are all fake news. Yes, the system is rigged. But don’t worry, because now they have the Liar-in-Chief to watch their backs.

Not everyone is as “honest,” or blunt, as Andrew Tate. They won’t all tell you to your face that they are here to dominate you and take your money. But the message generally follows the same pattern: Don’t trust the elites; don’t even trust your own eyes. The whole world is a myth, a simulation, and saturated with falsehoods. Your only hope, therefore, is to put all your faith in a prime trickster, a clever operator, some “impossible man of destiny,” just to find your way out. Put your faith in a Tony Stark facsimile like Elon Musk, or a mystical guru like Jordan Peterson. You won’t be able to fully understand what they’re about (because what they say doesn’t fundamentally make sense) – but that’s OK, because it’s not about understanding. It’s about belief, being inspired, and above all, confidence.

Past as prologue

In some ways, this is nothing new. The very first person to be called a “confidence man” was William Thompson. His scam was to ask nineteenth-century New Yorkers a simple question: “Have you confidence in me to trust me with your watch until tomorrow?”21 Surprisingly, a lot of New Yorkers said yes and were quickly unburdened of their pricey timepieces.

But why did they say yes? Thompson’s con played on people’s psychological insecurity. These upper-crust New Yorkers were pretty sure they didn’t know who the hell Thompson was. At the same time, they were embarrassed to make a mistake, a social faux pas. What if they did know him? What if he was a long-forgotten acquaintance? It would seem boorish to reject his request to just hold their watch for one night. This emotional blackmail worked magnificently (at least until Thompson got caught). People are willing to ignore their doubts and better judgment if the emotional appeal is strong enough.

The only flaw in Thompson’s scam is that he should have gone bigger. Instead of telling little lies to the richest New Yorkers, he should have told a big lie to millions and millions of Americans. It’s not enough to lie about yourself. The really successful scams undermine people’s confidence in reality at large, in reason as such. If people can doubt their very ability to think, then their only refuge will be the confidence man. As Donald Trump once said in a Pizza Hut commercial, comparing himself to Alexander the Great and Napoleon: “go big or go home!”22

This book is a field guide for identifying con artists in the Age of Trump. In taking a close look at the three most exemplary charlatans of our day – Jordan Peterson, Elon Musk, and Andrew Tate – we can learn something about the anatomy of a scam. This may inoculate us against the false promises and irrational claims of these three figures specifically, but it can also tell us something of the general “species” to which they belong. So long as capitalism remains and keeps generating vast inequalities and crises, these scam artists will keep being generated – in ever-changing and diverse forms. But if, through example, we can identify the general form of the Right-wing scam artist, we will be able to detect the next one that comes over the horizon. Not only this, but by understanding the nature of what we reject, we can thereby get a clue as to what a better, more rational, more humane worldview might look like. At the very least, we won’t be fooled again.





PART I:


Jordan Peterson

“I suffer: someone must be to blame for it” – thus thinks every sickly sheep. But his shepherd, the ascetic priest, tells him: “Quite so, my sheep! someone must be to blame for it: but you yourself are this someone, you alone are to blame for it – you alone are to blame for yourself!” – This is brazen and false enough: but one thing at least is achieved by it, the direction of resentment is altered.

- Friedrich Nietzsche, Genealogy of Morals23

When you believe in things you don't understand, Then you suffer.

Superstition ain't the way.

- Stevie Wonder, “Superstition”





CHAPTER 1: Guru Dad


Jordan Peterson is not your dad, though he tries to play one on YouTube. Undeniably, he has a massive fan base, and gallons of ink have been spilled examining every one of his political positions. The Left has cataloged, to the point of exhaustion, Peterson’s statements about women, homosexuality, racial minorities, IQ studies, masculinity, the Jews, climate change, Islam, Trump, “woke” ideology, gender pronouns, and of course the dreaded specter of “postmodern neo-Marxism.” This journalistic work is necessary, since millions of people (especially young men) still look to Peterson as a role model or even as a surrogate father figure. He has the power to move the needle of public opinion.

At the same time, these investigations tend to be incomplete. They obsess over the wording of the latest controversial tweet and therefore mirror the ephemeral and shallow nature of social media. None of this really gets to the heart of what makes Peterson tick, nor does it uncover the deeper worldview underpinning his brand of reactionary politics. In other words, there’s been a lot of journalism about the Peterson phenomenon, but very little serious philosophy.24

This book will do something completely different. We will uncover the fundamental conceit of Peterson’s philosophy: He doesn’t believe in objective truth. This – more than his conservatism or his focus on masculinity (or lobsters), more than his anti-communism or his professed Christianity – determines Jordan Peterson’s worldview; he abhors the truth. And insofar as he shapes public opinion and the worldview of millions, he corrodes our collective ability to think clearly.

That’s a jarring claim to make out loud. Peterson, after all, has made a name for himself as the teller of difficult truths, a model of stoic masculinity – resolutely confronting harsh facts, even when these are emotionally traumatic or politically incorrect. At times, he can even wax poetic about the truth:


To tell the truth is to bring the most habitable reality into Being. Truth builds edifices that can stand a thousand years. Truth feeds and clothes the poor, and makes nations wealthy and safe. Truth reduces the terrible complexity of a man to the simplicity of his word, so that he can become a partner, rather than an enemy. Truth makes the past truly past, and makes the best use of the future’s possibilities. Truth is the ultimate, inexhaustible natural resource. It’s the light in the darkness.25



We have no idea what this means. It is certainly celebratory, and Peterson sure uses the word “truth” a lot. But these poetic verses reveal that Peterson’s “truth” hasn’t anything to do with the common understanding of that word. For him, the truth is something like a free, creative project. It is heroic and world-founding. Yet for all its vaunted creativity, Peterson’s “truth” has precious little to do with objective, mind-independent facts.

This bravado seems incompatible with Peterson’s standard guise as a moderate academic and stoic father figure. He often portrays himself as nothing more than a “classical liberal” who believes in free markets, free speech, and open inquiry. He supplements this classical liberalism with folksy advice about cleaning your room, getting your act together, and making something of yourself. But beneath his inspiring counsels to young men lies his irrationalism.

For Peterson, the universe is not “matter in motion.” Neither is it governed by impersonal natural laws. Rather, the world is composed of subjective experiences – values, intentions, even stories and myths. In place of objective nature, reality is born out of primordial elements that speak to our feelings, our fears, hopes, and anxieties. The building blocks of our universe are, quite literally, Chaos and Order. Human subjectivity, feelings, and desires reign all the way down. There are no facts apart from how things appear to interested and motivated human beings – how we narrate the world to ourselves. At the end of the day, it’s all very postmodern.

This is surprising given Peterson’s vocal hatred of the “postmodern Left.” It’s also weirdly at odds with the motto of Right-wing culture warriors, those who are the most enthusiastic about Peterson himself. They are fond of repeating the slogan, “The facts don’t care about your feelings,” or, in the more brutal MAGA formulation: “Fuck your feelings.” There’s something interesting here that requires investigation. Either Peterson “contains multitudes,” and so can be an irrational mystic and sober scientist all at the same time. Or, alternatively, Right-wing ideology isn’t as grounded in cold, hard facts as it often insists.26 All the same, Jordan Peterson is neither an ally of objective truth, nor is he merely indifferent to the truth. To the contrary, he hates the truth; every one of his political pronouncements emanates from this blatant irrationalism and an embrace of convenient stories over objective fact.

For this reason, Peterson sees religion as equally “true” (or perhaps even more true) than the most rigorously vetted scientific study. He will often invoke scientific research, or at least sciency-sounding buzz words. However, as we will demonstrate, this is always a matter of convenience and of furthering his moralistic agenda. It is not a dispassionate search for objective reality. In Peterson’s view, religion and myth are important because they are the major ways that a culture dramatizes its own collective experiences. And for Peterson, there is nothing more basic than human drama.

In this, his crusade against “postmodern” neo-Marxists is deeply ironic; indeed, Peterson is the most widely discussed postmodernist of our time. He makes no distinction between science and the plurality of human stories, especially those that (at least in his mind) have long sustained Western civilization. His cultural chauvinism – the West is best – and his postmodern relativism are two sides of the same coin. Our stories are good and nourishing because they are our stories. Peterson really is the poster boy for how these two intellectual styles complement one another. Against the faith-killing sterility of “mechanistic” science and a godless materialism, the world is enchanted once again. True vitality comes from affirming and defending one’s own point of view, one’s home, and one’s heritage.

The basic operating system behind Jordan Peterson’s Right-wing advice, then, is his postmodern mysticism. Peterson may be criticized or praised for his politics, his cultural conservatism, his career advice, and his views on gender pronouns. But what must be kept in mind is that these opinions are all motivated, one way or another, by his magical thinking. Without doubt, Peterson really does hate political correctness, disputes global warming, wants to defund women’s studies, and despises Marxism, going so far as to state that “there are no Great Socialist Intellectuals by definition.”27 But these topical opinions are so many heads of one hydra. What animates them all, the body that connects them and gives them life, is his postmodern ideology; his insistence that subjective narratives and drama are paramount.

The Very Long Con

Far from being an original figure, or a once-in-a-generation prophet, Peterson is the latest example of a contemporary self-help guru. His grift is nothing new, and it won’t be the last of its kind. For as long as there has been capitalism, and economic winners and losers, there have also been snake oil salesmen to soothe bruised egos. In our gendered society, these hucksters have preyed especially on frustrated young men who can no longer fulfill their expected roles as breadwinners.

In the nineteenth century, Horatio Alger wrote inspiring novels about poor boys who dreamt of riches in the American Gilded Age (or at least of making their way into the middle class). In the twentieth century, the Protestant clergyman Norman Vincent Peale extolled the “power of positive thinking” as the golden key to economic success. A miracle is always just around the corner, if only you believe hard enough.28 And today, the televangelist Joel Osteen preaches to millions from his Lakewood megachurch. Osteen’s message is likewise that you can “live your best life now.” All you have to do is “enlarge your vision” and “develop an image of victory, success, health, abundance, joy, peace, and happiness.”29 It’s really that simple! The way to accomplish all this is by declaring your faith in something literally supernatural; something above the ordinary material world of mundane cause and effect. Unshakable convictions are the ticket to transcending our limited horizons.

At first blush, this doesn’t seem like what Jordan Peterson is up to at all. First, he’s an academic and not a megachurch pastor. Yes, he often references the Bible in order to illustrate his points about human psychology. But then again, he also makes allusions to ancient Babylonian gods and the Egyptian myth of Osiris, not to mention Disney’s Pinocchio and AMC’s Breaking Bad. None of this – on its own – makes Peterson a mystical cult leader. And in any case, Peterson's claims appear worlds apart from the American optimism of someone like Peale or Osteen. If these preachers counsel us to transcend life’s difficulties through the sheer power of faith, the Canadian psychologist strikes a decidedly more pessimistic tone.

His watchwords are “hierarchy,” “discipline,” and “sacrifice” above all else. None of this sounds like the enthusiastic piety of a Christian preacher who just wants to help you get rich quick by loving Jesus. If anything, Peterson sounds like a social Darwinist. He dispenses aggressive and tough-sounding advice because, as we all know, it’s a dog-eat-dog world out there and only the alpha dogs come out on top. When he tells people, “You should be a monster,” this sounds a lot like a line from an edgy self-help book. Several of his aphorisms could well be found in the pages of The Subtle Art of Not Giving a F*ck, You are a Badass, or the rather derivative sounding Unfu*k Yourself.30

But scratch the surface and there are more similarities than differences between Peterson and the “prosperity gospel" crowd. What Peterson is selling is precisely a “technology of success.” That is his only commodity, and the chief reason why people buy his books. He appeals primarily to young men, especially those who can’t find meaningful work, can’t maintain fulfilling romantic relationships, or very often fail at both. And Peterson’s advice, like that of Peale or Osteen, is that your problems are your own damn fault. It’s not the system keeping you down, it’s you: You need an attitude adjustment. Or, as Peterson himself would put it, “Set your house in perfect order before you criticize the world.”31

Peterson’s own conservative logic demands that our fallen world can never be “perfected.” Perfection is the genocidal dream of Marxist utopians everywhere. Therefore, we are forever compelled to turn inward. This personal domain – rather than the world of politics – is the place of ultimate responsibility and culpability. We have here a decidedly Protestant ethos of shame; for it is entirely within your power to have faith and improve your own life, and thus it is your fault when you fail.

Admittedly, not everyone can be a CEO or a millionaire. But everyone can take affirmative steps to be more upright, more honest, and more successful. This sounds common-sensical enough to most people. Undoubtedly, a good deal of Peterson’s popularity stems from the optimistic embrace of such principles, even if his grouchy, political pessimism is off-putting to some.

What has to be understood, however, is that this optimism of the will – of pulling yourself up by your own bootstraps – is inextricably connected to the darker notion of sin. Sin is something for which you are culpable. An act is sinful only if it is both wrong and also freely chosen. You have to want to do evil. Now, if, on the other hand, success is the result of a freely decided course of action – whether this is declaring God’s favor or simply following 12 Rules for Life – then what do we make of the chronically unsuccessful? The obvious conclusion is that they are guilty – guilty as sin, we might say. And these lowly sinners, because they chose their own failure on purpose, deserve to suffer.

If, from the outset, you reject Leftist analyses of systemic injustice or class exploitation, then it seems there are but two remaining possibilities for understanding why so many people fail at life so consistently. First, it might be a question of natural incompetence. Sometimes Peterson talks like this: For whatever reason – and this could be a matter of sex, race, genetics, or merely bad luck – a person is incapable of fitting into some social role or of being useful in general. Peterson, for example, will invoke general intelligence or IQ, and how this is highly inheritable. It is obviously not possible to choose one’s own biological parents, and therefore, if you believe that intelligence is largely the result of genetics, then one’s mental competence cannot be a moral decision.

But in that case, it is very odd that Peterson would bother to write a self-help book in the first place. If it’s all a matter of fate (or your DNA), then what’s the point of dispensing advice? Gurus like Peterson, therefore, must believe in a second narrative: that some kinds of people do have the capacity to improve their lot in life, or at least to find more meaning in their present situations. Their problem isn’t some unchangeable feature of their character or body; rather, the fault lies in their own bad choices, their own lack of discipline, and their wanton decisions to do the wrong thing.

If that’s the case, then it really is a question of self-blame, hardly indistinguishable from religious notions of sin after all. However, the dark side of promoting gumption and grit, fortitude and stick-to-itiveness, is that when people inevitably fail, they are seen to be the culpable authors of their own disgrace. This moralistic emphasis on the will and worldly success pervades the entire self-help industry, and Jordan Peterson is no exception.

This should come as no surprise. “Moralism” is what makes contemporary self-help what it is. Consider the difference between a self-help book promising a path to riches and a scholarly textbook on economics. What separates the two? The latter at least attempts to convey some objective picture of how the economy works, the actual interplay of supply and demand, production and consumption, etc. The models and theories contained in the economics textbook may be accurate or inaccurate, helpful or unhelpful, but they at least put forward claims that can be evaluated objectively.

The average self-help book also claims to provide vital insights. It seems to offer a glimpse into some higher truth or occult knowledge about human nature, relationships, or personal finances. Really, though, it does nothing of the sort. What defines these kinds of self-help books is that they are basically affective in nature. They appeal to human emotions rather than trying to demonstrate something objective about the world. They are meant to be inspiring, and little else.

This was G.K. Chesterton’s complaint about the self-help industry back in 1913, and not a lot has changed since then. Chesterton’s main point is that the common self-help book is not really about how to succeed at anything in particular, so much as it is an ode to “success” as such. It is less instruction than a form of emotional flattery.


If these writers, for instance, said anything about success in jumping it would be something like this: “The jumper must have a clear aim before him. He must desire definitely to jump higher than the other men who are in for the same competition. He must let no feeble feelings of mercy…prevent him from trying to do his best. He must remember that a competition in jumping is distinctly competitive, and that, as Darwin has gloriously demonstrated, THE WEAKEST GO TO THE WALL.”32



Contemporary self-help books follow this same formula. Peterson, of course, invokes any number of sociological, economic, and scientific theories. Most notably, he references the “Pareto principle,” often popularized as the “80/20 rule.” In any given situation, a mere 20 percent of individuals, the so-called “vital few,” will be responsible for 80 percent of the effects. A minority of charitable donors, in this model, will donate 80 percent of the total funds for a cause; 80 percent of the land will be owned by just 20 percent of the population; even 20 percent of the plants in a garden will account for 80 percent of the harvest.

Peterson uses Pareto any time he wants to substantiate his claims about human inequality – why some people get rich while others are poor, why so few authors sell the lion’s share of books, etc. The Pareto principle, for him, just shows how the universe works, whether you like it or not.


Here’s some thoughts – no, some facts. Every social system produces inequality, at present, and every social system has done so, since the beginning of time. The poor have been with us – and will be with us – always. Analysis of the content of individual Paleolithic gravesites provides evidence for the existence of substantive variance in the distribution of ability, privilege, and wealth, even in our distant past. The more illustrious of our ancestors were buried with great possessions, hoards of precious metals, weaponry, jewelry, and costuming. The majority, however, struggled through their lives, and were buried with nothing.33



But this icy realism and fidelity to “the facts” is an illusion. Nowhere does Peterson actually defend the principle as such; nowhere does he seriously contend with its many critics or dive into the secondary literature when it comes to the math involved. Instead, he is simply writing self-help. It’s not about a critical engagement with the facts, but about painting an affective picture of a world defined by brutal competition, very few winners, and very many losers – where buying 12 Rules for Life can help make you into one of the winners (or at the very least, not such a loser).

Peterson’s failure to actually demonstrate his pet theories is an example of modern sophistry: all rhetoric and no reason. It’s a confidence game, and the veneer of supposedly “objective” scientific principles serves only as an intellectual fig leaf. It conceals the real product on offer: namely, a cosmic story of success and failure. The hallowed name of Darwin served this legitimizing role in the last century with the rise of social-Darwinism. In much the same way, today’s social-Darwinists throw around “Pareto” and the “Bell Curve” as their buzz words. Here, winning at all costs, domination of the supposedly weak, and a base avarice are dressed up as intellectual sobriety; a noble regard for math, science, and the facts.

Yet, if Peterson’s advice is not really grounded in objective truth, then what is its actual source? Our contention is that Peterson – no less than the prosperity preachers Peale and Osteen – is a mystical thinker. Success means tapping into an invisible dimension of the world, transcending our ordinary actions and conditions. “The hero’s quest” might be an inspiring model for the insecure and rudderless, but it is hardly something that can be discovered through empirical investigation or rational proof. It is, instead, an existential odyssey, both timeless and transcendent.

Very Superstitious

By definition, the transcendent cannot be understood. It might be experienced in the manner of revelation, but if something is truly beyond the natural, material world, then it is also above human understanding. In this way, “the hero” figure is less a practical model or algorithm for success, and more a divine object of reverence with occult powers.34 The technology promised by 12 Rules for Life and similar books is the means to manifest this heroic power as one’s own. It is worship of strange gods with the hope of capturing something of their practical magic. The point is that the image of the hero (like that of the multi-millionaire) only produces awe, fear, and trembling because it is not fully comprehensible. You desire, with all your heart, to become that which your brain can never understand.

Chesterton himself was keenly aware of this style of grift. Self-help writers of his day lionized turn-of-the-century tycoons like Cornelius Vanderbilt, Andrew Carnegie, and John D. Rockefeller. But these writers never attempted to explain in detail the successful business strategies of such self-made millionaires. Instead, figures like Vanderbilt were showcased as semi-mysterious objects of worship:


It is not mere business; it is not even mere cynicism. It is mysticism; the horrible mysticism of money. The writer…did not really have the remotest notion of how Vanderbilt made his money, or of how anybody else is to make his. He does, indeed, conclude his remarks by advocating some scheme; but it has nothing in the world to do with Vanderbilt. He merely wished to prostrate himself before the mystery of a millionaire. For when we really worship anything, we love not only its clearness but its obscurity. We exult in its very invisibility.35



The full picture finally comes into focus: This is a combination of “mysticism” and the radically “free will.” On the one hand, all success comes from tapping into a transcendent, heroic truth which is above ordinary comprehension. Not only is it above our fallen world, this truth is also vastly superior to our own fragile human nature. We are but lowly worms before it. On the other hand, we are the ones who are fully responsible for achieving this dazzling communion. It is all rather conventionally religious. Grace is freely given to those who freely choose it – those who have true faith. And in declaring our faith, we are transformed.

This kind of “success” story is not intelligible in the ordinary, everyday sense. It is not just that more intense work produces greater returns. That sort of banal cause-and-effect account is too obvious and boring and would sell no books. Or, perhaps, it is too unbelievable, given the millions of working poor and debt-laden college students in this, the “most prosperous” century so far. In any case, it lacks divine mystery. And that’s what a lot of people are craving today, because they can’t see a way out of an economy that is truly rigged against them. Hence the ecstatic, sometimes manic celebration of free will. When objective social conditions seem so ossified and unchangeable, people retreat inward into their own subjectivity. As the American pragmatist William James put it, we cultivate within ourselves a “will to believe.”36

But believe in what, exactly? A hero? A god? Ourselves? Whatever the specific object, this combination of free choice and cosmic mystery is intoxicating; what it promises are literally supernatural rewards for simply deciding to have the right thoughts. We can “manifest” our way to success just by envisioning it. Even Peterson, who counsels hard work, discipline, and sacrifice, begins with the human will to succeed. These traits are, likewise, a question of volition, at least for those who are capable of choosing them.

Heaven and Hell are therefore a question of attitude. You are what you think, and thus, you deserve what’s coming to you. The language may be explicitly religious, but it need not be. There are equally harsh New Age formulations: In 2004, a major earthquake struck off the west coast of Sumatra, triggering a massive tsunami with waves up to 100 feet. Hundreds of thousands of people living in the coastal regions of India, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, and Thailand were drowned. But for Rhonda Byrne, author of The Secret (a New York Times #1 best-seller, aggressively promoted by Oprah Winfrey), this was all par for the course. Her version of “positive thinking” – what she called “the law of attraction” – stipulated that what we put into the universe directly shapes our fate. With horrifying consistency, Byrne implied that the victims of the 2004 tsunami (which included many small children) really had it coming. In her words, those who suffer must be “on the same frequency as the event.”37 If only the people of South Asia had a better attitude.

Sin, in the last instance, is not only a religious category. Instead, it is the symptom of a certain kind of philosophy, a worldview. This is manifest especially when confronted with horrific tragedy. When something like the 2004 tsunami occurs, those with a rationalist worldview look for causes. Instead of “sin,” guilt, or blame, the rationalist understands that tsunamis are caused by geological events, often shifts in the earth’s tectonic plates. There are human errors too, like early warning systems that fail to activate in time, or the curiosity of onlookers who wade into receding waters only to be swept up by the resurging tides.

Unlike Byrne, the rationalist is not trying to assign blame; they are investigating causes. There are objectively identifiable reasons why some warning systems were inadequate to save the maximum number of human lives. There are obvious psychological reasons why individuals – who had never witnessed this kind of event before – walked out onto the dry seabed. The rationalist is interested in investigating these causes so that we can learn from them and improve our resilience in the future, in case similar events threaten us once more. None of this has anything to do with a supposedly “free will” or its twin concept of culpable “sin.”

Conversely, you might reject this rationalist worldview. You might deny that all events can be explained by natural causes, and instead embrace some element of “transcendence.” This is the domain of the self-help guru. On this model, nature isn’t everything; there is an outside realm of meaning that transcends mere natural laws and material reality. Contact with the supernatural – whether framed as “The Secret,” “God’s Favor,” or mythical “Archetypes” – is both possible and a matter of crass transaction. By reaching beyond the veil, and having the right attitude, you too can hope to game nature for personal benefit. You can get around the systems and structures – and even the natural events – that threaten ordinary folks, and thereby win a definite advantage for yourself. And humans (or at least the best, most ambitious among us) can pull off this supernatural magic trick because there is supposedly something supernatural about us as well.

This is nothing other than the Will – ostensibly the source of all human ingenuity and creativity. The guru wins a following by flattering their readers. It is the reader’s own will, their own innate, creative power, that can allegedly burst the bonds of human nature and fashion something radically new. As Peterson put it, “Man is built to lift impossible loads, and to digest indigestible things.”38 And a true “genius,” like Elon Musk, is literally an “impossible” person who accomplishes things which are themselves “basically impossible.” This is the jargon of the modern-day miracle worker.39

Yet, as we have seen, there is always a dark side to this ecstatic piety and hero worship. If you have the power to perform miracles or touch heaven, but fail to do so, then the fault really lies with you. Hence, the category of sin always lurks in the background. If Elon Musk can will a bright and shiny future into existence, then what’s the matter with all those children who died on that beach in India? Where was their belief? Their imagination? Why didn’t they “manifest” a happier fate for themselves? The scolding takes on a decidedly pious tone.

Peterson always walks the tightrope between sober academic and God-intoxicated mystic. He is not primarily interested in offering intellectual demonstrations so much as admonishments from the pulpit. In the words of his former students and colleagues at the University of Toronto, Peterson’s courses were composed less of lectures than sermons, a collection of personal conjectures served up as “delivered truths.” “He was a preacher more than a teacher.”40 Indeed, at one point Peterson thought of purchasing a church so that he could deliver weekly sermons for real.

This guru act is far from original. But for just this reason, studying Peterson’s performance is incredibly useful. That’s because Peterson, more than any other guru in the public spotlight, is willing to drop the mask. Exoterically, he maintains the image of a concerned academic, a pioneering scientist willing to speak in plain facts and uncover universal features of the human psyche. Yet his own writings loudly proclaim the precise opposite of all that: he is, at base, a postmodern philosopher – rejecting both universal reason and objective truth in favor of the creative will. And this postmodernism is not separate from, but rather supports, his Right-wing and religious zealotry.





CHAPTER 2: Clean Your Room!


Jordan Peterson’s grift has multiple steps. The first is “say something obvious.” In fact, say something so obvious that you are basically daring your opponents to disagree with you in public. That’s the point of writing books in the form of “12 Rules.” You say something like “clean your room and you might feel a bit better about yourself.” Then people have two choices. They could either (1) agree with this most vanilla of platitudes, thereby admitting that Jordan Peterson isn’t always wrong about everything; or, alternatively, they could (2) righteously disagree with this milquetoast advice and seem silly, or at least extremely petty. “How dare you tell us to clean our rooms! What about climate change and the economy?!” Then you’ve really lost the game. You look like the hysterical, liberal baby that Peterson always wanted to cast you as.

This is an effective strategy that relies more on rhetoric than clear argumentation. Peterson seduces and overwhelms his audience with a rapid barrage of maxims:


Have some humility. Clean up your bedroom. Take care of your family. Follow your conscience. Straighten up your life. Find something productive and interesting to do and commit to it. When you can do all that, find a bigger problem and try to solve that if you dare. If that works, too, move on to even more ambitious projects. And, as the necessary beginning to that process…abandon ideology.41



To be fair, Peterson does appear to argue against ideological thinking in this chapter, blandly titled “Abandon Ideology” (Rule 6 of his 12 More Rules). However, he doesn’t so much offer evidence as merely restate this imperative again and again until the reader is exhausted: ideology is bad; it’s resentful and violent, and produced the horrors of the twentieth century. The Nazis were ideological. Stalin, too, was an ideologue. So ideological thinking is inhumane and dangerous. Besides, ideologies are so “low resolution” (in Peterson’s lexicon, this means too generic or abstract). But solving problems in the real world, he says, requires “careful, particularized analysis,” not one-size-fits-all solutions or “isms.”42 Otherwise, you might end up killing millions – or at least ruining your own life.

But is any of this actual evidence? Is it a sound argument? Of course not. Perhaps the Nazis, to take just one example, weren’t bad because they “thought too much” or too abstractly. Perhaps they were despicable because they committed wholesale genocide. And perhaps Nazism is bad because it is irrational, racist, and insane, not merely too generic or “low-resolution.” Perhaps, in fact, there are a whole host of historical and economic factors behind the carnage of the Second World War.

However, Jordan Peterson doesn’t want to talk about all that. He’s not selling a book on twentieth-century military history or political science; he’s selling a self-help book. So he defaults to a very generic theory as to why there is evil in the world. “It’s because of ideology!” “It’s because of inflexible, dogmatic thinking.” That’s the kind of pop-psychology that can easily be applied to the lives of twenty-first-century millennials and zoomers, especially those who feel alienated from society and who hate their jobs. The fault is in how people think. Just change your mind and you can change your situation, and maybe even the world.

Throughout, Peterson avoids speaking about the really difficult questions at length. What are the precise causes of world-historical tragedies? His presentations do include a smattering of socio-political and economic references (from hyperinflation and famine to rates of unemployment). In the end, however, these are mere throat-clearing remarks before the main show. Peterson consistently denies that economic structures are the primary drivers of the human experience.

In trying to remain relevant to all people at all costs, he always comes back to what’s going on between our ears. How we think about things is allegedly more important than social and material realities. That’s why Peterson places so much emphasis on “ideological thinking” as the ultimate bogeyman and the final cause of suffering. But in just this way, he commits the very same intellectual sin that he accuses everyone else of: he is terminally “low resolution.” Peterson has a master theory of good and evil, one that is starkly divorced from the nuances of actual history, economics, or political context.

This “low-resolution” moralizing informs everything he writes and his entire rhetorical style. Peterson always has a ready-made command or rule in his back pocket. These commands are not up for debate. Trying to rigorously “prove” these rules would only remove their sacred halo, their status as unquestionable delivered truths. The rules are the rules; end of discussion. In place of a real argument, what we get are homespun truisms intertwined with his real political agenda. “Take care of your family.” “Pet a cat.” “Clean your room.” Now fight the “wicked globalists.”43 But which of these commands is not like the others?

Of course, even the wholesome clichés contain ideological content. The innocent-sounding command to shape up your life and get a grip connects to Peterson’s core message. If your life is in disarray, then the first task is to find some direction and stick to a path. This is Peterson’s fundamental understanding of psychotherapy:


The client first has to determine where he is going, if he is going anywhere. If the client is not going anywhere, that is his first problem. He is enmeshed in chaos, with no direction. He has to determine what the good life would be, in principle, before doing anything else. What might health, in its most ideal sense, mean – even hypothetically?44



This is perfectly sensible – if all too obvious – advice. Who could disagree with setting goals and having the discipline to follow through with your own agenda? Peterson’s emphasis on how personal responsibility is necessary for good social relations is no less obvious: “If we fail to hold ourselves to that standard of responsibility, then other people regard us as lacking in ethics and integrity.”45 No kidding; if you lack goals, are erratic, irresponsible, and selfish, then you will have a hard time making friends. This is true enough, but hardly a revelation.





CHAPTER 3: Go to Church


Things get more interesting when Peterson switches modes from friendly life coach to crusading social conservative. It turns out that having discipline and setting goals isn’t only important for your own mental health, or even for maintaining decent relationships with others. It’s also a political imperative. A lack of discipline is subversive – a real threat to the body politic. When citizens blame others for their own failures, they shift responsibility from themselves to society at large and call into question the most venerable institutions.


The fervent hope of every undisciplined person (even an undisciplined genius) is that his current worthlessness and stupidity is someone else’s fault. If –in the best of cases –it is society’s fault, then society can be made to pay. This sleight-of-hand maneuver transforms the undisciplined into the admirable rebel, at least in his own eyes, and allows him to seek unjustified revenge in the disguise of the revolutionary hero. A more absurd parody of heroic behavior can hardly be imagined.46



A “revolutionary hero” for Peterson is, however, something of an oxymoron. This is especially true if we understand “revolution” as that which destroys existing institutions in their entirety. His first “rule” in Beyond Order is very explicit: “Do not carelessly denigrate social institutions or creative achievement.”47 This political advice is of one piece with Peterson’s embrace of personal responsibility. To his mind, only those who are irresponsible and resentful, who blame others for their own lack of success, would ever dream of abolishing the current world order in favor of something radically new.

Jordan Peterson’s conservatism is always paired with talk of religion. To be clear, he is no doctrinaire Christian in the traditional sense. Peterson is not preoccupied with proofs for the existence of God, the literal creation of the world, or how many angels can dance on the head of a pin. In fact, his early experiences with organized religion were largely unsatisfactory, and he complained that his childhood church offered overly simplistic answers to life’s most pressing questions.48 Instead, Peterson uses religion as technology. Religion is not so much true as it is useful. It sets a model for behavior and for planning out one’s life. And, for Peterson, one of the primary ways that religion shapes human consciousness is by instilling a sense of sacrifice and discipline.49

When it comes to religion, Peterson borrows a lot from the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche. On its face, that’s a rather surprising move. While Peterson is reportedly a Christian, Nietzsche is best known for his biting criticism of the Church. He hated organized religion and especially the “slave morality” of the Jews along with their Christian offspring. Nietzsche rejected any notion that the meek deserve to inherit the earth or that the innocent lamb, destined for slaughter, is a model for human virtue. In fact, Nietzsche hated all forms of weakness and “turning the other cheek,” characterizing these as a debased “herd-instinct.” Together, these represent an inversion of a straightforward, healthy embrace of power.50

Nonetheless, Peterson’s use of Nietzsche has nothing to do with the latter’s negative assessment of Christianity. What both Nietzsche and Peterson appreciate about Christianity is its historical role as a hierarchical institution. The Church, for centuries, has dominated Western society in what Nietzsche characterized as the “long unfreedom of the spirit.”51 It instilled discipline and gave legitimacy to the established political order. That’s why Peterson sees Nietzsche as less of a mortal foe, and more of a critical friend toward the Christian religion. In his words:


Nietzsche has been casually regarded as a great enemy of Christianity. I believe, however, that he was consciously salutary in that role. When the structure of an institution has become corrupt – particularly according to its own principles – it is the act of a friend to criticize it. Nietzsche is also viewed as fervid individualist and social revolutionary – as the prophet of the superman, and the ultimate destroyer of tradition. He was, however, much more sophisticated and complex than that. He viewed the “intolerable discipline” of the Christian church, which he “despised,” as a necessary and admirable precondition to the freedom of the European spirit, which he regarded as not yet fully realized.52



For his part, Nietzsche saw the Church as useful for other reasons as well. With the promise of divine reward or punishment in the afterlife, the Church was useful in pacifying the wretched masses. Priests could redirect resentment and hatred of the rich into an ethos of self-denial, shame, humility, and seeking one’s reward in the hereafter. That’s not something to admire in itself (again, nothing about slave morality is “admirable” for Nietzsche). But at least it protects the truly noble and strong from would-be revolutionaries and the unwashed masses.


“I am suffering: Someone must be to blame” – this is how all sickly sheep think. But their shepherd, the ascetic priest, tells them: “Just so, my sheep! someone must be to blame: but you yourself are this someone, you alone are to blame – you alone are to blame for yourself!”… That is bold enough, false enough: but one thing at least is achieved in the process – through this, as I said, the direction of ressentiment is – changed.53



But that’s not all. The noble classes have also benefited from Christian rigor and discipline, albeit in their own way. European education was, to a large degree, a handmaiden of the Church. The point of educating intellectual elites and making them literate was, with rare exception, to produce scholars who could ably defend Christian dogma. This was the primary mission and calling of medieval scholastic philosophy. To be sure, Nietzsche had no use for Christian dogmas as such. But then, that’s not the point. The real utility lies in the struggle to construct these pious proofs and arguments, no matter if they are ultimately wrong or patently absurd. It’s an intellectual training ground for society’s upper crust.

This is the true meaning behind Nietzsche’s “long unfreedom of the spirit.” It consisted of “the discipline thinkers imposed on themselves to think within the directions laid down by a church or court…”54 The entire virtue consists in the process being hard; it’s an intellectual challenge. Giving logical order to the Bible is incredibly difficult, as is harmonizing all of the plainly contradictory lines of Holy Scripture. But that’s the command that you have to follow if you’re to be a medieval scholastic. You’ve got no choice. And even if your mental gymnastics are compelled by a belief system that may be “forced, capricious, hard, gruesome, and antirational,” well, that’s still a lot better than no belief system at all.55

At least under the domination of the Church, the literate elite are forced to exercise their minds. And this has a knock-on effect for the rest of Western civilization. The “long unfreedom of the spirit” ultimately produced the truly “European spirit” – one which “has been trained to strength, ruthless curiosity, and subtle mobility…”56 There’s the West and there’s the rest. And the West wouldn’t be what it is today without the legacy of Mother Church. This is the story told by Western exceptionalists, from Nietzsche all the way to Peterson himself.

Nietzsche could see this dynamic at work in his own life. He was, it must be remembered, the son of a Lutheran pastor and originally bound for the seminary. It’s doubtful that his world-famous criticisms of Christianity would have been as sharp if he hadn’t had that initial training and prolonged frustration of a religious upbringing. The truly aristocratic soul, his included, requires extensive discipline and training in order to manifest its inner greatness. It’s not so important whether Christianity is literally, or theologically, true. What matters is that it’s demanding and strenuous. It makes impossible claims on true believers (and very often on non-believers as well). Those who can withstand this pressure emerge as stronger beings in the end.

Peterson appreciates Nietzsche because of this supposed insight into how order and discipline manifest in society. It’s rather immaterial whether one talks of the discipline of the Church, the traditional family, or the Boy Scouts. Entirely capricious and arbitrary goals are put into place so as to “build character.” Merit badges don’t matter; not really. It’s not actually important for twenty-first-century youth to learn how to build a campfire or tie a complicated knot. Who really cares? But that type of complaint misses the point entirely. Instead, it’s about what Teddy Roosevelt called the “strenuous life.” Learn to deal with adversity, instill grit, focus on goals, manage frustration and pain. That’s the way to build real character; that’s how you raise up a healthy generation of proper young men.

In Peterson’s words, “We have committed an error, or a series of errors. We have spent too much time, for example
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