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Attention is the rarest and purest form of generosity. 

— Simone Weil 

This essay makes one claim: that the institutions we live inside are beginning to grow 

a second body. An Indian revolutionary philosopher conceived it eighty years too 

early for the world to have the means to create it, and the gap, not the argument, 

kept him in the periphery. A generation that turned an alleged insult into satire has 

just made it visible. What follows braids those two together, a dead man's blueprint 

and a living swarm, into an argument about what a genuine hinge in human history 

would look like, and how we might tell it from a passing convulsion, while there is 

still time. 

I. The insult and the swarm 

It emerged, as these things now do, from a sentence. 

A senior figure of the Indian state, from the bench, allegedly referred to those who 

used fraudulent professional credentials to pose as activists and journalists as 

“cockroaches” and “parasites of society.” The remark was narrow in its target and 

broad in its damage; within hours it was being watched, read, and repeated, as an 

insult aimed at the state's frustrated youth as a whole, worn down by a stalled 

labour market, crumbling infrastructure, a fraying environment, a struggling economy, 

and a health and education system stretched past its limits. The contempt seemed 

casual, the kind of thing power says about the powerless when it has stopped 

expecting to be overheard. In an earlier age the sentence would have stung and 



faded, absorbed into the vast silent reservoir of humiliations the many of this nation 

state are expected to swallow. 

It did not fade. Within a day, a young political communications strategist had taken 

the insult and inverted it. If the state called them cockroaches, they would become 

cockroaches. Unkillable, everywhere, multiplying digitally in full view, faster than the 

state could react. The announced party was not one any electoral authority would 

recognise. A satirical one, its stated ideology “political satire,” its mascot a smug and 

faintly disgusting insect. They called it the Cockroach Janta Party. 

Within days it had hundreds of thousands of registered sympathisers and tens of 

millions of followers on digital platforms. Volunteers appeared on the streets in 

cockroach costumes, doing clean-up drives. Then, a national examination was found 

compromised, and young lives were lost to it. The digital movement became a 

people's movement and moved onto the protest site in Delhi. A renowned engineer, 

innovator, and education reformist joined them there with a hunger strike, and a 

swarm of people from all walks of life gathered, the protest ground turning into 

something closer to carnival than protest, parades, fashion shows, mock elections, 

grief and performance folded into one. Every mobile phone: a broadcasting device. 

Within weeks, a senior minister had resigned. The swarm had reached into the 

machinery of the state and removed a part of it. 

I want to be careful, because it would be easy to romanticise this, and romanticism 

is the enemy of the argument I am trying to make. What happened was not systemic 

change. The examination system was not rebuilt. No government fell. The swarm 

won a concession and went home. 

But it was something new, and finding the word for that newness is the beginning of 

everything I have to say. The movement was not leaderless. It was leaderful but not 

leader-dependent. It had symbols in abundance but no sovereign, faces the crowd 

could rally around without ever handing them power, and the claim was tested 

directly, not merely asserted. When police forcibly removed the movement's hunger-

striking figurehead to hospital, the protests did not weaken. They grew. The faces 

were focal points for attention, not holders of power, and the difference is this. 

Authority was never deposited in a formal office that an arrest could take from 

them. The founder himself was never taken, so the claim is not fully proven even 

now, one removal, attempted and absorbed, is not the same as a system immune to 

every removal. But it stayed distributed, in the network, in the millions of phones, 

and the one time the state tried to cut a head off, the body did not fall. 



That distinction, between the symbol that focuses attention and the leader who 

holds power, is the small hinge on which a very large door swings. Because a man 

had outlined exactly this and perished in obscurity before the machine existed that 

could make it real. 

M.N. Roy, born Narendra Nath Bhattacharya, had founded the Communist Party of 

Mexico and, in exile, the Communist Party of India, risen to the executive committee 

of the Communist International in Moscow, and argued face to face with Lenin. He 

broke with Stalin's orthodoxy on his own terms, and, having concluded that this 

creed too had failed the test, spent his last years writing his way past communism 

entirely, towards something of his own: Radical Humanism. He kept the critical, 

materialist method his Marxist years had given him, but deliberately cut away the 

Hegelian dialectics inside it, a heritage he came to see as a weakness in Marx rather 

than a strength. What replaced it, the sovereignty of the individual, was not inherited 

from an older tradition. It was his own conclusion, reached by watching a revolution 

subordinate the individual human being to an imaginary collective, whether nation or 

class, and deciding that no cause could be worth that price. Roy is the spine of this 

essay, and his question is its engine. Not whether the future would prove him right, 

but what the individual, once sovereign, is responsible for building. 

II. What the Axial Age actually was 

Karl Jaspers gave us the phrase “the Axial Age,” and he gave it, characteristically, as 

a question rather than a boast. Somewhere between 800 and 200 BCE, he observed, 

in several civilisations with no meaningful contact with one another, human beings 

independently produced the ethical and philosophical foundations we still live inside. 

In India, the Upanishads and then the Buddha. In China, Confucius and Laozi. In 

Greece, Socrates and the tragedians. In Persia, Zoroaster. In Israel, the prophets. He 

called it an axis, a hinge on which human self-understanding turned, and confessed 

he could not fully explain why it happened where and when it did. 

We should be honest, as he was, that the concept is contested. A study of more 

than four hundred historical societies found no clean statistical clustering of these 

breakthroughs in the axial window; the innovations appear more sporadically, across 

a longer span, than the tidy story suggests. Critics note that the “simultaneity” may 

be a pattern we have pressed onto the past, and that the whole idea can smuggle in 

an assumption that history is going somewhere, guided. I take these objections 

seriously. But I want to use the Axial Age the way Jaspers offered it, not as a proven 



mechanism but as a lens, a way of asking what a genuine hinge in human 

consciousness would look like. 

And when you look at the pattern underneath, four movements define what an axial 

shift is. 

The first was the turn inward. The older religions had been external: sacrifice, altar, 

priest, the correct performance of ritual. The axial breakthrough moved the locus of 

the sacred inside the person. To conscience, to self-inquiry, to the examined life. 

The second was the discovery of the individual. Before, you were your role, your clan, 

your caste. The axial age produced, for the first time, the idea of a person as a moral 

agent who could stand against the collective. Socrates against Athens, the prophet 

against the king, the Buddha against the Brahmin's monopoly on the sacred. 

The third was the reach towards the universal. Local and tribal gods gave way to 

universal claims. One justice, one truth applicable to every human regardless of 

birth. 

The fourth was the confrontation with power. The axial figure characteristically 

speaks truth to the throne. Morally, not militarily. The prophets denounced corrupt 

kings; Socrates drank the hemlock rather than recant; the Buddha declined to 

concede that an accident of birth could bar a consciousness from liberation. 

Set those four criteria against the protest site in Delhi, and each finds a rough 

match. The refusal to be treated as a category is the discovery of the individual. 

Every faith and caste sharing one encampment, with women reporting, in accounts 

from several outlets, that they felt safer there than elsewhere, is the reach towards 

the universal. An unarmed crowd holding its ground against the state is the 

confrontation with power. Whether it also produced a turn inward, some new 

discipline of attention to each other's suffering, is harder to say. 

Delhi is not, on its own, the case. What makes it worth this much weight is that it 

was not alone. In Colombo in 2022, in Dhaka and Nairobi in 2024, in Kathmandu in 

2025, unconnected movements, no shared leadership, no coordination between 

them, toppled or forced concessions from governments using recognisably the same 

form, leaderful but not leader-dependent, organised through networks rather than 

parties, dissolving on their own terms once the demand was met. That is the 

criterion Jaspers asked for, not one breakthrough, but the same breakthrough 

arrived at independently, in places with no contact with one another. I want to be 

precise about what is independent here, because it is not everything. The underlying 

values, individual dignity, resistance to illegitimate power, one justice for all 



regardless of birth, are old and share a single, traceable lineage; no society 

discovered them from nothing. What these five cities discovered independently is 

narrower and more specific. The same organisational form, arrived at without 

contact, at the same technological threshold. That is the axial pattern, not a shared 

ancestor for the values, but simultaneous, unconnected discovery of the same 

mechanism for defending them. 

The four criteria are present, but presence is not proof; the honest word here is 

possibility, not certainty. By Jaspers' own criteria, no verdict is available in real time. 

The first axial age was only visible as a pattern centuries after it closed. What is 

available, and what this essay offers, is a test, the same criteria held against the 

same kind of evidence, with the outcome left genuinely open. 

It is also worth being honest about where the values themselves, as distinct from 

the form, actually come from. What we are witnessing may be a late chapter in a 

much longer chain rather than a new axis. A process born out of the same pattern 

this essay has already described, the Thirty Years' War, part of what historians call 

the General Crisis of the seventeenth century, a climate-driven cascade that broke 

the Ming dynasty in China, reached the Deccan as famine, and pulled Britain's own 

American colonies into revolt alongside the mother nation, and cleared the ground 

for the Enlightenment that followed. That chain passed through the revolutions of 

the eighteenth century, was tested and nearly destroyed by two world wars, and 

found one of its most complete early expressions in the Indian freedom movement, 

which brought questions of caste, gender, sovereignty, and individual dignity into the 

same constitutional frame for the first time. 

If that is the case, then this essay is not claiming new values. It is claiming a new 

form for defending them, the first one immune to the capture, capture that has 

occupied every form before it. The ideas are old. The form is not. But the resonance 

is real enough to justify the question, and there is one more fact about the first Axial 

Age that turns the question from a curiosity into something urgent. 

III. The gap that technology closed 

The axial breakthroughs did not arrive in a time of comfort. They arrived on the far 

side of catastrophe. 

Some three centuries before the axial window opened, the civilisations of the 

eastern Mediterranean and Near East suffered what we now call the Late Bronze Age 

Collapse. Within roughly fifty years, an entire interconnected world came apart. The 



Mycenaeans, the Hittites, the cities of the Levant, all fell or were gutted. Trade 

routes snapped. Cities burned. In some places writing itself vanished. Mycenaean 

Greek script disappeared, and Greece entered a genuine dark age in which literacy 

was lost. Historians now qualify the word “dark,” and rightly; the period was less a 

void than a violent reorganisation, and it was in this very interval that iron replaced 

bronze. But the essential shape holds. Rupture, then a long twilight, then, centuries 

later, the axial dawn. 

Notice the mechanism, because our own age lives inside its echo. The Bronze Age 

world did not fall from a single blow. It fell from many at once, drought, famine, 

earthquake, invasion, disease, cascading through a tightly linked system, and it was 

precisely the interconnection that had made those civilisations rich which now 

carried the collapse from one to the next like fire along a fuse. The strength was the 

vulnerability. The web that distributed prosperity distributed ruin. 

That is the anxiety of our own moment stated in the vocabulary of the thirteenth 

century BCE. We too have built a hyper-connected system, of supply chains and 

capital and information and climate, and we too fear that the connection which 

makes us powerful is the thing that could make our collapse cascade. It is a perfect-

storm, systems-failure framing, thirty-two centuries later. 

But between the first axial pattern and ours there is one difference that changes 

everything. 

In the first Axial Age, the rupture and the renewal were separated by centuries, 

because the collapse travelled at the speed of a falling city and the renewal 

travelled at the speed of a walking sage. An idea born in one valley took generations 

to reach the next. The dark age was long because everything was slow. 

This is where Roy comes back. His Radical Humanism began from a refusal. He had 

been a communist; he had seen, in the Soviet experiment, how a party that claimed 

to embody the will of the people became, in practice, a machine for concentrating 

power in a few hands and calling it the people's own. He concluded that the disease 

was not this or that party but delegation itself: the moment at which a mass of 

individuals hands its sovereignty to a structure and then falls silent between 

elections, atomised and powerless, until it is summoned again to ratify what has 

already been decided for it. 

So he imagined something he could describe but not build, a partyless democracy. 

Not the absence of organisation, but a standing network of local People's 

Committees in which citizens held real power continuously, from day to day, with 

every higher body answerable to and recallable by them. He believed in this so 



completely that in 1948 he dissolved his own Radical Democratic Party, having 

concluded that party politics was structurally incompatible with the thing he was 

trying to build. It was an act of almost unbearable integrity, a man dismantling his 

own instrument because the instrument contradicted the aim, and it consigned him 

to the margins. The movement dwindled into a reading circle. Pure reason, 

beautifully organised, mobilised almost no one. 

Why? Because Roy was missing a machine. In 1947 the coordination of millions of 

people in continuous, day-to-day, distributed self-government was simply 

impossible. Standing popular power was too expensive, in time, in attention, in the 

sheer physical logistics of gathering scattered human beings into a common 

deliberation. The People's Committee was not wrong. It was premature. It described 

a structure the technology of its century could not support. 

The technology now exists. 

I want to state this precisely, because overstated it becomes utopian and 

understated it becomes trivial. The digital network has dramatically reduced Roy's 

coordination problem. The thing that made distributed, day-to-day popular pressure 

undreamable in his lifetime, the cost of assembling and coordinating a mass of 

individuals without a central apparatus, has fallen to nearly zero. The Cockroach 

Janta Party is the proof of concept. It coordinated millions, sustained a campground 

for days, focused a demand, and moved the state, without a party, without a 

sovereign leader, leaderful but not leader-dependent. It is Roy's People's Committee, 

sighted in the wild, because the coordination technology finally caught up to the 

dream. 

I want to be precise about what this claim is and is not. Roy wanted standing, 

continuous, governing power distributed to ordinary people. CJP achieved something 

narrower, episodic, reactive power, a swarm that could detect a betrayal and force a 

concession, then disperse. That is not nothing; it is the first proof that leaderful but 

not leader-dependent coordination is now physically possible at scale. But 

coordination is not governance, and the distance between the two is exactly what 

the next section tests. 

That is the hopeful half of the argument. Now the harder thing, walking this vision to 

its edges and showing exactly where it breaks, because a hope that has not been 

stress-tested is not a philosophy but a wish. 

IV. Three walls 



Suppose we took the vision in its purest form, the age of leaders is over; let the 

nation decide its own affairs by the tap of a button, every citizen a permanent 

participant, no standing structure of representatives at all. The tools are arriving to 

make this literally possible. Estonia already conducts binding national elections 

digitally; Taiwan has used deliberation platforms to make real policy on genuinely 

contested questions; participatory budgeting already lets citizens directly allocate 

public money in thousands of cities. The coordination problem has been dramatically 

reduced. Why not go all the way? 

Because the vision, pushed to totality, hits three walls. And the walls are not 

technological. They are human, which is what makes them worth taking seriously. 

Wall One is speed. The tap of a button is fast, and fast is precisely wrong for the 

hardest decisions. A swarm can converge in an hour, a genuine strength when what 

is required is a No: the detection of a betrayal, the swift reversal of an abuse. But 

the constructive work of governance, the building of a Yes, requires the opposite: 

slowness, the cooling of passion, the hearing of the other side, the deliberate friction 

that prevents a momentary majority mood from hardening into permanent law. The 

swarm's greatest gift, its speed, is its greatest disqualification for construction. This 

wall can be managed, by refusing to ask one body to do both jobs, letting the fast 

layer do what only fastness can and a slower structure do what only slowness can, 

but the seam between them, the handoff from the swarm's urgent No to the 

structure's considered Yes, is not a solved problem. It is the least worked-out joint 

in the whole design, left open here rather than papered over. What follows at the 

close of this essay is a different kind of ground effort, one that tries to solve a 

related problem from the other direction: not a swarm learning to build, but a 

structure built, from its first day, to need no swarm at all. 

Wall Two is the individual. Here the pure vision runs aground on the very principle it 

claims to serve. Roy's radical humanism rests on a single non-negotiable foundation, 

“the sovereignty of the individual”, who must never be subordinated to any 

collective, party, state, class, or crowd. But direct, unmediated majority rule is 

precisely the mechanism most likely to crush the individual it claims to empower. 

What, in a pure tap-democracy, protects the dissenter, the minority, the single hated 

person against whom the crowd's mood has turned on a bad afternoon? Only a 

counter-majoritarian structure, a written right the tap cannot touch, a court obliged 

to hear you even when everyone wishes you silenced. The swarm, left to itself, is 

majoritarian by physics; it flows wherever the mass of attention flows. To protect 

the individual from the swarm, you need the cold, slow, formal thing the pure vision 

wanted to abolish. The pure swarm does not fulfil Roy's humanism. It betrays its 



first principle. This is not an objection imported from outside his philosophy; it is the 

fracture line within it, which is what makes it decisive. 

There is a thread of hope even here, and it is my own generation that supplies it. 

This is the first generation to speak openly and without apology in the language of 

the self, of boundaries, of the refusal to dissolve the individual into the demands of 

family or institution. That vocabulary can curdle into mere withdrawal, a privatised 

retreat into comfort, or it can convert outward, and in the protest site it did. 

Thousands of these young people slept in a public square for days, across every line 

of caste and faith, with the same reports of women feeling safer there, cited earlier, 

than they had anywhere else. A mob does not produce safety for the vulnerable. A 

collective of people who instinctively respect the sovereignty of the self does. The 

generation that guards its own individuality most fiercely may carry, precisely for 

that reason, the regulatory function every immune system needs to keep from 

attacking the body it exists to protect, though whether that conversion outward is 

durable, or whether the pull of private comfort wins instead, remains an open 

question on which the hopeful reading of my whole generation depends. 

Wall Three is the darkest, and I will not pretend to have an answer, because I do not 

think anyone yet does. It is the wall Simone Weil saw before the technology that 

would prove her right had even been built. 

She did not treat this as a classroom doctrine. She left teaching for a factory floor, 

then for the Spanish Civil War, on the conviction that attention to affliction cannot 

be theorised from a safe distance, only paid, in person, where the affliction is. 

Weil placed at the centre of her philosophy the faculty of attention: the rare, 

difficult, almost sacred capacity to truly see another person, especially the afflicted, 

to hold one's gaze on their suffering without flinching into abstraction. Attention, for 

her, was the root of justice and the substance of love. It was sovereign, effortful, 

individual, the hardest thing a human being can do. 

Now consider what the swarm runs on. It runs on attention too, but attention of the 

exact opposite kind. The attention that moves the network is cheap, herdable, 

engineered. A meme can manufacture it in a day; an algorithm can steer it; the 

wealthy and the sophisticated can purchase it. And so the hard question that hangs 

over the entire hopeful edifice is this. If the nation comes to decide by the flow of 

its collective attention, then whoever controls that flow, the platform, the state, the 

richest actor, the most skilful manipulator, controls the outcome, while every citizen 

feels that they decided freely. Direct digital democracy without a defence against the 

manufacture of attention is not the end of rulers. It is the perfecting of rulers. Power 



moving from the visible minister, who can be shamed and removed, to the invisible 

owner of the algorithm, who cannot even be seen. That is not liberation wearing a 

new face. It is capture wearing the mask of participation. 

I have no solution to offer for Wall Three, and I want to be exact about why I am 

leaving it open rather than reaching for a comforting one. Any proposed fix, a 

transparency law, a platform obligation, an algorithmic audit, is itself a rule that 

must be written, enforced, and defended by some structure, which returns the 

whole problem to the skeleton's side of the ledger and its vulnerability to capture. A 

confident answer here would be the least trustworthy sentence in this essay. I can 

only insist that Wall Three is the true stake of the entire question, that the same 

technology which makes the second body possible is the technology that could make 

our servitude more complete and more comfortable than any tyranny in history, 

precisely because it would feel like freedom. To build the new institution without 

building, at the same time, a defence of genuine attention against its manufactured 

counterfeit, would be to build the most elegant cage ever devised. This is why the 

honesty matters. This is why the utopians frighten me more than the cynics. 

V. What India already knew 

So, the pure vision seemingly fails. Not because Roy was wrong to dream it, but 

because a swarm alone is too fast for wisdom, too majoritarian for the individual, 

and too manipulable for real freedom. What survives the stress test is something 

this nation state worked out once already, in 1949. 

When India became free, it did not do what the revolutionaries of my adolescence 

would have had it do. Subhas Chandra Bose, who revered Vivekananda as his 

monastic guide and was nonetheless a hard socialist on the economics, who raised 

an army and insisted that no imported doctrine could lift India unless it was 

remoulded to India's own traditions, had already shown that the metaphysical and 

the rational streams of the renaissance could meet in one person. He and men like 

him were the runners who carried the fire; the INA trials and the 1946 naval mutiny 

that followed were among the many forces, most of them far larger than any one 

man, that contributed to the empire's undoing. And they chose, most of them, the 

gun, not out of love for violence but because it was the sharpest weapon their 

moment in history had actually placed within reach. 

India did not let that fire burn the house down. It built the hearth from it instead. 

Under the chairmanship of B.R. Ambedkar, independent India's first Minister of Law, 

a man born into a caste the older order held to be untouchable, who out of that 



affliction became the most careful institutional mind of his generation, the new 

nation sat down and, over nearly three years, wrote itself a Constitution. He also 

gave this essay's Wall Two its proof. When Gandhi's allies pushed to build the new 

republic on the foundation of the village, Ambedkar refused, calling the village “a 

sink of localism, a den of ignorance, narrow-mindedness and communalism”, and 

insisted the Constitution “discarded the village and adopted the individual as its 

unit” instead. He had lived what Wall Two only argued: that decentralised power, left 

to itself, entrenches whoever already holds it, and that the individual, not the local 

crowd, has to be the thing the law protects first. And it did so by an act of deliberate 

synthesis. Ambedkar said it plainly that they had ransacked the known constitutions 

of the world. They studied some sixty of them. They took fundamental rights and 

judicial review from the United States, parliamentary structure from Britain, the 

directive principles from Ireland, provisions from wherever one could be found that 

suited the conditions of a vast, poor, plural, newly free society, and they reshaped 

every borrowing to fit. The result was the longest written constitution in the world, 

borrowed in its parts and wholly original in its spirit, and, not incidentally, illustrated 

in its handwritten original by artists from Tagore's Shantiniketan, so that the Bengal 

renaissance runs even through the physical pages of the document. 

And here is why this matters, and why it is not a detour into national pride. In 2024 

the Nobel Prize in economics went to Daron Acemoglu, Simon Johnson, and James 

Robinson for demonstrating, across the sweep of history, that the single greatest 

determinant of whether a society prospers or fails is the character of its institutions, 

that inclusive institutions, which distribute power and protect rights broadly, 

generate prosperity, while extractive ones, which concentrate power in a narrow 

elite, strangle it. The Indian Constitution is one of history's most deliberate attempts 

to build an inclusive institution on purpose, by gathering the accumulated 

institutional wisdom of the entire species and adapting it to the hardest possible 

case, one significant step in a striving that possibly has no finish line. 

I am not going to enlist the Nobel laureates as witnesses for my thesis. I want to do 

something more honest, to agree with them, and then show where their framework, 

correct as far as it goes, could not see far enough. 

VI. The second body 

The laureates are right that inclusive institutions are the key. India proved them right 

in 1949. The same laureates, in a later book, offered the caution this essay has been 

building towards. A state can hold formally inclusive institutions while a society's 



own deeper fractures, what they called a cage of norms, keep those institutions 

from delivering the liberty they promise. But an institution, once built, is not safe 

forever, because an inclusive institution can be captured, its offices filled by actors 

who keep the inclusive shell intact while operating the machinery extractively, 

drawing the rents of power while the forms of fairness stand undisturbed around 

them. This is not hypothetical. It is the precise grievance that filled the protest site, 

a generation that looked at institutions designed to be inclusive, the examination 

that was meant to be the ladder out of caste and poverty, the ministries meant to 

serve them, and found them run, behind the intact facade, as instruments of 

extraction. The cockroaches, in their own telling, were not attacking the Constitution. 

They were protesting its betrayal. 

Extraction is not a habit unique to states. It is the default tendency of any structure, 

market, platform, or ministry, through which value passes, unless something is 

deliberately built to restrain it. The state is only the largest and most visible case. 

And this is what the 2024 framework, written before the machine existed, could not 

anticipate, that technology would make possible a second kind of institution, one 

that does not replace the first but completes it. The formal institution, the 

Constitution, the court, the written right, is a skeleton. It is slow, durable, memory-

keeping; it protects the individual and endures across generations; and it is, by its 

very durability, prone to capture, because a structure that cannot move quickly 

cannot quickly expel a parasite. The swarm is the second body, an immune system. 

What has been observed so far is closer to a single antibody response than a mature 

immune system, one proof, repeated independently in several places, that the 

response is now physically possible; whether it can operate as something standing, 

rather than something that flares and disperses, is a separate question this essay 

cannot yet answer. It is fast, responsive, capture-resistant, leaderful but not leader-

dependent; it detects the betrayal the slow structure cannot expel, converges, and 

forces the correction. It has no memory and no due process and no capacity to 

protect the individual against itself, which is exactly why it can never be the whole 

organism. A body that is all immune system attacks itself to death. A body that is all 

skeleton is a fossil. 

An immune system that cannot distinguish a pathogen from healthy tissue does not 

produce health; it produces autoimmune disease, the failure this essay named from 

the other direction back in Wall Two, where the missing regulatory function was the 

sovereignty of the self rather than institutional process. The swarm in Delhi 

converged on a minister held responsible, by wide report, for an examination 

compromised under his watch. But nothing internal to the swarm's own mechanism 



guarantees that discrimination in every case. A swarm can converge with equal 

speed and equal conviction on an official who made an unpopular but correct 

decision, and its architecture, leaderful but not leader-dependent, offers no 

institutional method for telling the two cases apart in advance. This is one more 

reason the skeleton should never be dissolved. Only the slow, adversarial, evidence-

weighing machinery of a formal institution can make that discrimination reliably, 

which is exactly why the second body's role should stay confined to detection and 

pressure, and never be handed the final verdict. 

The objection is immediate, have we not always had a second body? Civil society, the 

pressure group, the watchdog, the street protest. These have checked power for 

centuries. But every one of these is itself a formal institution, with leaders who can 

be arrested, funding that can be cut, and a registration that can be revoked. They are 

part of the skeleton, not an alternative to it, and they carry the same vulnerability to 

capture as the structures they monitor, which is exactly why relying on them to 

catch a well-organised betrayal is a wager, not a guarantee. A structure that has no 

structure cannot be captured; one that never deposits authority in a head cannot be 

decapitated; one that costs nearly nothing to coordinate cannot be defunded. The 

technology is what made this specific form possible. That is the second body. 

The axial shift I am proposing, then, is not the arrival of new gods, and not the return 

of revolution, and not the abolition of the state. It is subtler and larger than any of 

those. It is the institution itself evolving a second body, growing, alongside the slow 

formal skeleton it built in the first great synthesis, a fast distributed immune system 

it could only build once the coordination technology arrived. If the pattern holds, the 

two forms are complementary, and neither dissolves into the other, and each guards 

precisely the failure to which the other is prone. The skeleton protects the individual 

against the swarm's majoritarian heat; the swarm protects the skeleton against the 

parasite's slow capture. They raise each other. 

What of the long run, the mature form of this, decades out, when the technology has 

advanced further than we can now imagine? The pure vision has its own pull, the 

dream that the fast body might eventually do everything and the slow skeleton 

wither away. But this is exactly the temptation to refuse, and to refuse on Roy's own 

grounds. Even if the technology arrives to distribute every function of the formal 

structure, to encode adjudication and memory and even the protection of minorities 

into transparent collective protocols, the question of whether we should fully 

distribute them is not a technical question but a moral one. We keep due process 

slow, we protect the hated individual against the majority, not because we lack the 

tools to do otherwise but because wisdom consists precisely in restraining our own 



worst collective impulses. Speed and consensus are the last things you want when 

deciding whether to condemn a person. So even in a world where the swarm could 

do everything, a wise civilisation would deliberately rebuild the friction, the delay, 

the individual's veto, which is to say, it would rebuild something structurally like the 

formal institution on purpose. The skeleton is not a limitation we will outgrow. It is a 

choice we will keep making, because to stop making it would be to lose the 

individual, and the individual is the whole point. The individual here is the same one 

Socrates and the Buddha first discovered, standing alone against a collective. The 

second body only continues a defence antiquity began. 

And if the swarm's energy is not to spend itself in a single spike and vanish, it must, 

over time, learn to do more than say No. Here the honest thing is that we have not 

yet seen this happen, and it may not. But the pathway is visible in outline. The 

energy that gathers in the protest site need not only discharge outward as protest; 

some of it can mature inward, entering the formal structure at its lowest and most 

survivable levels, apprenticing itself to the experience already lodged there, learning 

the slow arts of construction the swarm by itself will never possess, and, in time, 

becoming not the destroyer of the skeleton but its regenerating marrow, the fresh 

cells that replace the captured ones from within. That is the transition the pure 

theories of revolution never solved, how the fire becomes the hearth without burning 

down the house. The answer, if there is one, is that it does not happen by conquest. 

It happens by the slow immigration of the young into the structure they were once 

content merely to shake. 

VII. The empty centre 

There is a resonance I have circled without naming, and I will name it now, briefly, as 

the grace note it deserves to be rather than a claim I could prove. 

The civilisation that produced the first axial turn in this same delta gave the world, 

some centuries later, the mathematical concept of zero: śūnya, the productive 

emptiness, the nothing that is the condition of all structure. The same tradition 

produced anattā, the Buddha's teaching that there is no fixed, eternal self at the 

centre of a person, that what we are is a process, a set of relations, a structure with 

no substance at its core. And it is one of the quieter surprises of our own moment 

that the frontier of Western metaphysics, working independently, has been drifting 

towards a strangely parallel intuition, that reality may be a web of structure and 

relations, and that even consciousness and selfhood may turn out to be structural or 

relational properties, not fixed substances. I do not offer this as proof of anything; a 



claim about the metaphysics of mind cannot validate a claim about the design of 

institutions, and to pretend otherwise would repeat the very error I refused with the 

Nobel laureates. Nor does it unsettle Roy's claim. His sovereignty of the individual is 

a political demand, not a metaphysical one; a self that turns out to be structural 

rather than fixed can still be the one thing a state is never permitted to overrule. I 

offer it only as a rhyme, a suggestion that the same deep intuition may be surfacing 

at once in mathematics, in metaphysics, and in the street, that the most durable 

structures are the ones built around no fixed centre, that emptiness at the core is 

not a weakness but the very condition of a living form. 

For that, precisely, is what the second body is. An institution centred on no 

sovereign. Leaderful but not leader-dependent, its authority distributed through the 

whole, its centre deliberately empty so that no one can capture it. The civilisation 

that first taught the world that zero is not nothing may be the one now building a 

politics on the same principle. I say may. Everything in this essay is a may. That is 

the honest register of a moment whose outcome has not been decided. 

VIII. The test cannot stay theoretical 

Roy's fate was an appeal to a verdict history had not yet delivered, made without an 

audience. He was kept in the periphery, at home, not because his ideas were refuted 

but because they were premature, because he described a machine that did not yet 

exist, and a civilisation has no patience for a blueprint it cannot build. The tragedy of 

his life was a tragedy of timing. He saw the shape of a distributed, individual-

honouring, partyless democracy, and he passed away eighty years before the 

technology arrived that could give that shape a body. His reward for being early was 

to be erased. 

The generation now sleeping at the protest site is not early. It is exactly on time, and 

that is the whole of its danger and its promise. Because the gap has closed. In the 

first Axial Age, a civilisation had centuries of twilight in which to sort the genuine 

renewal from the passing convulsion; the slowness of the world was cruel, but it 

was also merciful, for it gave the sorting time. We have no such mercy. Our rupture 

and our renewal arrive in the same instant, at the same speed, on the same screen, 

and so the work of telling one from the other, of building the second body 

deliberately, with its walls against speed and majority and the manufacture of 

attention consciously built in, rather than letting the wave decide for us, is work that 

must be done fast, or it will not be done at all. 



And if that is true, then the test of everything I have argued cannot stay theoretical. 

It has to be built somewhere the rupture is still live. 

For me, that somewhere is a conflict-affected state in India's east, a place where, by 

most accounts, the state exists mostly on paper, agreements lapsed but not 

revoked, and civil society tends to organise around ethnic constituency rather than 

the public good. As in most conflicts, neither party will be argued out of their 

positions. What can be built instead is a working counter-example, small, resourced 

from outside the conflict's own economy, supported by people with no stake in 

either side's victory. Not cross-community governance, which would only hand one 

more institution to whichever side captured it first, but a cross-community effect, 

produced as the byproduct of shared work rather than demanded as its 

precondition. 

And it roots its legitimacy in a history the divided communities around it already 

share, rather than a claim imposed on them from outside. Peace-education research 

holds that war is not natural but systemic, and systems can be redesigned. Roy 

would call it the same wager in older language, that reasoned, self-directed 

judgement precedes any inherited authority, and that institutions should be built on 

that capacity rather than around it. The mediation literature has a name for the 

design, an “outsider-neutral” body, valuable precisely because it has no claim to 

make in the dispute. What it cannot do alone is scale, and Acemoglu and Robinson's 

own account of how societies enter the corridor of liberty points to the answer. 

Coalitions, deliberately built by people willing to vouch for a working model with 

their own credibility. 

That is where this essay ends, not with a theory imported whole, because none was 

built for this. What exists on the ground is not one finished model but several pieces 

of the same design, at different stages, still taking shape. 

It is also an attempt, in one small place, to answer, even partially, the thing Wall 

Three could only warn about. Attention that is rational, specific, and earned, 

grounded in real facts about a real place, is harder to manufacture than outrage 

engineered to spread regardless of what is actually true, which is exactly why it 

might be trusted where manufactured attention cannot be. Whether that kind of 

attention can ever compete at the speed and scale Wall Three actually describes 

remains the open question this essay has not solved. Where the design reaches 

furthest, into few classrooms already teaching students now, using a method Roy 

himself had already named, decades before there was anywhere to apply it: reason, 

scientific education, ethical action, cooperation, and democratic self-government, 

the conditions through which one sovereign individual makes another person's 



freedom possible. These classrooms are that method, made physical. That is the 

same principle this essay has argued for from its first page, applied by hands other 

than mine, to see if it survives contact with one of the hardest cases available. 

Carried outward, if it holds, by people willing to say: this is what renewal looks like. 

The model is deliberately built with no figurehead to arrest and no treasury to seize, 

its centre left empty on purpose, so that the thing itself cannot become the next 

thing worth capturing. That is not the swarm maturing into a structure. It is a test of 

the other path to the same destination this essay has already named, not the 

regenerating marrow that swarm energy might one day mature into, but marrow built 

directly, on the wager that a structure need not first pass through the swarm to 

become what a captured skeleton needs most. It is early, and I do not yet know 

whether it holds. 

A new axial age, if it is one, will not announce itself. It will look, in its first hours, 

exactly like a viral spasm, because at the speed we now live the genuine hinge and 

the empty convulsion are indistinguishable at the moment of their birth. The whole 

task is to learn to tell them apart while there is still time to act on the difference, 

and then to build, fast, with our eyes open, the second body that the first one 

cannot do without. 

East Wind holds no funds and handles no transactions. Every partner is scrutinised and appointed for its specific task; 
East Wind implements nothing directly. 


