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Chapter One

The ‘Other Mode’

AS I APPROACH the age of fifty — just twice the age at which

my first book, The Outsider, appeared — I realise more clearly

than ever that my life has been dominated by a single

obsession: a search for what I call ‘the other mode of

consciousness’.

An example will clarify my meaning.

A musician friend once told me how he had returned home

after a hard day’s work feeling rather tired and depressed. He

poured himself a whisky, and put a record on the gramophone

— it was a suite of dances by Praetorius. As he drank the

whisky, he began to relax. Suddenly, he says, he ‘took off’. The

music and the whisky entered into some kind of combination

that produced a feeling of wild happiness, a rising tide of sheer

exhilaration.

Why describe this as ‘another mode’ of consciousness,

rather than simply as ordinary consciousness transformed by

happiness? Because it can lead to experiences that seem

completely beyond the range of ‘normal’ consciousness. A BBC

producer friend told me how he had sat in an empty control

room at the BBC and played himself a record of the Schubert

Octet, which happened to be on the turntable. Suddenly, he

said, he became Schubert. I was intrigued and tried to get him

to be more precise Did he have a kind of ‘time slip’ into

Schubert’s Vienna, so he knew what Schubert had eaten for

lunch on the day he started composing? No, this was not what

he meant. He tried to explain: that he had felt as if he was
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composing the music, so that he could understand why

Schubert had written each bar as he had, and precisely what he

might put into the next bar.... I saw that what he was

describing was not a mystical or ‘occult’ experience, but simply

an unusually deep sense of empathy. Sartre once said that to

enjoy a book is to rewrite it; my friend had done the same for

Schubert’s Octet. We are bound to ‘enter into’ music if it is to

be more than just a meaningless noise; but clearly, my friend

had entered into it ten times as deeply as usual, like going

down in a lift.

But then, perhaps it is a mistake to emphasise this element

of empathy or sympathy. I had a similar experience when

writing a book about Bernard Shaw. A friend had borrowed a

book that I wanted to consult; and on this particular morning,

he returned it. So I sat down at my typewriter feeling pleased

I had it back. It was a pleasant, warm day, with the sun

streaming through on to my desk. I was writing the chapter

about Shaw’s marriage and ‘breakthrough’, after years of

plodding around London’s theatres and concert halls—as a

critic. No doubt I was ‘identifying’ with Shaw, imagining what

it must have been like to feel that you have sailed out of a

storm into a quiet harbour. But this was not what explained

that sudden feeling of intense joy, as if my heart had turned

into a balloon and was sailing up into the air. It was not just

Shaw’s life that was somehow passing through my mind; it was

something bigger: a sense of the multiplicity of life itself. In a

sense, I was back in Edwardian London; but it could just as

easily have been Goethe’s Weimar or Mozart’s Salzburg.

In fact, this ‘other mode’ of consciousness is a state of

perception rather than empathy — an awareness of a wider

range of ‘fact’ — of the actuality of the world outside me.

What has changed in such experiences is our perspective. I am

used to seeing the world in what might be called ‘visual

perspective’ — that is, with the objects closest to me looking
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realler and larger than the objects in the middle distance,

which in turn look realler and larger than the objects on the

horizon. In these experiences, we seem to sail up above this

visual perspective, and the objects on the horizon are as real

as my fingers and toes.

This is the experience that lay at the heart of The Outsider.

The ‘Romantic Outsiders’ — Rousseau, Shelley, Hoffmann,

Holderlin, Berlioz, Wagner, Dostoevsky, Van Gogh, Nietszche —

were always experiencing flashes of the ‘other mode’ of

consciousness, with its tantalising hint of a new kind of

perception, in which distant realities are as real as the present

moment. But this created a new problem: intense

dissatisfaction with the ordinary form of consciousness, with its

emphasis on the immediate and the trivial. So the rate of

death by suicide or tuberculosis was alarmingly high among

writers and artists of the nineteenth century. Many of them

seemed to feel that this was inevitable: that death and despair

were the price you paid for these flashes of the ‘other mode’.

Even a relatively latecomer to the scene like Thomas Mann

continued to think of the problem in terms of these bleak

opposites: stupidity and health, or intensity and death.

I was inclined to question this equation. In many cases, the

misery seemed self-inflicted. Eliot was right when he snapped:

‘Shelley was a fool.’ Shelley was a fool to fall in love with

every pretty face that came by, a fool to believe England could

be improved by violent revolution, a fool to give way to

self-pity every time he got depressed, and to feel that the

situation could be improved by ‘lying down like a weary child

to weep away this life of care’. The same criticism applies to

a large number of ‘romantic outsiders’.

Still, even when full allowance was made for weakness and

self-pity, there was another problem that could not be

dismissed so easily. L. H. Myers had called it ‘the near and the

far’ (in the novel of that title). The young Prince Jali gazes
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out  over the de  sert in the light of the setting sun, and reflects

that there are two deserts, ‘one that was a glory for the eye,

another that it was a weariness to trudge’ — the near and the

far. And the horizon, with all its promise, is always ‘the far’.

The near is trivial and boring. Huysmans had made the same

point amusingly in A Rebours, where, after reading Dickens,

the hero, Des Esseintes, has a sudden craving for London. While

waiting for his train he goes to the English tavern near the Gare

St Lazare, and eats roast beef and potatoes, and drinks pints

of ale. Then it strikes him that he has, so to speak, tasted the

essence of England, and that ‘it would be madness to risk

spoiling such unforgettable experiences with a clumsy change

of locality’. So he takes a cab back home.

Yet Myers had also glimpsed an answer when he made Jali

reflect: ‘Yes, one day he would be vigorous enough in breath

and stride to capture the promise of the horizon.’ He may not

have believed it himself, but it was still the correct answer:

vitality. In 1960, my conviction was confirmed by the work of

an American professor of psychology, Abraham Maslow. Maslow

said he had got tired of studying sick people because they

never talked about anything but their illness; so he decided to

study healthy people instead. He soon made an interesting

discovery: that healthy people frequently had ‘peak

experiences’ — flashes of immense happiness. For example, a

young mother was watching her husband and children eating

breakfast when a beam of sunlight came through the window.

It suddenly struck her how lucky she was, and she went into the

peak experience — the ‘other mode’. Maslow made another

interesting discovery. When he talked to his students about

peak experiences, they began recollecting peak experiences

which they had had, but which they had often overlooked at

the time. Moreover, as soon as they began thinking about and

discussing peak experiences, they began having them regularly.

In other words: the peak experience, the moment when the
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near and the far seem to come together, is a product of vitality

and optimism. But it can also be amplified or repeated through

reflection, by turning the full attention upon it instead of

allowing it merely to ‘happen’.

The case of the young mother reinforces the point. She was

happy as she watched her husband and children eating, but it

was an unreflective happiness. The beam of sunlight made her

feel: ‘I am happy’, and instantly intensified it. It is as though

we possessed a kind of mirror inside us, a mirror which has the

power to turn ‘things that happen’ into experience. It seems

that thought itself has a power for which it has never been

given credit. 

This was a major discovery. It meant that — contrary to the

belief of the romantics — the ‘other mode’ is within our

control. Shelley asked the ‘spirit of beauty’:

‘Why dost thou pass away and leave our state, 

This dim vast vale of tears, vacant and desolate?’

The answer, in Shelley’s case, was clearly that he went

around with the assumption that human existence is a ‘dim

vast vale of tears’, and regarded the peak experiences as

visitations of ‘the awful shadow of some unseen power’ —

instead of recognising that the unseen power lay within

himself.

What we are speaking about is what Gottfried Benn called

‘primal perception’, that sudden sense of ‘matchless clarity’

that gives the world a ‘new-minted’ look. We find it in the

sharp outlines of Japanese art, with its white mountain peaks

and electric blue skies. 

T. E. Lawrence describes one in Seven Pillars of Wisdom:

‘We started out on one of those clear dawns that wake up

the senses with the sun, while the intellect, tired after the

thinking of the night, was yet abed. For an hour or two, on
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such a morning, the sounds, scents and colours of the world

struck man individually and directly, not filtered through or

made typical by thought: they seemed to exist sufficiently by

themselves . . .’

Lawrence has also put his finger on the reason that we

experience ‘primal perception’ so infrequently: the filter of

thought, of the mind’s expectations. It could also be described

as the robot, the mechanical part of us. Our ‘robot’ is

invaluable; it takes over difficult tasks — like driving the car or

talking a foreign language — and does them far more easily and

efficiently than when we are doing them consciously. But it

also ‘gets used’ to spring mornings and Mozart symphonies,

destroying ‘the glory and the freshness’ that makes the child’s

world so interesting. The robot may be essential to human life;

but he makes it hardly worth living.

The robot seems to be located in the brain. This is clear

from the effects of psychedelic drugs like LSD and mescalin,

which apparently achieve their effect by paralysing certain

‘chemical messengers’ in the brain. The result is certainly a

form of ‘primal perception’— as Aldous Huxley noted when he

took mescalin; he quoted Blake’s statement: ‘If the doors of

perception were cleansed, every thing would appear to man as

it is, infinite.’ So cleansing the ‘doors of perception’ is

basically a matter of brain physiology.

In the mid-sixties I began reading books on the brain; one

result was a novel called The Philosopher’s Stone, in which I

suggest that the secret of primal perception may lie in the

pre-frontal cortex. But it was more than ten years later that I

came upon a crucial piece of research that threw a new light

on the whole question. The result was revelatory, and requires

a chapter to itself. 
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Chapter Two 

The Riddle of the ‘Two Selves’

FOR SOME REASON that no physiologist yet understands, human

beings have two brains. Or rather, the brain they possess is

‘double’ — almost as if a mirror had been placed down the

middle, so that one half reflects the other. We seem to have

two hearing centres, two visual centres, two muscle control

centres, even two memories. Why this should be so is baffling

— one guess being that one of the brains is a ‘spare’ in case the

other gets damaged. What seems even odder is that the left

half of the brain controls the right side of the body, and vice

versa.

From our point of view, the most interesting part of the

brain is the bit at the top — the cerebral cortex. This is the

most specifically human part; it has developed at an incredible

speed over the past million or so years — so fast (in geological

time) that some scientists like to speak of ‘the brain

explosion’.

If you could lift off the top of the skull and look down on the

cerebral cortex, you would see something resembling a walnut,

with two wrinkled halves. The bridge between them is a mass

of nerve fibres called the corpus callosum or commissure.

This mass of millions of nerve fibres is obviously important.

Which is why brain specialists were puzzled when they came

across freaks who possessed no commissure, and appeared to

function perfectly well without it. In the 1930s, brain surgeons

wondered if they could prevent epileptic attacks by severing

the corpus callosum, and so preventing the spread of the
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‘electrical storm’ from one hemisphere to the other. They tried

severing the commissure in monkeys and it seemed to do no

harm. So they tried it on epileptic patients, and it seemed to

work. The fits were greatly reduced — and the patient seemed

much the same as before. One scientist remarked ironically

that the only purpose of the commissure appeared to be to

transmit epileptic seizures. Another suggested that it might be

to prevent the brain from sagging in the middle.

In 1950, Roger W. Sperry, of the University of Chicago (and

later of Cal Tech) began investigating the problem. He

discovered that severing the commissure appeared to have no

noticeable effect on cats and monkeys. But it would prevent

one half of the brain learning what the other half knew. So if

a cat was taught some trick with one eye covered up, and then

asked to do it with the other eye covered, it was baffled. It

could even be taught two different solutions to the same

problem (say, pressing a lever to get food) with each side of

the brain. There could be no doubt about it; we literally have

two brains.

Sperry and his associate Michael Gazzaniga then studied a

human patient whose brain had been split to prevent epileptic

attacks. He seemed to be perfectly normal, except for one

oddity — which they expected anyway. He could read with his

right eye, but not with his left.{1} It had been known since the

nineteenth century that, in human beings, the two halves of

the brain seem to have different functions: ‘right for

recognition, left for language’. People who had damage to the

right cerebral hemisphere were unable to recognise simple

patterns, or enjoy music, but they could still speak normally.

People with left-brain damage were able to recognise patterns,

but their speech was impaired. Obviously, then, the left deals

with language, and you would expect a split-brain patient to be

unable to read with his right eye (connected, remember, to the

opposite side of the brain). Sperry’s patient was also unable to
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write anything meaningful (i.e. complicated) with his left hand.

They noticed another oddity. If the patient bumped into

something with his left side, he did not notice. And the

implications here were very odd indeed. Not only did the

split-brain operation give the patient two separate minds; it

also seemed to restrict his identity, or ego, to the left side.

When they placed an object in his left hand, and asked him

what he was holding, he had no idea. Further experiments

underlined the point. If a split-brain patient is shown two

different symbols — say a circle and a square — with each eye,

and is asked to say what he has just seen, he replies ‘A

square’. Asked to draw with his left hand what he has seen,

and he draws a circle. Asked what he has just drawn, he

replies: ‘A square’. And when one split-brain patient was shown

a picture of a nude male with the right-brain, she blushed;

asked why she was blushing, she replied truthfully: ‘I don’t

know.’

The implications are clearly staggering. The person you call

‘you’ lives in the left side of your brain. And a few centimetres

away there is another person, a completely independent

identity. Where language is concerned, this other person is

almost an imbecile. In other respects, he is more competent

than the inhabitant of the left-brain; for example, he can make

a far more accurate perspective drawing of a house. In effect,

the left-brain person is a scientist, the right-brain an artist.

These, then, are the basic facts about the two halves of the

brain. It seems ironical that it should have taken me until 1978

to discover them (in Robert Ornstein’s Psychology of

Consciousness and Julian Jaynes’s Origin of Consciousness in

the Breakdown of the Bicameral Mind — an important book of

which I shall have more to say later). I started taking The

Scientific American in January 1964, and that particular issue

contains Sperry’s original classic article on ‘The Great Cerebral

Commissure’. Obviously, I didn’t read it closely enough.
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Now this realisation that ‘I’ live in the left half of the brain

offered a solution to a problem that had bothered me for some

time — in fact, ever since I had made a programme about a

case— of poltergeist activity for BBC television. Poltergeists

are, as everyone knows, the knockabout comedians of the spirit

world; they cause loud noises and strange events — like objects

flying across the room. In the late nineteenth century, it

became obvious to psychical researchers that poltergeists are

not disembodied spirits; they are somehow caused by a

mentally disturbed individual, usually an adolescent. (This, of

course, is no final proof that a disembodied spirit is not

involved — my own researches into the problem lead me to

keep an open mind.) In the Rosenheim case — about which I

made the programme — a girl named Anne-Marie Schaberl was

the ‘focus’ of a series of poltergeist activities in a lawyer’s

office — oddly enough, many of them connected with

electricity. The lights kept exploding, due to sudden

tremendous surges of current. The phone bills were

astronomical because someone — or something — was dialling

the ‘speaking clock’ five or six times a minute for hours on

end. But tests showed that even a practical joker could only

dial ‘time’ three times a minute, because it took twenty

seconds to get through. Whatever was causing the trouble was

getting straight through to the relays.

Anne-Marie was a country girl who hated working in a town,

and in an office. Her father had been a harsh disciplinarian, so

she had become accustomed to ‘knuckling down’ and

swallowing her emotions. But apparently some other aspect of

her being had other ideas, and set out to wreck the office

routine.

Professor Hans Bender, who investigated the case, told me

that he had considerable difficulty convincing Anne-Marie that

she was responsible, but that when she was finally convinced,

she seemed secretly rather pleased. Moreover, said Bender, it



FRANKENSTEIN’S CASTLE     20

is quite usual for children who cause poltergeist disturbances

to be unaware that they are to blame; an investigator must be

tactful in breaking the news, because some children become

terrified.

How, I wondered, could a person be responsible for such

amazing effects, and yet be totally unaware that she is causing

them? Sperry’s discovery provided the answer. We have two

people living in our heads. And the finger seems to be pointing

straight at the ‘artist’ who lives in the right-brain. That also

seemed to make sense in that artists have a well-known dislike

of mechanical}, routine jobs — like work in a lawyer’s office.

Another observation seemed to confirm this suspicion. I had

become interested in dowsing ever since I discovered that I

could use a divining rod. What intrigued me was that the rod

seemed to twist in my hands without any co-operation from

me; I was not in any way aware of causing it. But if it is the

right-brain that is somehow responsible, then all would be

explained. It would be my right-brain that would respond to

the water, or the force in standing stones, and which would

cause the contraction of the muscles that makes the dowsing

rod react. 

An experiment performed by Gazzaniga seems to support

this theory. The split-brain patient was asked to try to guess

whether a red or green light had been flashed in his left eye.

Since the right-brain cannot communicate with the left, the

score should have been what you would expect from chance. In

fact, the patient soon began to get it right each time. If he

guessed wrongly, he would twitch or frown or shake his head,

and change his guess: ‘Red — oh no, I mean green.’ The

right-brain had overheard the wrong guess, and was

communicating the correct one through the muscles — the

equivalent of kicking him under the table or nudging him in the

ribs.

But then, there is another interesting implication.
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Anne-Marie was not a split-brain patient; neither am I. So why

should my right-brain need to communicate its observation that

I am walking over an underground stream by making my

muscles contract? Why can it simply not ‘tell’ me in the usual

way — by making use of the bridge that exists?

The answer can be seen if we simply think about our

experience of grasping our own intuitions. My consciousness is

usually directed towards the outside world and its problems —

and in coping with these problems I receive an enormous

amount of help from the ‘robot’ (which seems to be situated

in a ‘lower’ part of the brain called the cerebellum). I seldom

‘look inside myself’ and allow my feelings and intuitions to

expand. 

When this occasionally happens — perhaps when I am

listening to music or enjoying poetry — I have an odd feeling

that my sense of identity has, so to speak, moved over towards

the right. Half an hour before, I might have been biting my

nails about some practical problems; now I look back on that

tense, anxiety-ridden ‘self’ with patronising sympathy; he no

longer seems to be ‘me’.

Clearly, what I usually think of as ‘me’ is not me at all. But

when I am trapped in that false ‘me’ of the left-brain, my

communication with the intuitive ‘me’ is sadly limited. Which

is why the right-brain needs to use a dowsing rod to

communicate with me. We are all split-brain patients. If we

weren’t, composers would produce nothing but great

symphonies and artists would paint nothing but masterpieces.

As soon as I begin thinking about this discovery that there

are two ‘me’s’ inside my skull, I see that it explains an

enormous amount of my everyday experience. There is an

intuitive ‘me’ and a critical ‘me’. If, for example, I am

thoroughly relaxed, and I am writing a letter, I actually enjoy

the process of forming the letters, the sense of control. As soon

as I become tense, my handwriting deteriorates; I lose that
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sense of control. Moreover, if someone comes and looks over

my shoulder as I write, I become ‘self-conscious’ — or rather,

left-brain—self-conscious — and again I write badly. This is the

‘stage-fright’ phenomenon, where my sheer anxiety to make a

good impression leads to an excess of conscious control, and a

reduction in efficiency. To do anything well, I need the

co-operation of that ‘other half’.

Again, I can study the interaction of the ‘two me’s’ in my

work as a writer. When I started writing, in my teens, it was

because I was fascinated by the possibilities of self-expression

as I saw them in writers I admired. But as soon as I began trying

to turn my own intuitions and insights into words, I found I

crushed them flat. Words seemed to be the enemy of insight,

and their inability to reflect intuition seemed a mockery. But

I went on writing, because there seemed nothing else to do;

and gradually, I got better at it. There came the day when I

looked at what I’d written, and it was still there. 

What I thought I’d said hadn’t evaporated in the night. The

left was slowly becoming more expert in turning the insights of

the right into language. And sometimes, it did it so beautifully

and economically that the right would get excited and say:

‘Yes, yes, that’s it!’, and the left would feel delighted with the

compliment and do its job even better, until the two were

co-operating like two tennis players spurring one another on to

play more and more brilliantly. This is obviously the state that

artists call inspiration.

A little introspection also makes us aware that the left

seems to be turned outward, towards the external world, while

the right is turned inward, towards our inner-being. The

business of the left is to ‘cope’ with everyday problems. The

business of the right is to deal with our inner-states and

feelings. And it also seems to be in charge of our energy

supply. When I am feeling tense and overstretched, I only need

to become absorbed in something to become aware that my
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energy-tanks are refilling. (T. E. Lawrence said: ‘Happiness is

absorption.’) When I become absorbed in a book or a film, I say

it ‘takes me out of myself’— meaning literally that. It allows

my centre of personal identity to move towards the right, away

from this left-brain tyrant who would like to drive me like a

galley slave. And soon that inner-spring of energy is brimming

over with a sense of strength and relaxation.

The rule seems to be that if we need support and help, we

need to ask for it by turning towards that ‘other self’ in the

right-brain. Wordsworth’s ‘Intimations of Immortality’ Ode

shows the process in action. The poet feels depressed and

jaded, and reflects gloomily upon his decreasing capacity for

poetic inspiration. But the actual process of turning these

insights into words makes him aware that things are not quite

as bad as he thought, and he ends by writing confidently about

a returning feeling of strength and optimism. The same process

also explains why people who have suffered great personal loss

often gain religious faith in exchange; the misery causes them

to turn inward; the right responds with comfort and inspiration.

The left-brain self becomes aware that it is not alone, and

believes it has found God. Possibly it has; but it has certainly

found its ‘silent partner’ who lives only a few centimetres

away; and this, in its way, is just as great a discovery.

All this brings us, I think, a great deal closer to

understanding that ‘other mode’ of consciousness. It is a type

of consciousness with a great deal more of the right-brain in it

than usual. Most of us achieve a certain practical balance

between right and left for everyday purposes; and since one

day is very much like another, we end by taking this balance

for granted as a permanent and necessary state of affairs. 

It is nothing of the sort. A change of scenery, a change in

our way of life, a new challenge, causes the right to improve

our daily allowance of energy; and suddenly we feel renewed

and reborn.



FRANKENSTEIN’S CASTLE     24

Then what is the secret of persuading the right to grant us

more energy? For obviously, if we can discover this, we have

discovered the secret of the ‘other mode’ — and probably the

secret of human evolution.

At the time I first stumbled upon these discoveries about

the right and left, I was engaged in writing a biography of

Wilhelm Reich. Reich was, of course, a Freudian, and believed,

like Freud, that all neurosis is sexual in origin. In tracing the

sexual theory back to its origin, I discovered how Freud came

to hold his peculiarly pessimistic views on the unconscious

mind. Freud made his ‘discovery of the unconscious’ as a result

of working with Charcot at the Salpetriere in Paris. Charcot had

rediscovered the phenomena of hypnosis — originally observed

by the Marquis de Puysegur, a pupil of Mesmer, in the: previous

century. Mesmer aroused immense hostility amongst his

medical colleagues and was forced to flee from Paris. Orthodox

medicine was victorious, and during the nineteenth century,

Mesmerism was regarded as another term for charlatanism.

Hypnosis shared its fate — until it was given a new lease of life

by Charcot, who noticed that it could produce a kind of

artificial hysteria. Mental illnesses seem to occur in epidemics;

and in the late nineteenth century, the chief mental illness was

hysteria. Patients would suffer from hysterical paralysis,

hysterical blindness and deafness, even hysterical pregnancy,

in which the stomach would enlarge and the body exhibit all

the normal symptoms of pregnancy. Charcot noticed that he

could produce the same hysterical symptoms through hypnosis

— and also, of course, undo them. His hysterical subjects could

be made to have violent fits, to become paralysed, and to

exhibit strength far beyond the normal — one of the favourite

tricks of hypnotists was to tell a person that he had become as

stiff as a board, then make him lie across two chairs — with his

head on one, his feet on the other — while another person
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stood on his stomach, which remained unyielding. A hysterical

patient could be made to produce ‘stigmata’ on his hands and

feet, like the saints. He could be told that he was about to be

touched with a red hot poker, and a blister would form where

the hypnotist had touched him lightly with a finger. But if told

that he would not bleed when a needle was driven into his arm,

he would somehow obey the order, and the blood would refuse

to flow.

Freud instantly saw that if there is a part of the mind that

can perform these remarkable feats while the conscious mind

is asleep, then it must be far more powerful than ordinary

consciousness. He labelled it ‘the unconscious’. But, being

naturally a romantic pessimist by temperament, he also leapt

to the conclusion that the unconscious is the real master. The

conscious mind thinks it is in control when it is really a mere

puppet in the hands of a force far greater than itself. And the

mainspring of the unconscious mind is the sexual urge — a

discovery Freud made as a result of the observations made by

his friend Breuer upon a patient called Bertha Pappenheim. In

her hysterical states, Bertha writhed her hips about as if in

sexual intercourse or labour — which convinced Freud that her

problems were basically sexual, but that it was her conscious

repression of her sexual urge that caused the neurosis. (He was

mistaken; her problems were due to nervous exhaustion and

misery after watching her father die slowly of cancer.) So,

according to Freud, neurosis was due to the festering of sexual

‘splinters’ in the unconscious mind.

Freud’s mistake lay in his assumption that, because the

unconscious mind is so much more powerful than the conscious,

it must be the real master. The ship is far more powerful than

the captain; but the captain decides which way it will go; an

elephant is more powerful than the boy who sits on its head;

but the boy gives the orders.

It was clear to me that the real cause of neurosis is the
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conflict between the left- and right-brain ‘egos’. The left ego

is the master of consciousness; the right is master of the

unconscious. And the relation between the two is not unlike

the relation between Laurel and Hardy in the old movies. Ollie

is the left-brain, the boss. Stan takes his cues from Ollie. When

Ollie is in a good mood, Stan is delighted. When Ollie is

depressed, Stan is plunged into the depths of gloom. Stan is

inclined to over-react.

When Ollie wakes up on a wet Monday morning, he thinks:

‘Damn, it’s raining, and I’ve got a particularly dreary day in

front of me . . .’ Stan overhears this and sinks into depression.

And — since he controls the energy supply — Ollie has that

‘sinking feeling’, and feels drained of energy. This makes him

feel worse than ever. As he walks out of the gate he bumps

into a man who tells him to look where he’s going, then trips

over a crack in the pavement, then misses a bus just as he

arrives at the stop, and thinks: ‘This is going to be one of those

days— . . .’ 

And again, Stan overhears, and feels worse than ever. And

once more, Ollie feels that sinking feeling. By the end of the

day, he may be feeling suicidal — not because things have been

really bad, but because of a continual ‘negative feedback’ of

gloom between the right and left.

Consider, on the other hand, what happens to a child on

Christmas Day. He wakes up full of pleasurable anticipation;

Stan instantly sends up a flood of energy. When he goes

downstairs, everything reinforces the feeling of delight —

Christmas carols on the radio, the Christmas tree with its

lights, the smell of mince pies in the oven. Each new stimulus

causes a new rush of delight; each new rush of delight deepens

the feeling that ‘all is well’, and that the world is a wonderful

and exciting place after all. Suddenly, he is in the ‘other mode’

of consciousness; the feeling that all is well has produced a

new level of trust and relaxation. He is no longer inclined to
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wince, as if expecting a blow; the left-brain tyrant is as utterly

relaxed as if he was hypnotised.

Considerations like these make it clear that our chief

problem is ‘generalised hypertension’, a basic feeling of

mistrust about the world. The ‘other mode’ depends upon a

degree of communication between the two halves, and this in

turn depends upon ‘positive feedback’. If I experience some

enormous relief, as some appalling threat is removed, Ollie

gives a sigh of contentment, and Stan reacts by sending up a

wave of relief. And suddenly, Ollie is seeing things in a

completely new way — grass looks greener, everything is

somehow ‘more interesting’.

What precisely happens in such moments? The first thing to

note is that when we experience relief, we feel we can afford

to relax. When I step into a hot bath at the end of a hard day’s

work, or open a bottle of wine as I prepare to watch the news,

I tell myself, as it were: ‘You deserve this;’ But this concept of

‘affording’ indicates that we think of our energies in much the

same way we think of our bank accounts: as something quite

definite and limited. This is why I get annoyed if I am trying to

change the plug on the electric kettle and the phone rings; I

feel this is a tiresome attempt to divert my energies when I

need them all for the task in hand. I have narrowed down my

attention, and I feel that anything that tries to widen it is a

nuisance.

Conversely, when I experience relief because some problem

has vanished, I allow my field of awareness to widen. And it is

this widening that brings the ‘peak experience’. Maslow’s

young mother was feeling quite cheerful as she watched her

family eating breakfast, but her attention was fixed on the task

in hand — watching to see the baby didn’t knock its cereal on

the floor. The beam of sunlight triggered a relaxation response,

a widening. And the widening brought the peak experience. 

It begins to look as if we have discovered the basic
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mechanism of the peak experience. But there is still an

important question to answer. If ‘narrowing’ somehow prevents

the peak experience, why do we do it? Of course, we all know

that ‘narrowing’ makes us more efficient; I shall make a better

job of changing the plug if I give it my full attention. But we

seem to habitually overdo it.

Here again, we are dealing with the subject of hysteria. At

the same time that Charcot was studying hypnosis in Paris, his

younger contemporary Pierre Janet was studying the effects of

hysteria. He was particularly fascinated by a rather odd

manifestation of hysteria called multiple personality. In such

cases, the patient has split into two or more people —

completely different individuals, who take it in turns to occupy

the body, just as different drivers might take over a hire-car.

A typical case was reported by the psychologist Cyril Burt.{2}In

1917, a foreman named Naylor was accused by two workmates

of seducing their wives: both had received letters, couched in

filthy language, describing Naylor as a philanderer. Naylor

himself had received similar letters; so had his employer and

the local vicar. Oddly enough, they were signed with the name

of his only daughter, May. And May was a quiet, well-behaved

girl who obviously knew nothing about them. Burt was asked to

investigate. He discovered that the nine-year-old girl was a

model pupil at school, of superior intellectual ability, and with

no record of practical joking. Her handwriting was neat, and

completely unlike that of the anonymous letters. Yet when she

told Burt that her favourite flower was the lily of the valley

because it was so white and pure, Burt began to wonder if this

was not too much of a good thing. He hypnotised the girl, and

a completely different character emerged — a coarse,

vengeful, foul-mouthed child who detested her father as much

as the ‘other May’ loved him. May was, in fact, a Jekyll and

Hyde. Under Burt’s treatment, she was finally ‘cured’. 

The most striking thing about this case is its resemblance to
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the Anne-Marie poltergeist case. May Naylor wrote obscene

letters; Anne-Marie made electric lights explode — both quite

‘unknowingly’. Could that mean that the delinquent May was

simply a manifestation of her own right-brain? Hardly; for the

right-brain differs from the left simply in its basic activities: it

is concerned with over-all patterns and meanings rather than

with down-to-earth problems. Besides, in some cases of

multiple personality, there have been literally dozens of ‘other

selves’, all of them quite distinct. Clearly, we cannot blame

the right-brain for May’s misbehaviour. This is a more

complicated problem.

Janet noticed an interesting thing about hysterics: that in

many respects, they behaved just like multiple personalities.

One of his patients, for example, was a hysterical woman who

had worried herself into such a state of anxiety that she stared

straight in front of her, concentrating upon some vaguely

defined worry. In order to attract her attention, Janet had to

speak loudly in her ear. But he discovered that if he said in a

quiet voice: ‘Raise your right arm’, she would obey. If he then

asked her loudly: ‘Why have you got your right arm in the air?’,

the woman would looked amazed; she had no memory of

raising it. Her conscious ‘self’ had narrowed down, but

‘unconscious’ areas of her personality were still accessible. She

had, in effect, become two people. Her neurotic anxiety made

her suppress her ‘wider self’. And multiple personalities appear

to do just this. Most of them have had traumatic childhoods,

and they face life with extreme caution and mistrust. Some

severe shock then causes them to ‘split’ into two different

people; the suppressed part gets its own back by taking over

the body. (And the original personality — the one suffering

from anxiety — usually has no memory of what happens during

these periods of ‘takeover’.)

So in the case of May Naylor, it seems likely that the ‘good

May’ was over-anxious to please, and that she suppressed all
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natural naughtiness in order to win the favour of her parents

and teachers. Her own anxiety about her ‘naughty’ impulses

had the effect of amplifying them — what Viktor Frankl calls

‘the law of reverse effort’ (i.e. a stammerer who tries hard not

to stammer becomes worse than ever) — until she was

suppressing a virtual juvenile delinquent. This delinquent,

robbed of any form of self-expression, finally became strong

enough to take over May’s body, and write the obscene letters

about her father.

It is not an easy concept to grasp — the notion that

‘narrowing’ our awareness can turn us into more than one

person. But it does seem to be so. And it provides a clue to

what is wrong with most of us. We are all ‘partial

personalities’; we are all ‘hysterics’. And this is an inevitable

consequence of the sheer complexity of human life. Imagine a

woman making an enormous patchwork quilt; it is so big that

she seldom sees the whole thing. As she works, she is only

aware of a fairly small part of it. It is the same with any

‘cumulative’ activity. When I first started collecting

gramophone records, it was easy to ‘know’ my collection; but

as it gradually grew bigger, I had to keep a catalogue. And

now, if I want to know if I have a particular recording of a

Mahler symphony, I have to look in my catalogue, instead of

instantly being able to recall the record. The size of my

collection means I can only ‘know’ a small portion at a time.

In the same way, we spend our lives accumulating new

experiences. My brain stores all these experiences; and the

neurologist Wilder Penfield discovered that if he touched a part

of the temporal cortex of the brain with an electric probe

during an operation, the patient (who was conscious) recalled

experiences that took place years ago in the utmost detail,

exactly as if re-living them. But for practical purposes, most of

our experiences are lost. And my personality, unlike my record

collection, has never been catalogued. So whole vast areas of
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my being are packed away — on microfilm, as it were.

The fascinating implication is that if I could somehow

‘spread out’ my personality — as the woman can spread out her

patchwork quilt — I would be amazed to discover that I am far

‘bigger’ than I had ever suspected. Or, to put it plainly, more

‘godlike’. Moreover, those moods of ‘wider consciousness’— the

‘other mode’— allow me a glimpse of the sheer size of the

quilt. Hermann Hesse described such a moment in

Steppenwolf, where the hero is in bed with a pretty girl:

‘For moments together my heart stood still

between delight and sorrow to find how rich was

the gallery of my life, and how thronged the soul

of the wretched Steppenwolf with high eternal

stars and constellations . . .’

Yeats was obviously speaking of the same experience when

he wrote in Under Ben Bulben:

Know that when all words are said 

And a man is fighting mad, 

Something drops from eyes long blind, 

He completes his partial mind, 

For an instant stands at ease,

Laughs aloud, his heart at peace . . .

Here the important phrase is ‘he completes his partial

mind’. Yeats’s preoccupation with moon-imagery leads one to

suspect that he was thinking of the ‘completed mind’ as

something like the full moon, and the ‘partial mind’ — the

everyday self — as the moon in its last quarter. And this symbol

provides a useful image of the human psyche, with the

‘everyday self’ as the last quarter:
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Janet’s hysterical patient was a very thin slice indeed,

hardly more than a sliver. (Oddly enough, such patients often

suffer from ‘tunnel vision’, a narrowing of the visual field.) But

her ‘wider self’ was still there:

 

But then, if we are all, in some respect, hysterical patients,
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then the above diagram applies to all of us. Outside the

‘everyday self’ there is a kind of grey, penumbral area of the

wider-self. I experience this wider-self whenever some

interesting challenge makes me feel ‘more alive’. Conversely,

whenever I am bored and tired, the everyday-self contracts,

and the penumbral area becomes correspondingly bigger. Most

of us, even in our moments of greatest anxiety, never become

as narrow as Janet’s patient.

Now in the ‘other mode’ of consciousness, the whole

personality seems to expand; the quarter moon turns into

something closer to a half. This is more than the usual feeling

of increased ‘interest’ or vitality, or even T. E. Lawrence’s

‘absorption’. When we are happy, we still see the world in

more or less the same way as when we are unhappy or merely

indifferent. We just seem to see more of it; the change is

quantitative. In the ‘other mode’, the change seems to be

qualitative; we have an odd sense of revelation or insight, a

desire to snap our fingers and say: ‘Of course!’ Of course what?

Even if we can manage to cling on to some fragments of that

insight, it seems impossible to express. And the reason it is so

hard to express is that we see that ‘everyday consciousness’ is

somehow based upon a set of false assumptions, so that we

would have to start by explaining what is wrong with these

assumptions. And this sets the solution of the problem back

another pace....

Still, let us make the attempt. To begin with, the ‘false

assumption’ lies in the fact that I take it for granted that ‘I’ am

the quarter-moon. My everyday sense of identity usually seems

quite solid and secure; when mixing with other people, I am

aware that they see me as a definite person; and I feel myself

to be a definite person. When I experience ordinary happiness,

I am still a definite person — but a happy one. But as soon as

I experience the ‘other mode’, my mind seems to perform a

kind of conjuring trick that makes me gape with astonishment.
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The boundaries of my everyday self seem to dissolve, and I turn

into ‘something bigger’. It is almost as if the blood was

returning into an arm or leg that had ‘gone to sleep’ because

I had been lying on it. Moreover, there is an intuition that this

‘new self’ is not sharply defined by ‘identity’, like my everyday

self. It seems to stretch into the distance. This sense of

boundlessness is so foreign to our everyday experience that it

produces a sensation of paradox. This is why Steppenwolf can

talk about himself as ‘the wretched Steppenwolf’, as if he was

speaking of another person. What seems even more paradoxical

is that this new sense of ‘self’ is stronger than the everyday

identity, even though it has no boundaries to define it.

But at least, we can now begin to understand precisely why

the ‘everyday self’ is a kind of hysteric. In ‘stage fright’, the

left-brain is gripped by mistrust and a sense of inadequacy. It

is rather as if a man who had to make a speech suddenly began

to worry about whether his mouth would open and close, and

tried to do it with his fingers. Obviously, he would speak badly.

In effect, a man suffering from over-anxiety is clutching his

own windpipe, and wondering why he feels suffocated. We can

perfectly well understand what is wrong with such a person —

recognise that he is over-reacting, and that he needs to stop

indulging his hysteria. But we think of ourselves as ‘normal’

and balanced. We think of our own left-brain reactions to the

world as sensible and responsible. So it is difficult to grasp

that, even in the most sensible person, there is still a kind of

hysteria which somehow keeps him trapped and confused. In

his important essay ‘The Energies of Men’, William James puts

his finger on the problem: ‘Most of us feel as if a sort of cloud

weighed upon us, keeping us below our highest notch in

discernment. Compared to what we ought to be, we are only

half awake.’ 

James also compares us to hysterics: ‘In every conceivable

way life is contracted like the field of vision of an hysteric
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subject — but with less excuse, for the poor hysteric is

diseased, while in the rest of us, it is only an inveterate habit

—  the habit of inferiority to our full self — that is bad.’

James was not aware that the right and left sides of the

brain contain two different people, so he lacked an important

clue for understanding how this ‘hysteria’ comes about. As to

the question of how to remedy the situation, he had no very

useful ideas. Speaking of certain people who seem less ‘inferior

to their full self’ than the rest of us, he says: 

‘Either some unusual stimulus fills them with emotional

excitement, or some unusual idea of necessity induces them to

make an extra effort of will. Excitements, ideas, and efforts,

in a word, are what carry us over the dam.’

This is a worthwhile insight, but it simply takes us back to

the position of ‘the Outsider’, who is always looking for

extreme or violent methods for escaping from his sense of

suffocation. He may preach revolution, he may take drugs, he

may subject himself to extreme physical hardships ‘so that he

might feel the life within him more intensely’ (as Shaw’s

Shotover puts it); he may even, like Dostoevsky’s Raskolnikov,

commit murder. But all these methods involve the same

assumption: that the answer lies ‘out there’, in the physical

world. We have seen, beyond all shadow of doubt, that the

answer lies ‘inside’ — in that other self who inhabits the

right-brain.

But this analysis has answered another of the major

questions of ‘the Outsider’. He experiences the moment of

intensity, of insight, of ‘absurd good news’, and then wonders

whether it was all an illusion. Our knowledge of the

mechanisms involved enables us to state authoritatively that it

is not an illusion. The business of the right-brain is pattern

recognition, the ‘bird’s-eye-view’. The left-brain is confined to

the worm’s-eye view. Where over-all patterns and meanings

are concerned, a bird’s-eye view undoubtedly provides a truer
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picture than the worm’s. So we conclude that the sense of

‘absurd good news’, the feeling that ‘all is well’, is justified.

The next problem is how to bring home this insight to the

everyday self, to the left-brain ego. But first of all, we need to

look more closely into the curious powers of the right-brain.{3}

But these controversies are irrelevant to the present

argument. If Gooch is right, then the ‘I’ lives in the cerebral

hemispheres — both of them — and the ‘other I’ in the

cerebellum. The central point — that we are two people —

remains unchanged. My own view is that both Gooch and

Ornstein are partly right, and that the right hemisphere is, so

to speak, the ‘antechamber’ of the unconscious mind, whose

‘seat’ may lie elsewhere in the brain, even possibly extending

to the body.
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Chapter Three

More Mysteries

ON FEBRUARY 21, 1977, a forty-eight-year-old Philippino

woman named Teresita Basa was murdered in her apartment in

Chicago; she had been stabbed several times, and an attempt

had been made to burn her body. The police were unable to

find any important clues, although the motive seems to have

been robbery. Five months later, in July, Dr Jose Chua and his

wife Remibias — also from the Philippines — were sitting in

their apartment in Evanston when Mrs Chua got up abruptly and

walked into the bedroom. The doctor followed her, and found

her lying in a trance-like state on the bed. When he asked her

what was wrong, a strange voice issued from her mouth saying,

in Tagalog (the language of the Philippines): ‘I am Teresita

Basa.’ She went on to say that she had been murdered by a

fellow employee at the Edgewater Hospital, a black named

Allan Showery. He had, she said, killed her and stolen some

jewellery.

When Mrs Chua woke up, she remembered nothing of what

had happened; apparently she had, quite spontaneously,

become a ‘medium’. A few days later, it happened again. This

time, Dr Chua told the ‘spirit’ that the police would need

evidence; it replied that Showery still had some of the stolen

jewellery in his possession, and that her pearl cocktail ring was

now on the finger of Showery’s common law wife. Still the

Chuas found themselves unable to go to the police. But when

the ‘spirit’ manifested itself a third time, they apparently

decided that it would be less trouble to do what it asked. As a
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result, the Chicago police questioned them, then called on

Allan Showery. They found the jewellery, just as the ‘voice’

had said, and his common law wife was wearing the cocktail

ring. Under questioning, Showery admitted that he had gone

into Miss Basa’s apartment — the woman had been a Manila

socialite before coming to America, hence the jewellery — and

murdered her, then taken the jewellery.

There is, admittedly, room for a grain of doubt about the

truth of this story. Mrs Chua worked in the same hospital as the

dead woman, and had actually left just before her ‘possession’,

saying that she was afraid of Showery. She could have

suspected him, and used this method of telling the police. But

that hardly makes sense; all she had to do was to give them an

anonymous tip-off — why involve her husband in the incredible

story about the ‘voice’?

The story interests me, not because it seems to provide

evidence for life-after-death, but because it indicates

something that strikes me as equally intriguing: that the human

body can be ‘taken over’ by other personalities, who use it in

the same way that successive drivers use a hire-car. Such a

view seems, in a way, contrary to experience because we

somehow take it for granted that the personality and the body

are very closely involved. I recall reading Frankenstein as a

child, and suddenly being struck by this paradox of the ‘self’.

Suppose Victor Frankenstein had removed the monster’s arms

and replaced them with new ones; would it still be the same

monster? Obviously yes. But he could go on removing parts and

changing them for others until he had enough spare parts to

make another monster; at what point, precisely, would it cease

to be ‘the same monster’ and become another one?

In his book The Shape of Minds to Come, Professor John

Taylor states the standard view of personality: ‘. . . we

recognise personality as a summation of the different

contributions to behaviour from the various control units of the
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brain.’ That seems to make sense. Yet cases like that of

Teresita Basa suggest otherwise. So do many cases that seem

to suggest ‘reincarnation’. In Mysteries I mention the case of

Jasbir Lal, a three-year-old Hindu boy who apparently ‘died’ of

smallpox. Fortunately, his father decided to wait until the next

day before burying him; by morning, the child had awakened

again. But as he slowly recovered, his family became aware

that he seemed to be a different personality. And he said as

much. He claimed to be the son of a Brahmin of another

village, and at first declined to eat with the family, who were

of a lower caste. A few years later, the child ‘recognised’ a

Brahmin lady who was visiting his village, claiming she was his

aunt. This lady confirmed what the child had said: that at the

time he had ‘died’ of smallpox, a young man named Sobha Ram

had also died in Vehedi village, due to a fall from a cart. (In

fact, the child insisted Sobha Ram had died from poison, but

this never seems to have been confirmed.) Taken to Vehedi

under supervision, Jasbir was able to lead the investigators —

by a complicated route — to Sobha Ram’s house, and he

demonstrated a detailed knowledge of the family and its

affairs. The case is cited by Dr Ian Stevenson (in Twenty Cases

Suggestive of Reincarnation), who agrees that it looks very

much like a proven. case of reincarnation. But Sobha Ram died

when Jasbir was three....

In 1877, there occurred in America a case that has some

striking resemblances to that of Jasbir. On July 11, a

thirteen-year-old girl named Lurancy Verrum, who lived in

Watseka, Illinois, had a fit, and was unconscious for five hours.

It happened again the next day; but while lying ‘unconscious’,

she went on speaking, declaring she was in heaven, and could

see a little brother and sister who had died. As similar trances

kept recurring, the family concluded she was mentally

disturbed, and thought of sending her into a mental home.

However, at this point, a Mr and Mrs Asa Roff— friends of the
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family — intervened. Their daughter Mary, who had been dead

twelve years, had behaved in a similar manner, and they

persuaded the Verrums to allow them to bring along a friend,

Dr E. W. Stevens. On the day Stevens was introduced to

Lurancy, the girl was in a savage mood; but she talked to the

doctor, and stated at one point that she was an old woman

named Katrina Hogan, and then that she was a man named

Willie Canning. After another ‘fit’, Stevens calmed her with,

hypnosis; then the girl declared that she was being possessed

by evil spirits. Stevens, who knew something about

spiritualism, suggested that she needed a ‘guide’ or control,

and Lurancy agreed. She said that someone called Mary Roff

had offered to help her. Mrs Roff, who was present, said this

would be an excellent idea....

The next day, Lurancy was no longer ‘herself’, but Mary

Roff. She recognised none of her family, but asked to go

‘home’ to the Roffs’ house. (Mary had died at the age of

eighteen in 1865.) As Mrs Roff and one of her married

daughters approached the Verrum home, Lurancy, who was

looking out of the window, said excitedly: ‘There’s my ma and

sister Nervie.’ She wept for joy when they came into the

house. A few days later, the Verrums allowed ‘Mary’ to go

home to the Roffs’ house. She showed the same precise,

detailed knowledge of the Roff family that Jasbir showed of

Sobha Ram’s. Asked how long she could stay, she replied that

‘the angels’ had given her until May. And on May 21, Mary

announced that she would have to leave ‘Rancy’s’ body at

eleven o’clock. Mary took tender leave of all her family, then

returned to the Roff home. On the way, she became Lurancy

again. And from then on, Lurancy was a perfectly normal girl.

Now obviously, cases like these suggest very strongly that

‘personality’ can survive bodily death. In which case, it would

seem possible that cases of multiple personality are really

cases of ‘possession’. Yet while this is a hypothesis that should
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not be totally dismissed, it would leave us with just as many

problems as before. For the real mystery here is: what

precisely is a ‘personality’? Is each person really an ‘individual’

— an indivisible unity? We know this is not so; we react

differently in different situations, and it is quite easy to

imagine the same person behaving like totally different people

in different situations. But this, we say, is merely a question of

different ‘aspects’ of the same personality. But then, in cases

of multiple personality, it looks as if different sets of ‘aspects’

have come together to form totally different personalities.

Many people seem so limited and boring that it is quite easy to

believe that they have half a dozen other personalities hidden

away in some recess of the mind. In short, personality seems to

be like a suit of clothes; and it is possible for everyone to

possess any number.

Besides, my personality seems to be closely connected with

my conscious-self. If someone asks you whether you

remembered to pass on a message, you may reply: ‘No, it

didn’t come into my head.’ Yet it was in your head —

somewhere. It just didn’t happen to emerge into the centre of

consciousness. And in that gigantic storehouse of memories and

experiences inside my head, there must be material for

hundreds of ‘personalities’. By ‘the’ personality, we mean only

the one in the centre of consciousness.

A case history will underline the point. In the year that

Lurancy Verrum began having fits, a fourteen-year-old boy

named Louis Vive was attacked by a viper and severely

traumatised. Vive was a neglected child who had been in a

reformatory since he was ten; he was quiet and obedient. But

after the shock, he began having fits, and was sent to the

asylum at Bonneval. One day, he had a ‘hysterico-epileptic

attack’ which lasted fifteen hours; when he recovered, he was

a different person. To begin with, he no longer suffered from

hysterical hemiplegia (paralysis of one side of the body). He
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had no memory of anything that had happened since the viper

attack. And he was violent, dishonest, and generally badly

behaved. This new ‘delinquent’ self would alternate with the

former, well-behaved Louis Vive, who suffered from paralysis.

After a period in the marines, and a conviction for theft,

Vive was sent to the asylum at Rochefort, where three doctors

became intrigued by his case of hysterical hemiplegia. By this

time, the ‘bad’ character was present most of the time. He

was paralysed down the right side, and his speech was halting

and poor. But in spite of this, he was given to delivering violent

harangues ‘with a monkey-like impudence’ on atheism and the

need for violent revolution.

The doctors believed that hysterical hemiplegia could be

transferred from one side to the other by various metals. Vive

responded to steel, which transferred the hemiplegia from one

side to the other. And there was an instant change of

character; Vive was again a quiet, well-behaved person, who

remembered nothing of his career as a violent radical and

criminal.

We, of course, have a clue that was unknown to Vive’s

doctors: that when his right side was paralysed, his left-brain

was affected — hence the poor speech. So the ‘person’ who

expressed himself in the violent speeches was Vive’s right-brain

self’. The steel caused the paralysis to reverse, and the

left-brain Vive returned.This is not to say — obviously — that

the revolutionary Vive was a totally right-brain being, since he

was able to express himself in speech. Presumably both

personalities made use of both sides of the brain. But the

‘well-behaved’ Vive was oriented to the left, and the badly

behaved Vive to the right.

Now oddly enough, this seems to be a recurring pattern in

such cases. One of the most fully documented is that of

Christine Beauchamp, described around the turn of the century

by Dr Morton Prince in his book The Dissociation of a
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Personality.{4}  Christine, the primary personality, was quiet

and undemonstrative. Like Vive, she had had a difficult time in

late childhood. A severe psychological shock brought on a

period of depression and general exhaustion. Under hypnosis,

another personality emerged, who called herself Sally. Sally’s

speech was impaired — she stuttered. But she was in every way

livelier and healthier than Christine. Christine was unaware of

Sally’s existence, but Sally knew everything that went on in

Christine’s mind. When Christine was ‘low’, Sally could take

over the body. And the personalities of the two were so

different that Prince could tell at a glance whether it was Sally

or Christine ‘in the body’. On one occasion, Christine was about

to take a trip to Europe for her health; Prince called at the

hospital to enquire about her, and was surprised to hear that

she was in the best of health and spirits. Entering the room, he

instantly saw why; Sally had taken over, determined that

Christine’s poor health should not deprive her of a holiday in

Europe. Prince says: ‘As I walked into the room I was

astonished to see not Miss Beauchamp but Sally, stuttering and

merry as a grig.’ In fact, the holiday kept Christine in such

good spirits that Sally was unable to take over.

The case of ‘Doris Fischer’, described by Dr Walter Prince,

has a similar pattern.{5} Doris was a quiet, timid child who was

badly treated by her father. After a severe shock (all such

cases seem to begin in the same way), her alter-ego ‘Margaret’

made her appearance. Margaret, like Sally Beauchamp, was

cheerful, healthy and mischievous. Both were given to playing

malicious tricks on the ‘primary personality’. (Sally used to

take long walks into the country, then abandon the body and

leave the easily exhausted Christine to walk back.)

Now it is certainly tempting to see here the kind of

self-division we all experience. I may feel too lethargic to go

for a long walk, and force myself to do it ‘against my will’. But

the ‘division’ here is between my body, which feels tired, and
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my ‘controlling ego’, which feels that a walk would

nevertheless be good for me. A rather more interesting form of

‘division’ occurs if I am not physically tired, but simply bored

with the idea of a walk, so that the very thought rouses

internal resistance. If I now force myself to go, I am aware of

something much more like ‘two selves’ in conflict. The

interesting point to note here is that if I force myself to walk

until I feel I can no longer drag myself a step further, I can

usually force myself through some kind of psychological

‘barrier’, and experience ‘second wind’. Quite suddenly, the

fatigue vanishes and I feel able to go on for miles. In ‘The

Energies of Men’, William James reports that this used to be a

favourite method of treating ‘neurasthenic’ patients suffering

from permanent exhaustion; the doctor forces the patient to

make immense efforts, which at first cause acute distress; then

the distress suddenly vanishes and gives way to relief.

These different ‘levels’ of personality seem to bear no

obvious resemblance to cases like that of Louis Vive or Doris

Fischer, where it seems to be a matter of completely different

‘persons’. In her book on the case of ‘Sybil’ (who exhibited,

sixteen different ‘selves’), Flora Rheta Schreiber mentions that

tests with an EEG machine (for measuring ‘brainwaves’) reveal

that the different personalities in such cases often have

different brain patterns. This seems impossible — as

remarkable as the same person having several different sets of

fingerprints. But no one supposes that a person who has just

got ‘second wind’ has a different brain pattern. It is almost as

if we could be ‘divided’ two ways — vertically or horizontally.

A person like Louis Vive seems to switch horizontally, as if the

two ‘persons’ involved completely different interactions of the

right- and left-brain. A neurasthenic patient who is ‘bullied’

into a more vital state seems to have moved vertically, as if

climbing a ladder.

Yet the two systems, horizontal and vertical, are plainly
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connected. Why is it that all cases of multiple personality seem

to begin with a shock? Presumably because the shock causes a

sudden drop in vitality — a descent down several rungs of the

‘ladder’. And this ‘fall’ allows the secondary personality to

assume control.

The Victorian scientist Sir Francis Galton performed an

experiment that demonstrates a controlled ‘descent’ of the

ladder. He deliberately induced in himself a persecuted state

of mind, walking through London and telling himself that

everyone he met was a spy. It was alarmingly successful, so

that when he passed a cab stand in Piccadilly, he had a feeling

that all the horses were watching him. It took several hours for

him to get back to normal, and even then, it was easy to slip

back into his mild paranoia. Intrigued by this experiment,

Professor Peter McKellar of New Zealand tried persuading

friends in a restaurant that the waiter had something against

them and was determined not to serve them; he records that

he was surprised how easily he could induce a state of mild

paranoia.{6}

McKellar also mentions an interesting experiment conducted

by Dr E. A. Kaplan in which a hypnotised subject was told that

his left hand would be insensitive to pain, while the right hand

would be capable of automatic writing. When the left hand was

pricked by a needle, the patient felt nothing, but the right

hand wrote: ‘Ouch, it hurts.’ This certainly seems to reveal a

sub-system of personality split off from the rest. Moreover, it

is a sub-system which, like Vive’s, is associated with the right

and left halves of the brain. But here again, we must beware

of the assumption that the secondary personality ‘is’ the

‘right-brain self’. William James performed an experiment in

automatic writing; his subject was a college student. When the

hand that was doing the writing was pricked, the student was

unaware of it, although he reacted sharply if his left hand was

pricked. But the right hand wrote: ‘Don’t you prick me any
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more.’ Later, the student was asked to try automatic writing

with the left hand, and was then asked how many times James

had pricked his right hand; the left hand answered accurately

‘Nineteen’. So the subpersonality that did the writing had use

of both hands; presumably it also had the use of both sides of

the brain.

Before we allow this subject to lead us farther afield, we

need some further clarification of the respective roles of the

right and left hemispheres.

To begin with, we must avoid falling into the obvious trap

of regarding the right as a hero and the left as a villain. The

error is more dangerous because it is not entirely without

foundation. The ‘left’ does tend to behave like a nagging and

self-opinionated housewife, obsessed with its own trivial

purposes, continually imposing its own simplistic notions on the

complexity of reality. For the past two centuries, poets and

artists have been warning us against the rational intellect.

Blake makes it the villain of his prophetic books (where he calls

it Urizen). Wordsworth recognised that it was chiefly to blame

for the ‘shades of the prison house’ that close around us as we

grow up. T. E. Lawrence called the intellect his ‘jailer’, and

said that the richness of physical reality is ‘filtered and made

typical’ by thought.It is also true that the states of mind

William James called ‘melting moods’ recur when the left

relaxes its neurotic vigilance. It happens when we sigh with

relief, or when we are suddenly filled with delighted

anticipation — perhaps when setting out on a holiday. But all

this proves is that the left-brain in modern man has become

too dominant for its own good: not that it should surrender its

dominance to the right. If cases of secondary personality are

anything to go by — May Naylor, Louis Vive, Sally Beauchamp,

Doris Fischer— ‘surrender to the right’ would be no solution at

all. (Morton Prince remarks that secondary personalities are

always inferior to the ‘original self’.) Stan may be in many
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ways preferable to Ollie, but he is not cut out to be the leader

and make the decisions. In the twentieth century, Hermann

Hesse has been one of the few major writers to understand

this; in Glimpse into Chaos (1919), he warns Europe against

being taken over by a ‘primeval, occult, Asiatic ideal’ — an

ideal he calls ‘Russian man’. Russian man, he says, ‘is not to be

adequately described either as a “hysteric” or as a drunkard or

criminal, or as a poet and holy man, but only as the

simultaneous combination of all these characteristics’. Hesse

is describing a ‘right-brainer’, a character not unlike the

‘revolutionary’ alter-ego of Louis Vive.

This is a difficult point to grasp, since ‘right-brain’ moods

— of relaxation and expansion — are so obviously desirable.

They fill us with optimism and replenish our vital energies.

Everything looks clearer and brighter; scents, colours, sounds,

become richer, so that we have a sense of being almost

overwhelmed by meanings that we usually overlook. And yet —

oddly enough — we can easily grow tired of them. Like a hot

bath, they leave us relaxed and refreshed — but who would

want to spend twenty-four hours in a hot bath?

It is not easy to see why precisely this should be so. But this

is because we spend most of our time in a state of

meaning-starvation; so the idea of growing tired of too much

‘meaning’ seems as absurd as growing tired of food would seem

to a starving man. The fact remains that a starving man grows

tired of food once he is full up.

Meaning, like food, is not an end in itself. My body converts

food into energy, and my mind converts meaning into purpose.

Why? Because this seems to be the nature of the evolutionary

drive. There is no point in being overwhelmed by meaning —

like the mystics. Our task is to pin it down. When a scientist

glimpses a new truth, he immediately sets about converting it

into concepts and symbols. If he failed to do this because it

was too big, too complex, he would only feel frustrated.
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The fundamental human urge is not for happiness, but for

control. A man who has spent his life in a state of misery may

be glad enough for a few scraps of happiness; but the moment

he becomes a little accustomed to happiness, he is seized with

a desire to grasp its underlying principle, so that he can turn it

on and off as he pleases. The romantic poets and artists of the

nineteenth century had their glimpses of ecstasy and moments

of vision; what made them so unhappy was their lack of control

over them. After all, a vision is an insight, and an insight is

something I ought to be able to recall at will. If a ‘vision’

comes and goes as it pleases, and I am unable to remember

what it was about, then I am probably better off without it.

In short, insight is not enough. The two halves need to

combine their functions. When this happens, the result is far

greater than either could achieve individually. In The Dam

Busters, Paul Brickhill describes how the planes that bombed

the Moener dam maintained an exact height above the water;

a powerful light was placed in the nose and tail of each

aeroplane, so the two beams crossed at the necessary height.

All the pilot had to do was to reach the height at which there

was only one circle of light on the water instead of two, then

release his bombs. In the same way, the faculties of the right

and left hemispheres, of insight and logic, can be focused

together at a single point. When this happens, the result is a

sense of actuality, as if the mind had suddenly ‘got the

distance’ between itself and the real world. For this sense of

actuality I have suggested the term ‘Faculty X’.

And it should be clear that the most important element in

Faculty X is not the ‘insight’, but the discipline and control of

the ‘left-brain’. Gibbon has described how the inspiration for

the Decline and Fall came to him as he sat among the ruins of

the Capitol, listening to bare-foot friars singing vespers. It was

his first visit to Rome, and no doubt the reality of the place

brought that sense of insight, the feeling that here was the



FRANKENSTEIN’S CASTLE     49

place that was the historical and religious centre of ancient

Rome. But the insight would not have come if he had not first

studied Roman history. An ignorant peasant would only have

seen a lot of ruins. Gibbon brought to a focus his sense of the

present and his knowledge of the past. And that knowledge —

which had no doubt cost him a great deal of boredom and

several beatings (he described his school as ‘a cavern of fear

and sorrow’) — was the more important of the two elements.

It is true that we do not need this kind of knowledge to

achieve Faculty X — Proust experienced it tasting a cake dipped

in herb tea and tripping over a paving stone. No doubt Paris

experienced Faculty X the first time Helen of Troy surrendered

herself. But occasions like this are rare because our senses are

dulled by habit. And when we become habit-bound, we cease

even to try to bring the two ‘beams’ to a focus. In fact, a

person suffering from what James calls ‘habit neurosis’ lives

with only one beam switched on; the right-brain has lost

interest in life. The result is ‘life failure’, the feeling that

nothing is worth doing.

And here we come to the heart of the matter, the real

problem of human existence. It is this power of habit to rob us

of all sense of reality. In this sense we are all

dual-personalities’ for— half the time we are striving and

struggling to stay alive and improve our lot; the other half, we

accept the present as if there was no reality beyond it, and

lapse into a kind of hypnotic trance. Seen objectively, there is

something almost macabre about this duality, a touch of Jekyll

and Hyde. It is like meeting a man of impressive personality

and powerful intellect who suddenly sucks his thumb and lapses

into baby talk.

Let me try to be more specific. I spend my day writing about

the peculiarities of the human mind and our ability to slip into

the ‘other mode’ of consciousness. Periodically, as I write, I

remember that a boxed set of the Beethoven symphonies
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conducted by Mengelberg arrived this morning, and each time,

I feel a glow of satisfaction; I am looking forward to comparing

his version of the Ninth with Furtwangler’s. At the end of the

day, I relax in my armchair, pour myself a glass of wine, and

watch the TV news. Now it is time to play the Mengelberg; but

somehow, I have lost interest. Is it really worth the effort of

finding the Furtwangler set? I put on a record, but I am not

really listening; I am glancing at a book someone has sent me

for review.... And tomorrow, I shall wonder why I didn’t stick

to my original intention of comparing Mengelberg and

Furtwangler, for now the idea strikes me again as

fascinating....

What happened? Well, quite simply: at a crucial point, my

‘robot’ took over. My relaxation triggered an automatic

response, almost like the post-hypnotic suggestion that can

cause a person to fall asleep when a certain key word is

repeated. I relaxed — and then, in effect, I over-relaxed and

fell asleep.

To blame the ‘robot’ would be absurd; he is only a

convenience, like the housewife’s washing machine. The

trouble lies in ourselves: in this curious failure of the sense of

reality. This deficient sense of reality seems to lie, for

example, at the root of all mental illness. Consider what

happens when someone begins to feel ‘run down’. Life begins

to seem repetitive and futile; it costs an effort to get through

the working day. Then he takes a fishing holiday, and within a

couple of weeks is feeling cheerful and alive and ready to face

the winter. What precisely has happened? Well, it sounds

absurd when expressed in so many words: but what has

happened is that the holiday has convinced him of the real

existence of the rest of the world. As he sits watching his float

bobbing on the water, something inside him gives sigh of relief,

as if he has just received some news that took a weight off his

mind. And if he tried to express his feeling in words, he would
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say: ‘My God, I’d forgotten that this place existed.’ If you said:

‘Are you trying to tell me that you literally forgot that there

was such a place as Scotland?’, he would answer: ‘Not quite.

But I’d somehow stopped believing in it.’ And we can all

perfectly well understand this paradoxical statement (which

would certainly baffle a Martian): that you can somehow know

a place exists, and yet not believe it.

The explanation lies in the simple fact that before we can

‘know’ something, it has to sink in. A child is born into a

narrow little world of its cradle and its mother’s arms; it knows

nothing of the ‘outside world’. Gradually, the area of its

experience is extended — to other rooms, to the garden, to the

street outside, to the park. Each step gives it a wider range of

experience, and it envies its elder brothers and sisters who go

to school, and seem to lead far more ‘grown up’ lives. The

craving for a wider range of experience is fundamental to all of

us. But then, there is another kind of experience, which is at

once more exciting and less real than the street and the park:

the experience that comes through television and books. This

is where the dichotomy seems to begin. We know the Wild

West exists, but we don’t really believe it. In order to really

believe it, we would need to have been there.

Which brings us back to that mysterious paradox. For the

man on the fishing holiday has been there before. Yet he has

still somehow ‘forgotten’ it.

And what has he forgotten? Not just the existence of that

particular place. What he experiences as he steps outdoors

with his fishing rod, and recognises that smell of evaporating

dew, is far more complex. It awakens echoes inside him,

memories of other times and places, a sense of the sheer

bigness of the world, of its multiplicity and excitement.

But these, in turn, are what drive us to effort. When a man

achieves something he has wanted for a long time, he feels an

enormous sense of satisfaction at the thought that he has not
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allowed himself to be discouraged, not allowed himself to

lapse into mistrust and life-devaluation. At the same time, he

glimpses the real menace of forgetfulness: that it causes us to

spend our lives half-asleep, that it turns us into inefficient

machines who never realise a quarter of our potentialities. It

is not the drive and will-power that we lack. Show us a goal

that touches deep springs of excitement, and nothing can stop

us. Our real trouble lies in that deficient sense of reality, our

tendency to forget the goal even after we have seen it. 

Suddenly, it is possible to see what has gone wrong with

human evolution. Animals have no sense of purpose beyond

their instincts — for self-preservation, for reproduction, for

territory. They are trapped in the present. Man has developed

conceptual consciousness, the power to grasp a far wider range

of experience, to remember distant goals. This farsightedness

is so far beyond that of any other animal that, in theory, we

ought to be little short of god-like.

Then what has gone wrong? Quite simply: that although we

possess this power — which has been bequeathed to us from

thousands of generations of evolution — we make so little use

of it that we might as well be cows grazing in a field. Like the

animals, we also spend most of our time stuck in the present.

We bumble along short-sightedly, obsessed by the needs of the

moment, deriving no real advantage from the power that

distinguishes us from whales and chimpanzees. It is as absurd

as owning an expensive Rolls-Royce and keeping it permanently

in the garage. We have forgotten why we bought it: that it can

transport us to new scenes and distant places, that it can open

our minds to new possibilities. In effect, we have started to

travel along a completely new path of evolution, then

forgotten why we set out. Instead of marching, we are sitting

by the roadside, trying to think up ways of passing the time.

And how has this strange situation come about? Through a

polarisation of our powers. Psychologically speaking, we consist
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of three major components: the left-brain, the right-brain, and

the ‘robot’ (probably located in the cerebellum) The purpose

of the left-brain is to ‘cope’, to deal with immediacy. The

purpose of the right-brain is to make us aware of meanings, of

over-all patterns. The purpose of the robot is to mechanise our

learning, so we can get on and learn something else. What has

happened is that the left-brain and the robot have formed an

alliance, a kind of business-partnership, aimed at guaranteeing

our survival. It has been fantastically successful, but there is

one drawback: it has robbed us of all sense of urgency. It tells

us that tomorrow will be more-or-less like today and yesterday,

and that consequently, our only aim is to keep out of trouble

and stay alive. And since the right-brain was always the silent

partner, it can do very little about it except mutter under its

breath and dream about the coming revolution that will break

up this dreary alliance. (In fact, as we shall see in a later

chapter, the right-brain and the robot have their own alliance,

whose consequences are just as disastrous.)

Consider the way the alliance operates. The left is coping

with its everyday tasks with the aid of the robot; it does this

efficiently, but without much enthusiasm, for it ‘takes them

for granted’. Suddenly, an emergency arises. The left instantly

dismisses the robot; it cannot afford to make any mistakes. It

demands an assessment of the problem, and the right obligingly

provides this, together with a flood of surplus energy.

Suddenly, the left is no longer bored. It is gripped by a

sense of purpose. It can see that failure could lead to a

chain-reaction of failures and defeats. With a powerful sense

of urgency, it proceeds to take decisions and give orders.But

with this kind of teamwork, the problem already begins to look

less serious. The left begins to lose its sense of urgency, and

hands over some of its tasks to the robot again. The right

ceases to provide surplus energy, and again begins to feel ‘left

out’. And the left wonders why it is again feeling bored and
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tired.

This, then, explains why human beings fail to take

advantage of their ‘far-sightedness’, and why they seem to

have got ‘stuck’ at this point in their evolution. The three

components are so arranged that they actively interfere with

one another— rather like a car in which the brake, accelerator

and clutch are placed so close together that you cannot brake

without accelerating or depressing the clutch....

What should happen can be seen whenever we experience

those brief moods of ‘reality’ — ‘holiday consciousness’ — in

which everything becomes sharp and clear, like Wordsworth’s

view of London, ‘all bright and glittering in the smokeless air’.

What strikes us with a kind of amazement in such moments is

the ‘interestingness’ of the world, its endlessly fascinating

complexity. This is right-brain perception, meaning perception.

And what is perfectly obvious in such moments is that if only

we could maintain this level of meaning-perception, all our

problems would disappear. It fills us with excitement and

courage, and the sense of endless vistas of possibility induces

a kind of incredulity that human beings could ever suffer from

boredom. In Durrenmatt’s play An Angel Comes to Babylon, one

of the characters asks the angel why human life is so full of

suffering. The angel regards her with astonishment and says:

‘My dear young lady, I have travelled the world from end to

end, and I can assure you that there is not the slightest sign of

suffering.’ And the moments of ‘holiday consciousness’ bring

that same absurd perception: that most suffering is really the

result of ‘habit neurosis’. Human beings are a hundred times

stronger than they ever realise. As James says: ‘We live subject

to arrest by degrees of fatigue which we have come only from

habit to obey.’ As Graham Greene’s ‘whiskey priest’ in The

Power and the Glory stands in front of a firing squad, he has

the sudden perception that ‘it would have been so easy to be

a saint’. The threat of death has awakened him to the



FRANKENSTEIN’S CASTLE     55

realisation that what he regarded as insurmountable barriers

are really as surmountable as a five-barred gate.

No animal is capable of such a vision, because no animal

possesses our ‘conceptual consciousness’, this power to see

into the distance. What it means, then, is that human beings

possess a possibility that is open to no other creature on earth:

of breaking through to a new evolutionary level of vision and

purpose. All that is necessary is for us to solve this simple

mechanical problem: how, so to speak, to rearrange the brake,

accelerator and clutch until they stop interfering with one

another. Solve that, and we shall have learned the secret of

how to turn men into creatures like Durrenmatt’s angel.

There are several approaches to this problem, and they

deserve a chapter to themselves.



FRANKENSTEIN’S CASTLE     56

Chapter Four

Frankenstein’s Castle

IN THE MID 1950s, a book called A Drug Taker’s Notes  was

published in England; it described the writer’s experiences with

the ‘psychedelic’ drug lysergic acid. The author, R. H. Ward,

was a great deal less well-known than Aldous Huxley, whose

own account of his ‘psychedelic’ experiences, The Doors of

Perception, had created a sensation in 1953. Ward’s book

aroused far less interest; which is a pity, for it is, in its way, as

important as Huxley’s.

The opening chapter contains an account of an early

experience with nitrous oxide, used as a dental anaesthetic. He

says: ‘On this occasion, it seemed to me that I passed, after

the first few inhalations of the gas, directly into a state of

consciousness already far more complete than the fullest

degree of ordinary waking consciousness, and that I then

passed progressively upwards (for there was an actual sensation

of upward movement) into finer and finer degrees of

heightened awareness.’ He records his surprise that he was still

able to think, and was not being made unconscious by the gas.

He speaks of ‘an extraordinary sense of the rightness of

things’, and says: ‘While it was altogether strange, this new

condition was also familiar; it was even in some sense my

rightful condition.’

Perhaps the most important phrase here is ‘a state of

consciousness already far more complete than the fullest

degree of ordinary waking consciousness’. This is the most

difficult thing for us to grasp: that everyday consciousness is
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Appendix C

The Energies of Men (1907)

by William James

Editor’s Note:

Passages from this essay are mentioned a number of times in

Frankenstein’s Castle, thus we have included the entire essay

here. William James (1842-1910) first delivered this as a

speech to the American Philosophical Association at Columbia

University, on December 28, 1906. It was published in Janury

1907 in the Philosophical Review (that is the version included

here below); and published again later — in a shorter and

slightly different version, titled The Powers Of Men in

American Magazine in October 1907. This shorter “popular”

version (with James’s preferred title, The Energies Of Men) is

included in the 1911 posthumous James anthology Memories

and Studies.

—Michael Pastore

We habitually hear; much nowadays of the difference between

structural and functional psychology. I am not sure that I

understand the difference, but it probably has something to do

with what I have privately been accustomed to distinguish as

the analytical and the clinical points of view in psychological

observation. Professor Sanford, in a recently published ‘Sketch

of a Beginner’s Course in Psychology,’ recommended ‘the

physician’s attitude’ in that subject as the thing the teacher

should first of all try to impart to the pupil. I fancy that few of

you can have read Professor Pierre Janet’s masterly works in
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mental pathology without being struck by the little use he

makes of the machinery usually relied on by psychologists, and

by his own reliance on conceptions which in the laboratories

and in scientific publications we never hear of at all.

Discriminations and associations, the rise and fall of

thresholds, impulses and inhibitions, fatigue, — these are the

terms into which our inner life is analyzed by psychologists who

are not doctors, and in which, by hook or crook, its aberrations

from normality have to be expressed. They can indeed be

described, after the fact, in such terms, but always lamely;

and everyone must feel how much is unaccounted for, how

much left out. 

When we turn to Janet’s pages, we find entirely other forms

of thought employed. Oscillations of the level of mental

energy, differences of tension, splittings of consciousness,

sentiments of insufficiency and of unreality, substitutions,

agitations and anxieties, depersonalizations — such are the

elementary conceptions which the total view of his patient’s

life imposes on this clinical observer. They have little or

nothing to do with the usual laboratory categories. Ask a

scientific psychologist to predict what symptoms a patient must

have when his ‘supply of mental energy’ diminishes, and he can

utter only the word ‘fatigue.’ He could never predict such

consequences as Janet subsumes under his one term

‘psychasthenia’ — the most bizarre obsessions and agitations,

the most complete distortions of the relation between the self

and the world.I do not vouch for Janet’s conceptions being

valid, and I do not say that the two ways of looking at the mind

contradict each other or are mutually incongruous; I simply say

that they are incongruent. Each covers so little of our total

mental life that they do not even interfere or jostle. 

Meanwhile the clinical conceptions, though they may be

vaguer than the analytic ones, are certainly more adequate,

give the concreter picture of the way the whole mind works,
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and are of far more urgent practical importance. So the

‘physician’s attitude,’ the ‘functional psychology,’ is assuredly

the thing most worthy of general study to-day. 

I wish to spend this hour on one conception of functional

psychology, a conception never once mentioned or heard of in

laboratory circles, but used perhaps more than any other by

common, practical men — I mean the conception of the amount

of energy available for running one’s mental and moral

operations by. Practically every one knows in his own person

the difference between the days when the tide of this energy

is high in him and those when it is low, though no one knows

exactly what reality the term energy covers when used here,

or what its tides, tensions, and levels are in themselves. This

vagueness is probably the reason why our scientific

psychologists ignore the conception altogether. It undoubtedly

connects  itself with the energies of the nervous system, but it

presents fluctuations that can not easily be translated into

neural terms. It offers itself as the notion of a quantity, but its

ebbs and floods produce extraordinary qualitative results. To

have its level raised is the most important thing that can

happen to a man, yet in all my reading I know of no single page

or paragraph of a scientific psychology book in which it receives

mention — the psychologists have left it to be treated by the

moralists and mind-curers and doctors exclusively.

Every one is familiar with the phenomenon of feeling more

or less alive on different days. Every one knows on any given

day that there are energies slumbering in him which the

incitements of that day do not call forth, but which he might

display if these were greater. Most of us feel as if we lived

habitually with a sort of cloud weighing on us, below our

highest notch of clearness in discernment, sureness in

reasoning, or firmness in deciding. Compared with what we

ought to be, we are only half awake. Our fires are damped, our

drafts are checked. We are making use of only a small part of
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our possible mental and physical resources. In some persons

this sense of being cut off from their rightful resources is

extreme, and we then get the formidable neurasthenic and

psychasthenic conditions, with life grown into one tissue of

impossibilities, that the medical books describe.

Part of the imperfect vitality under which we labor can be

explained by scientific psychology. It is the result of the

inhibition exerted by one part of our ideas on other parts.

Conscience makes cowards of us all. Social conventions prevent

us from telling the truth, after the fashion of the heroes and

heroines of Bernard Shaw. Our scientific respectability keeps

us from exercising the mystical portions of our nature freely.

If we are doctors, our mind-cure sympathies, if we are

mind-curists, our medical sympathies, are tied up. We all know

persons who are models of excellence, but who belong to the

extreme philistine type of mind. So deadly is their intellectual

respectability that we can’t converse about certain subjects at

all, can’t let our minds play over them, can’t even mention

them in their presence. I have numbered among my dearest

friends persons thus inhibited  intellectually, with whom I

would gladly have been able to talk freely about certain

interests of mine, certain authors, say, as Bernard Shaw,

Chesterton, Edward Carpenter, H. G. Wells, but it wouldn’t do,

it made them too uncomfortable, they wouldn’t play, I had to

be silent. An intellect thus tied down by literality and decorum

makes on one the same sort of impression that an able-bodied

man would who should habituate himself to do his work with

only one of his fingers, locking up the rest of his organism and

leaving it unused.

In few of us are functions not tied-up by the exercise of

other functions. G. T. Fechner is an extraordinary exception

that proves the rule. He could use his mystical faculties while

being scientific. He could be both critically keen and devout.

Few scientific men can pray, I imagine. Few can carry on any
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living commerce with ‘God.’ Yet many of us are well aware

how much freer in many directions and abler our lives would

be, were such important forms of energizing not sealed up.

There are in everyone potential forms of activity that actually

are shunted out from use.

The existence of reservoirs of energy that habitually are not

tapped is most familiar to us in the phenomenon of ‘second

wind.’ Ordinarily we stop when we meet the first effective

layer, so to call it, of fatigue. We have then walked, played, or

worked ‘enough,’ and desist. That amount of fatigue is an

efficacious obstruction, on this side of which our usual life is

cast. But if an unusual necessity forces us to press onward, a

surprising thing occurs. The fatigue gets worse up to a certain

critical point, when gradually or suddenly it passes away, and

we are fresher than before. We have evidently tapped a level

of new energy, masked until then by the fatigue-obstacle

usually obeyed. There may be layer after layer of this

experience. A third and a fourth ‘wind’ may supervene. Mental

activity shows the phenomenon as well as physical, and in

exceptional cases we may find, beyond the very extremity of

fatigue-distress, amounts of ease and power that we never

dreamed ourselves to own, sources of strength habitually not

taxed at all, because habitually we never push through the

obstruction, never pass those early critical points.

When we do pass, what makes us do so? Either some unusual

stimulus fill us  with emotional excitement, or some unusual

idea of necessity induces us to make an extra effort of will.

Excitements, ideas, and efforts,  in a word, are what carry us

over the dam.

In those hyperesthetic conditions which chronic invalidism

so often brings in its train, the dam has changed its normal

place. The pain-threshold is abnormally near. The slightest

functional exercise gives a distress which the patient yields to

and stops. In such cases of ‘habit-neurosis’ a new range of
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power often comes in consequence of the bullying-treatment,

of efforts which the doctor obliges the patient, against his will,

to make. First comes the very extremity of distress, then

follows unexpected relief. There seems no doubt that we are

each and all of us to some extent victims of habit-neurosis. We

have to admit the wider potential range and the habitually

narrow actual use. We live subject to inhibition by degrees of

fatigue which we have come only from habit to obey. Most of

us may learn to push the barrier farther off, and to live in

perfect comfort on much higher levels of power.

Country people and city people, as a class, illustrate this

difference. The rapid rate of life, the number of decisions in an

hour, the many things to keep account of, in a busy city man’s

or woman’s life, seem monstrous to a country brother. He

doesn’t see how we live at all. But settle him in town; and in

a year or two, if not too old, he will have trained himself to

keep the pace as well as any of us, getting more out of himself

in any week then he ever did in ten weeks at home. The

physiologists show how one can be in nutritive equilibrium,

neither losing nor gaining weight, on astonishingly different

quantities of food. So one can be in what I might call

‘efficiency-equilibrium’ (neither gaining nor losing power when

once the equilibrium is reached), on astonishingly different

quantities of work, no matter in what dimension the work may

be measured. It may be physical work, intellectual work, moral

work, or spiritual work.

Of course there are limits: the trees don’t grow into the sky.

But the plain fact remains that men the world over possess

amounts of resource, which only  very exceptional individuals

push to their extremes of use.The excitements that carry us

over the usually effective dam are most often the classic

emotional ones, love, anger, crowd-contagion, or despair.

Life’s vicissitudes bring them in abundance. A new position of

responsibility, if it do not crush a man, will often, nay, one
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may say, will usually, show him to be a far stronger creature

than was supposed. Even here we are witnessing (some of us

admiring, some deploring — I must class myself as admiring)

the dynamogenic effects of a very exalted political office upon

the energies of an individual who had already manifested a

.healthy amount of energy before the office came.

Mr. Sydney Olivier has given us a fine fable of the

dynamogenic effects of love in a late story called ‘The Empire

Builder,’ in the Contemporary Review  for May, 1905. A young

naval officer falls in love at sight with a missionary’s daughter

on a lost island, which his ship accidentally touches. From that

day onward he must see her again; and he so moves Heaven

and earth and the Colonial Office and the Admiralty to get sent

there once more, that the island finally is annexed to the

empire in consequence of the various fusses he is led to make.

People must have been appalled lately in San Francisco to find

the stores of bottled up energy and endurance they possessed.

Wars, of course, and shipwrecks, are the great revealers of

what men and women are able to do and bear. Cromwell’s and

Grant’s careers are the stock examples of how war will wake

a man up. I owe to Professor Norton’s kindness the permission

to read to you part of a letter from Colonel Baird-Smith,

written shortly after the six weeks’ siege of Delhi in 1857, for

the victorious issue of which that excellent officer was chiefly

to be thanked. He writes as follows :

My poor wife had some reason to think that war and disease

between them had left very little of a husband to take under

nursing when she got him again. An attack of camp-scurvy had

filled my mouth with sores, shaken every joint in my body, and

covered me all over with sores and livid spots so that I was

marvelously unlovely to look upon. A smart knock on the

ankle-joint from the splinter of a shell that burst in my face,

in itself a mere bagatelle of a wound, had been of necessity
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neglected under the pressing and incessant  calls upon me, and

had grown worse and worse till the whole foot below the ankle

became a black mass and seemed to threaten mortification. I

insisted however on being allowed to use it till the place was

taken, mortification or no; and though the pain was sometimes

horrible, I carried my point and kept up to the last. On the day

after the assault I had an unlucky fall on some bad ground; and

it was an open question for a day or two whether I hadn’t

broken my arm at the elbow. Fortunately it turned out to be

only a very severe sprain, but I am still conscious of the wrench

it gave me. To crown the whole pleasant catalogue, I was worn

to a shadow by a constant diarrhœa, and consumed as much

opium as would have done credit to my father-in-law. 

However, thank God I have a good share of Tapleyism in me

and come out strong under difficulties. I think I may

confidently say that no man ever saw me out of heart, or ever

heard one croaking word from me even when our prospects

were gloomiest. We were sadly scourged by the cholera and it

was almost appalling to me to find that out of twenty-seven

officers present, I could only muster fifteen for the operations

of the attack. However, it was done, and after it was done

came the collapse. Don’t be horrified when I tell you that for

the whole of the actual siege, and in truth for some little time

before, I almost lived on brandy. Appetite for food I had none,

but I forced myself to eat just sufficient to sustain life, and I

had an incessant craving for brandy as the strongest stimulant

I could get. Strange to say, I was quite unconscious of its

affecting me in the slightest degree. The excitement of the

work was so great that no lesser one seemed to have any

chance against it, and I certainly never found my intellect

clearer or my nerves stronger in my life.  It was only my

wretched body that was weak, and the moment the real work

was done by our becoming complete masters of Delhi, I broke

down without delay and discovered that it I wished to live I
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must continue no longer the system that had kept me up until

the crisis was past. With it passed away as it in a moment all

desire to stimulate, and a perfect loathing of my late staff f

life took possession of me. 

 

Such experiences show how profound is the alteration in the

manner in which, under excitement, our organism will

sometimes perform its physiological work. The metabolisms

become different when the reserves have to be used, and for

weeks and months the deeper use may go on. 

Morbid cases, here as elsewhere, lay the normal machinery

bare. In the first number of Dr. Morton Prince’s Journal of

Abnormal Psychology,  Dr. Janet has discussed five cages of

morbid impulse, with an explanation that is precious for my

present point of view. One is a girl who eats, eats, eats, all

day. Another walks, walks, walks, and gets her food from an

automobile that escorts her. Another is a dipsomaniac. A fourth

pulls out her hair. A fifth wounds her flesh and burns her skin.

Hitherto such freaks of impulse have received Greek names (as

bulimia, dromomania, etc.) and been scientifically disposed of

as ‘episodic syndromata of hereditary degeneration.’ But it

turns out that Janet’s cases are all what he calls

psychasthenics, or victims of a chronic sense of weakness,

torpor, lethargy, fatigue, insufficiency, impossibility, unreality,

and powerlessness of will; and that in each and all of them the

particular activity pursued, deleterious though it be, has the

temporary result of raising the sense of vitality and making the

patient feel alive again. These things reanimate; they would

reanimate us; but it happens that in each patient the particular

freak-activity chosen is the only thing that does reanimate; and

therein lies the morbid state. The way to treat such persons is

to discover to them more usual and useful ways of throwing

their stores of vital energy into gear.

Colonel Baird-Smith, needing to draw on altogether
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extraordinary stores of energy, found that brandy and opium

were ways of throwing them into gear.Such cases are humanly

typical. We are all to some degree oppressed, unfree. We don’t

come to our own. It is there, but we don’t get at it. The

threshold must be made to shift. Then many of us find that an

excentric activity — a ‘spree,’ say — relieves. There is no doubt

that to some men sprees and excesses of almost any kind are

medicinal, temporarily at any rate, in spite of what the

moralists and doctors say. 

But when the normal tasks and stimulations of life don’t put

a man’s deeper levels of energy on tap, and he requires

distinctly deleterious excitements, his constitution verges on

the abnormal. The normal opener of deeper and deeper levels

of energy is the will. The difficulty is to use it; to make the

effort which the word volition implies. But if we do make it (or

if a god, though he were only the god Chance, makes it through

us), it will act dynamogenically on us for a month. It is

notorious that a single successful effort of moral volition, such

as saying ‘no’ to some habitual temptation, or performing some

courageous act, will launch a man on a higher level of energy

for days and weeks, will give him a new range of power. 

The emotions and excitements due to usual situations are

the usual inciters of the will. But these act discontinuously; and

in the intervals the shallower levels of life tend to close in and

shut us off. Accordingly the best practical knowers of the

human soul have invented the thing known as methodical

ascetic discipline to keep the deeper levels constantly in reach.

Beginning with easy tasks, passing to harder ones, and

exercising day by day, it is, I believe, admitted that disciples

of asceticism can reach very high levels of freedom and power

of will.

Ignatius Loyola’s spiritual exercises must have produced this

result in innumerable devotees. But the most venerable ascetic

system, and the one whose results have the most voluminous
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experimental corroboration is undoubtedly the Yoga system in

Hindostan. From time immemorial, by Hatha Yoga, Raja Yoga,

Karma Yoga, or whatever code of practise it might be, Hindu

aspirants to perfection have trained themselves, month in and

out, for years. The result claimed, and certainly in many cases

accorded by impartial judges, is strength of character, personal

power, unshakability of soul. But it is not easy to disentangle

fact from tradition in Hindu affairs. So I am glad to have a

European friend who has submitted to Hatha Yoga training, and

whose account of the results I am privileged to quote. I think

you will appreciate the light it throws on the question of our

unused reservoirs of power.

My friend is an extraordinarily gifted man, both morally and

intellectually, but has an instable nervous system, and for

many years has lived in a  circular process of alternate lethargy

and over-animation: something like three weeks of extreme

activity, and then a week of prostration in bed. An unpromising

condition, which the best specialists in Europe had failed to

relieve; so he tried Hatha Yoga, partly out of curiosity, and

partly with a sort of desperate hope. What follows is a short

extract from a letter sixty pages long which he addressed me

a year ago:

Thus I decided to follow Vivekananda’s advice: “Practise

hard: whether you live or die by it doesn’t matter.” My

improvised chela and I began with starvation. I do not know

whether you did try it ever ...  but voluntary starvation is very

different from involuntary, and implies more temptations. We

reduced first our meals to twice a day and then to once a day.

The best authorities agree that in order to control the body

fasting is essential, and even in the Gospel the worst spirits are

said to obey only those who fast and pray. We reduced very

much the amount of food, disregarding chemical theories about

the need of albumen, sometimes living on olive oil and bread;



FRANKENSTEIN’S CASTLE     159

or on fruits alone; or on milk and rice; in very small quantities

— much less than I formerly ate at one meal. I began to get

lighter every day, and lost 20 pounds in a few weeks; but this

could not stop such a desperate undertaking ... rather starve

than live as a slaver Then besides we practised asana or

postures, breaking almost our limbs. Try to sit down on the

floor and to kiss your knees without bending them, or to join

your hands on the usually unapproachable upper part of your

back, or to bring the toe of your right foot to your left ear

without bending the knees ...  these are easy samples of

posture for a Yogi.

All the time also breathing exercises: keeping the breath in

and out up to two minutes, breathing in different rhythms and

positions. Also very much prayer and Roman Catholic practises

combined with the Yoga, in order to leave nothing untried and,

to be protected against the tricks of Hindu devils! Then

concentration of thought on different parts of the body, and on

the processes going on within them. Exclusion of all emotions,

dry logical reading, as intellectual diet, and working out logical

problems. ...  I wrote a Handbook of Logic as a Nebenprodukt

of the whole experiment.After a few weeks I broke down and

had to interrupt everything, in a worse state of prostration

than ever. ... My younger chela went on unshaken by my  fate;

and as soon as I arose from bed I tried again decided to fight it

out, even feeling a kind of determination such as I had never

felt before, a certain absolute will of victory at any price and

faith in it. Whether it is my own merit or a divine grace, I can

not judge for certain, but I prefer to admit the latter. I had

been ill for seven years, and some people say this is a term for

many punishments. However base and vile a sinner I had been,

perhaps my sins were about to be forgiven, and Yoga was only

an exterior opportunity, an object for concentration of will. I

do not yet pretend to explain much of what I have gone

through, but the fact is that since I arose from bed on August
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20, no new crisis of prostration came again, and I have now the

strongest conviction that no crisis will ever return. If you

consider that for the past years there has not been a single

month without this lethargy, you will grant that even to an

outside observer four successive months of increasing health

are an objective test. In this time I underwent very severe

penances, reducing sleep and food and increasing the task of

work and exercise. My intuition was developed by these

practises: there came a, sense of certainty, never known

before, as to the things needed by the body and the mind, and

the body came to obey like a wild horse tamed. Also the mind

learned to obey, and the current of thought and feeling was

shaped according to my will. I mastered sleep and hunger, and

the flights of thought, and came to know a peace never known

before, an inner rhythm of unison with a deeper rhythm above

or beyond. Personal wishes ceased, and the consciousness of

being the instrument of a superior power arose. A calm

certainty of indubitable success in every undertaking imparts

great and real power. I often guessed the thoughts of my

companion ...  we observed generally the greatest isolation and

silence. We both felt an unspeakable joy in the simplest

natural impressions, light, air, landscape, any kind of simplest

food; and above everything in rhythmical respiration, which

produces a state of mind without thought or feeling, and still

very intense, indescribable.

These results began to be more evident in the fourth month

of uninterrupted training. We felt quite happy, never tired,

sleeping only from 8 P.M. to midnight, and rising with joy from

our sleep to another day’s work of study and exercise. ... 

I am now in Palermo, and have had to neglect the exercises

in the last few days, but I feel as fresh as if I were in full

training and see the sunny  side of all things. I am not in a

hurry, rushing to complete —.
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And here my friend mentions a certain life-work of his own.

about which I had better be silent. He goes on to analyze the

exercises and their effects in an extremely practical way, but

at too great length for me to entertain you with. Repetition,

alteration, periodicity, parallelism (or the association of the

idea of some desirable vital or spiritual effect with each

movement), etc., are laws which he deems highly important.

“I am sure,” he continues, “that everybody who is able to

concentrate thought and will, and to eliminate superfluous

emotions, sooner or later becomes a master of his body and

can overcome every kind of illness. This is the truth at the

bottom of all mind-cures. Our thoughts have a plastic power

over the body.”

You will be relieved, I doubt not, to hear my excentric

correspondent here make connection at last with something

you know by heart, namely, ‘suggestive therapeutics.’ Call his

whole performance, if you like, an experiment in methodical

self-suggestion. That only makes it more valuable as an

illustration of what I wish to impress in as many ways as

possible upon your minds, that we habitually live inside our

limits of power. Suggestion, especially under hypnosis, is now

universally recognized as a means, exceptionally successful in

certain persons, of concentrating consciousness, and, in others,

of influencing their bodies’ states. It throws into gear energies

of imagination, of will, and of mental influence over

physiological processes, that usually lie dormant, and that can

only be thrown into gear at all in chosen subjects. It is, in

short, dynamogenic; and the cheapest terms in which to deal

with our amateur Yogi’s experience is to call it

auto-suggestive.

I wrote to him that I couldn’t possibly attribute any

sacramental value to the particular Hatha Yoga processes, the

postures, breathings, fastings and the like, and that they

seemed to me but so many manners, available in his case and
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his chela’s, but not for everybody, of breaking through the

barriers which life’s routine had concreted round the deeper

strata of the will, and gradually bringing its unused energies

into action.He replied as follows:

 

You are quite right that the Yoga exercises are nothing else

than a methodical way of increasing our will. Because we are

unable to will at once the most difficult things, we must

imagine steps leading to them. Breathing being the easiest of

the bodily activities, it is very natural that it offers a good

scope for exercise of will. The control of thought could be

gained without breathing-discipline, but it is simply easier to

control thought simultaneously with the control of breath.

Anyone who can think clearly and persistently of one thing

needs not breathing exercises. You are quite right that we are

not using all our power and that we often learn how much we

can,  only when we must. ... The power that we do not use up

completely can be brought into use by what we call  faith.

Faith is like the manometer of the will, registering its pressure.

If I could believe that I can levitate, I could do it. But I can not

believe, and therefore I am clumsily sticking to earth. ...  Now

this faith, this power of credulity, can be educated by small

efforts. I can breathe at the rate of say twelve times a minute.

I can easily believe that I can breathe ten times a minute.

When I have accustomed myself to breathe ten times a minute,

I learn to believe it will be easy to breathe six times a minute.

Thus I have actually learned to breathe at the rate of once a,

minute. How far I shall progress I do not know. ... The Yogi

goes on in his activity in an even way, without fits of too much

or too little, and he is eliminating more and more every unrest,

every worry — growing into the infinite by regular training, by

small additions to a task which has grown familiar. ... But you

are quite right that religious-crises, love-crises,

indignation-crises, may awaken in a very short time powers
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similar to those reached by years of patient Yoga practise. ...

The Hindus themselves admit that Samadhi can be reached in

many ways end with complete disregard of every physical

training.

Allowance made for every enthusiasm and exaggeration,

there can be no doubt of my friend’s regeneration — relatively,

at any rate. The second letter, written six months later than

the first (ten months after beginning Yoga practise, therefore),

says the improvement holds good. He has undergone material

trials with indifference, traveled third-class on Mediterranean

steamers, and fourth-class on African trains, living with the

poorest Arabs and sharing their unaccustomed food, all with

equanimity. His devotion to  certain interests has been put to

heavy strain, and nothing is more remarkable to me than the

changed moral tone with which he reports the situation.

Compared with certain earlier letters, these read as if written

by a different man, patient and reasonable instead of

vehement, self-subordinating instead of imperious. The new

tone persists in a communication received only a fortnight ago

(fourteen months after beginning training) — there is, in fact,

no doubt that profound modification has occurred in the

running of his mental machinery. The gearing has changed, and

his will is available otherwise than it was. Available without

any new ideas, beliefs, or emotions, so far as I can make out,

having been implanted in him. He is simply more balanced

where he was more unbalanced.

You will remember that he speaks of faith, calling it a

‘manometer’ of the will. It sounds more natural to call our will

the manometer of our faiths. Ideas set free beliefs, and the

beliefs set free our wills (I use these terms with no pretension

to be ‘psychological’), so the will-acts register the

faith-pressure within. Therefore, having considered the

liberation of our stored-up energy by emotional excitements
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and by efforts, whether methodical or unmethodical, I must

now say a word about ideas as our third great dynamogenic

agent. Ideas contradict other ideas and keep us from believing

them. An idea that thus negates a first idea may itself in turn

be negated by a third idea, and the first idea may thus regain

its natural influence over our belief and determine our

behavior. Our philosophic and religious development proceeds

thus by credulities, negations and the negating of negations.

But whether for arousing or for stopping belief, ideas may:

fail to be efficacious, just as a wire at one; time alive with

electricity, may at another time be dead. Here our insight into

causes fails us, and we can only note results in general terms.

In general, whether a given idea shall be a live idea, depends

more on the person into whose mind it is injected than on the

idea itself. The whole history of ‘suggestion’ opens out here.

Which are the suggestive ideas for this person, and which for

that? Beside the susceptibilities determined by one’s education

and by one’s original peculiarities of character, there are lines

along which men simply as men tend to be inflammable by

ideas. As certain objects naturally awaken love, anger, or

cupidity, so certain ideas naturally awaken the energies of

loyalty, courage, endurance, or devotion. When these ideas are

effective in  an individual’s life, their effect is often very great

indeed. They may transfigure it, unlocking innumerable powers

which, but for the idea would never have come into play.

‘Fatherland,’ ‘The Union,’ ‘Holy Church,’ the ‘Monroe

Doctrine,’ ‘Truth,’ ‘Science,’ ‘Liberty,’ Garibaldi’s phrase

‘Rome or Death,’ etc., are so many examples of

energy-releasing abstract ideas. The social nature of all such

phrases is an essential factor of their dynamic power. They are

forces of detent in situations in which no other force produces

equivalent effects, and each is a force of detent only in a

specific group of men.

The memory that an oath or vow has been made will nerve
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one to abstinences and efforts otherwise impossible: witness

the ‘pledge’ in the history of the temperance movement. A

mere promise to his sweetheart will clean up a youth’s life all

over — at any rate for a time. For such effects an educated

susceptibility is required. The idea of one’s ‘honour,’ for

example, unlocks energy only in those who have had the

education of a gentleman, so called.

That delightful being, Prince Pueckler-Muskau, writes to his

wife from England that he has invented “a sort of artificial

resolution respecting things that are difficult of performance.”

“My device,” he says, “is this: I give my word of honour most

solemnly to myself to do or to leave undone this or that. I am

of course extremely cautious in the use of this expedient, but

when once the word is given, even though I afterwards think I

have been precipitate or mistaken, I hold it to be perfectly

irrevocable, whatever inconveniences I foresee likely to result.

If I were capable of breaking my word after such mature

consideration, I should lose all respect for myself — and what

man of sense would not prefer death to such an alternative?

...When the mysterious formula is pronounced, no alteration in

my own .views, nothing short of physical impossibility, must,

for the welfare of my soul, alter my will. ... I find something

very satisfactory in the thought that man has the power of

framing such props and weapons out of the most trivial

materials, indeed out of nothing, merely by the force of his

will, which thereby truly deserves the name of omnipotent.”

Conversions,  whether they be political, scientific,

philosophic, or religious, form another way in which bound

energies are let loose. They unify, and put a stop to ancient

mental interferences. The result is  freedom, and often a great

enlargement of power. A belief that thus settles upon an

individual always acts as a challenge to his will. But, for the

particular challenge to operate, he must be the right

challengee. In religious conversions we have so fine an
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adjustment that the idea may be in the mind of the challengee

for years before it exerts effects; and why it should do so then

is often so far from obvious that the event is taken for a

miracle of grace, and not a natural occurrence. Whatever it is,

it may be a highwater mark of energy, in which ‘noes,’ once

impossible, are easy, and in which a new range of ‘yeses’ gain

the right of way.

We are just now witnessing — but our scientific education

has unfitted most of us for comprehending the phenomenon —

a very copious unlocking of energies by ideas, in the persons of

those converts to ‘New Thought,’ ‘Christian Science,’

‘Metaphysical Healing,’ or other forms of spiritual philosophy,

who are so numerous among us to-day. The ideas here are

healthy-minded and optimistic; and it is quite obvious that a

wave of religious activity, analogous in some respects to the

spread of early Christianity, Buddhism and Mohammedanism is

passing over our American world. The common feature of these

optimistic faiths is that they all tend to the suppression of what

Mr. Horace Fletcher has termed ‘fearthought.’ Fearthought he

defines as ‘the self-suggestion of inferiority’; so that one may

say that these systems all operate by the suggestion of power.

And the power, small or great, comes in various shapes to the

individual, power, as he will tell you, not to ‘mind’ things that

used to vex him, power to concentrate his mind, good cheer,

good temper; in short, to put it mildly, a firmer, more elastic

moral tone. The most genuinely saintly person I have ever

known is a friend of mine now suffering from cancer of the

breast. I do not assume to judge of the wisdom or unwisdom of

her disobedience to the doctors, and I cite her here solely as an

example of what ideas can do. Her ideas have kept her a

practically well woman for months after she should: have given

up and gone to bed. They have annulled all pain and weakness

and given her a cheerful active life, unusually beneficent to

others to whom she has afforded help.
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How far the mind-cure movement is destined to extend its

influence, or what intellectual modifications it may yet

undergo, no one can foretell. Being a religious movement, it

will certainly outstrip the purviews of its rationalist critics,

such as we here may be supposed to be. 

I have thus brought a pretty wide induction to bear upon my

thesis, and it appears to hold good. The human individual lives

usually far within his limits; he possesses powers of various

sorts which he habitually fails to use. He energizes below his

maximum, and he behaves below his optimum. In elementary

faculty, in coordination, in power of inhibition and control, in

every conceivable way, his life is contracted like the field of

vision of an hysteric subject — but with less excuse, for the

poor hysteric is diseased, while in the rest of us it is only an

inveterate habit — the habit of inferiority to our full self — that

is bad.

Expressed in this vague manner, everyone must admit my

thesis to be true. The terms have to remain vague; for though

every man of woman born knows what is meant by such phrases

as having a good vital tone, a high tide of spirits, an elastic

temper, as living energetically, working easily, deciding firmly,

and the like, we should all be put to our trumps if asked to

explain in terms of scientific psychology just what such

expressions mean. We can draw some child-like psychophysical

diagrams, and that is all. In physics the conception of ‘energy’

is perfectly defined. It is correlated with the conception of

‘work.’ But mental work and moral work, although we can not

live without talking about them, are terms as yet hardly

analyzed, and doubtless mean several heterogeneous

elementary things. Our muscular work ire a voluminous physical

quantity, but our ideas and volitions are minute forces of

release, and by ‘work’ here we mean the substitution of higher

kinds for lower kinds of detent. Higher and lower here are

qualitative terms, not translatable immediately into quantities,
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unless indeed they should prove to mean newer or older forms

of cerebral organization, and unless newer should then prove

to mean cortically more superficial, older, cortically more

deep. Some anatomists, as you know, have pretended this; but

it is obvious that the intuitive or popular idea of mental work,

fundamental and absolutely indispensable as it is in our lives,

possesses no degree whatever of scientific clearness to-day.

Here, then, is the first problem that emerges from our

study. Can any one of us refine upon the conceptions of mental

work and mental energy, so as later to be able to throw some

definitely analytic light on what we mean by  ‘having a more

elastic moral tone,’ or by ‘using higher levels of power and

will’? I imagine that we may have to wait long before progress

in this direction is made. The problem is too homely; one

doesn’t see just how to get in the electric keys and revolving

drums that alone make psychology scientific to-day.

My fellow-pragmatist in Florence, G. Papini, has adopted a

new conception of philosophy. He calls it the doctrine of action

in the widest sense, the study of all human powers and means

(among which latter, truths  of every kind whatsoever figure,

of course, in the first rank). From this point of view philosophy

is a pragmatic, comprehending, as tributary departments of

itself, the old disciplines of logic, metaphysic, physic and ethic.

And here, after our first problem, two other problems burst

upon our view. My belief that these two problems form a

program of work well worthy of the attention of a body as

learned and earnest as this audience, is, in fact, what has

determined me to choose this subject, and to drag you through

so many familiar facts during the hour that has sped.

The first of the two problems is that of our powers,  the

second that of our means of unlocking them or getting at

them.  We ought somehow to get a topographic survey made of

the limits of human power in every conceivable direction,

something like an ophthalmologist’s chart of the limits of the
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human held of vision; and we ought then to construct a

methodical inventory of the paths of access, or keys, differing

with the diverse types of individual, to the different kinds of

power. This would be an absolutely concrete study, to be

carried on by using historical and biographical material mainly.

The limits of power must be limits that have been realized in

actual persons, and the various ways of unlocking the reserves

of power must have been exemplified in individual lives.

Laboratory experimentation can play but a small part. Your

psychologist’s Versuchsthier,  outside of hypnosis, can never be

called on to tax his energies in ways as extreme as those which

the emergencies of life will force on him.

So here is a program of concrete individual psychology, at

which anyone in some measure may work. It is replete with

interesting facts, and points to practical issues superior in

importance to anything we know. I urge it therefore upon your

consideration. In some shape we have all worked at it in a

more or less blind and fragmentary way; yet before Papini

mentioned it I had never thought of it, or heard it broached by

anyone, in the generalized form of a, program such as I now

suggest, a program that might with proper care be made to

cover the whole field of psychology, and might show us parts

of it in a very fresh light.

It is just the generalizing of the problem that seems to me

to make so strong an appeal. I hope that in some of you the

conception may unlock unused reservoirs of investigating

power.
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Chapter 1

Beyond Left-Brain Consciousness

On the afternoon of Sunday 3 January 1960, I was about to

leave the house when the telephone rang. A man with a strong

foreign accent explained to me that he was from some

international press agency, and that he was ringing to tell me

that Albert Camus had been killed in a car accident. For a

moment I suspected a joke; my friend Bill Hopkins often rang

me up pretending to be a Chinese laundry, or the head of the

women’s section of the KGB with just one vacancy for a male.

The journalist soon convinced me that he was genuine; he

knew too much about the accident to be making it up. Camus

had been driving back to Paris with his friend Michel Gallimard

when a front tyre burst. The car hit a tree and Camus was

catapulted through the rear window; he was killed instantly.

On my way to the station a few minutes later—I was going

to meet my wife—I tried to grasp the fact that Camus was

dead. He worked for Gallimard, my French Publisher, and had

been about to write an introduction to my second book. I had

met him in Paris and found him immensely likeable. Yet now,

trying to focus the meaning of his death, I found myself unable

to summon any reaction. It was like ringing a doorbell and

hearing no sound. When I asked myself: ‘How do you feel about

his death?’, the answer was a kind of: ‘So what?’

Yet, in a sense, this was appropriate. The starting-point of

all Camus’s work is this sense of meaningless, that feeling of

alienation that he called ‘the absurd’. Meursault, the hero of

L’Etranger, experiences this same inability to react to the
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death of his mother. ‘Mother died today. Or maybe yesterday;

I can’t be sure...’ He is not heartless or self-centred, merely

trapped in the Present. It would not even he true to say he is

bored; he seems reasonably contented. But his sense of

meaning is limited to what goes on at the end of his nose.

Then, at the end of the book—when he has been sentenced

to death for killing an Arab—he experiences a surge of anger

that brings insight. ‘It was as if that great rush of anger had

washed me clean, emptied me of hope, and...I laid my heart

open to the benign indifference of the universe: Staring at the

stars he comments: ‘To feel it so like myself...made me realize

that I’d been happy, and that I was happy still.’ This seems an

odd statement from a man who seems to plod through life like

a blinkered horse. Is it possible to be happy without knowing it?

Here we confront a paradox; for the answer is yes. We have

all experienced the moments that William James calls ‘melting

moods’, when it suddenly becomes perfectly obvious that life

is infinitely fascinating. And the insight seems to apply

retrospectively. Periods of my life that seemed confusing and

dull at the time now seem complex and rather charming. It is

almost as if some other person a more powerful and mature

individual has taken over my brain. This ‘higher self views my

problems and anxieties with kindly detachment, but entirely

without pity.

Looking at problems through his eyes, I can see I was a fool

to worry about them.

If I could remain in this state all the time—or at least,

summon it at will—life would be a continual adventure. And

this is the maddening absurdity. For during these moments of

intensity and affirmation, we can see that it would be so easy

to maintain this insight. Whenever we face crisis or difficulty,

we can see that life without it would be delightful. Raskolnikov

in  Crime and Punishment says that he would rather stand on

a narrow ledge for ever than die at once. But we do not have
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to go that far to see that life without crisis or misery is full of

potentiality. I can recognize this truth even when a minor

inconvenience disappears. If the lavatory is out of order for a

week, I heave a sigh of relief when the plumber finally

appears. The fact that I can now stop flushing it down with

buckets of water becomes an extension of my freedom, a

source of active pleasure. And it continues to be so until I

begin ‘taking it for granted’. When this happens, I slip into the

state in which Meursault spends most of his life: happy without

realizing it.

What is wrong with human beings? Why is it, as Fichte says,

that ‘to be free is nothing; to become free is heavenly’? Why

is it that, we seem to be unable to appreciate our freedom

unless it is under threat? Why do human beings seem to live in

an almost permanent state of unreality?

The basic answer is that human beings are the only

creatures who spend 99 per cent of their time living inside

their own heads. Sherlock Holmes used to keep a cabinet filled

with press cuttings on every subject under the sun, so that if

he was confronted with a mystery involving, let us say, an

American oil millionaire, he could send Watson to the file for

a sketch of the man’s career. We all have similar filing cabinets

inside our own heads, and they contain ‘press cuttings’ (some

of them rather brittle and faded) of everything that has ever

happened to us.

Confronted by some irritating problem, we can look in the

file to see whether anything like it has ever happened in the

past. This means that we can brood on these matters while

lying in bed with our eyes closed; the experience is all there in

the filing cabinet.

But this method has its disadvantages. When I am dealing

with the real world, I react to it in a sensible and balanced

manner, and find many problems exhilarating. When I am lying

in bed with my eyes closed, I am out of touch with reality; the
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result is that I am likely to over-react to problems, and work

myself into a state of anger or frustration or depression. And

even when I am supposed to be ‘in touch with reality’ during

the day, I spend a great deal of my time in that library with its

filing cabinets. Every time I stare out of a window, or wait at

a bus stop, or sit in the midst of a traffic jam, I descend into

my mental world, and virtually lose touch with reality.

This ability to ‘live inside our heads’ is, of course, one of

the greatest evolutionary advances made by the human race.

Grey Walter remarks in his book on the brain that a

chimpanzee ‘cannot maintain a mental image long enough to

reflect on it’. Human beings can not only maintain mental

images; they can spend hours at a time in a world of

imagination. The purpose of this faculty is to enable us to

envisage the future and anticipate its problems. Yet it has one

enormous disadvantage. It means that we can, without even

noticing it, lose contact with the world of actuality. There is an

old joke of a man going to borrow a lawn-mower from his next

door neighbour. On the way there, he imagines his neighbour

saying: ‘Why don’t you buy one of your own?’, to which he

replies: ‘Because I can’t afford it.’ ‘Then why not get one on

hire purchase?’ ‘I don’t like being in debt.’ ‘Yet you’re willing

to come and borrow mine...’ At this point he meets his

neighbour in the front garden and shouts: ‘Keep your bloody

lawn-mower...’ We all allow similar fantasies to undermine the

sense of reality. And we are totally unaware of how far the

fantasy has taken on a life of its own. Man is the only animal

who is prone to insanity; and this is because he spends so much

time in this suffocating prison inside his own head. His

fantasies creep all over him, like ivy on a tree, until they drain

away his life.

This is why the moments of reality—like Meursault’s sense

of relief and happiness—come as such a shock. Our mental

apparatus reduces things to oversimplified images, and we
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come to accept these as a fair copy of the reality ‘out there’.

And then, in some moment of relaxation and happiness, the

reality bursts through, infinitely more exciting than our

dehydrated mental images. It is more real, heavier, richer,

more beautiful, and it fills us with a desire to live for ever.

Camus describes such a moment at the end of his story ‘The

Woman Taken in Adultery’. Her ‘adultery’ is with the African

night, which enters into her being and possesses her. ‘Not a

breath, not a sound, except at intervals the muffled crackling

of stones that the cold was reducing to sand... After a moment,

however, it seemed to her that the sky above her was moving

in a sort of slow gyration. In the vast reaches of the dry, cold

night, thousands of stars were constantly appearing, and their

sparkling icicles, loosened at once, begin to slip gradually

towards the horizon. Janine could not tear herself away from

contemplating these drifting flares. She was turning with

them...’ The passage brings to mind another ‘woman taken in

adultery!—Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley—and her own mystical

sense of living nature as she returns home after love-making:

in the twilight the world seemed a dream; the trees in the park

seemed bulging and surging at anchor on a tide, and the heave

of the slope to the house was alive’. And Dostoevsky’s Alyosha

experiences a similar sensation as he looks at the stars: ‘there

seemed to be threads from all those innumerable worlds of

God, linking his soul to them’; he flings himself, weeping, on

his knees, to kiss the earth.

Yet all that has happened—to Janine, to Constance

Chatterley, to Alyosha Karamazov—is that they have walked out

of the prison inside their own heads, to confront the reality of

the world. William Blake writes:

Five windows light the cavern’d Man: thro’ one he

breathes the air; Thro’ one hears music of the

spheres; thro’ one the eternal vine Flourishes,
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that he may receive the grapes; thro’ one can look

And see small portions of the eternal world that

ever groweth; Thro’ one himself pass out what

time he please; but he will not, For stolen Joys are

sweet, & bread eaten in secret pleasant.

If the ‘five windows’ refer to the senses, then the passage

is incomprehensible, since it implies that we can walk outside

our senses, and we know this to be impossible. But What Blake

actually means is that man lives in a cave inside his own head,

yet he does not have to. He can ‘pass out what time he

please’. He can ‘snap out’ of the dream-like state, and reassert

his sense of reality.

The comment about ‘bread eaten in secret’ is equally

puzzling unless we recognize that Blake is speaking about the

dream-like state in which we spend most of our time. Provided

the daydreams are pleasant, the cave inside the head is a

warm and comfortable place. The danger is in allowing

ourselves to mistake it for the real world. Flaubert’s  Madame

Bovary and Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina are cautionary tales about

women who make this mistake; both commit suicide. Tolstoy

had enough insight to make Anna wake up as she is about to be

killed by a train, and recognize that this is preposterous—that

death is the last thing she wants.

But how is it possible that even the most habitual

day-dreamer could do anything as absurd as committing

suicide? Children, of course, find it easy to sink into states of

black depression, particularly imaginative children—because

their knowledge of the world is so small that they habitually

turn molehills into mountains. But surely the stupidest and

most self-absorbed adult ought to know better? And the

answer, once again, is that the astonishing pace of human

evolution is to blame. More than any other animal, we have the

power to focus upon particulars; we possess a kind of mental
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microscope which enables us to narrow down our attention to

a single problem. A microscope can make a flea look as big as

a horse. It can also turn a minor annoyance into a major

catastrophe. Once we enter the state of adulthood, we spend

so large a proportion of our lives dealing with problems that we

forget their actual scale. We forget to take our eye away from

the microscope. To use a slightly different analogy: it is as if

we possessed a pair of reading glasses—for close-up work—and

a pair of long-distance glasses. We get so used to wearing the

reading glasses that we forget to remove them when we go out

for a walk, and find ourselves peering short-sightedly at the

scenery.

Then  some  c r is i s—or mom ent of  del ighted

anticipation—reminds us that we ought to be wearing the

long-distance glasses. And the moment we put them on, we

experience a revelation. Everything becomes clear and real. All

petty anxieties drop from our shoulders. We feel like laughing

aloud. Suddenly, it becomes obvious that all the miseries and

anxieties were a stupid mistake, due to the wrong glasses.

There is a feeling of relaxation and happiness that seems to

express itself in the words:  ’Of course!’

But ‘of course’ what? If we could answer that question we

would have solved one of the most basic problems of human

development.

And the starting-point must be the ‘glimpse of reality’. T.

E. Lawrence describes a typical one in Seven Pillars of Wisdom:

‘We started out on one of those clear dawns that wake up

the senses with the sun, while the intellect, tired after the

thinking of the night, was yet abed. For an hour or two, on

such a morning, the sounds, scents, and colours of the world

struck man individually and directly, not filtered through or

made typical by thought: they seemed to exist sufficiently by
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themselves...’

This is the sensation we experience after an illness, when

we first begin to convalesce. The heart seems to be wideopen

to experience, and, as Lawrence says, we no longer filter it

through our critical mechanism. It is the feeling we sometimes

get on the first day of a holiday. Reality comes flooding in

through the senses, and it has upon us the same effect as food

on an empty stomach.

One of the most important discoveries of recent decades is

the one for which Roger Sperry has received the Nobel Prize:

the recognition that this ‘critical mechanism’ is located in the

left side of the brain, while the mechanism that enables us to

‘appreciate’ reality is located in the right. Of the two cerebral

hemispheres—the parts of the brain that press against the top

of the skull—the left deals with language and reason, the right

deals with feeling and intuition. (For some reason that is still

not understood, the left brain controls the right side of the

body, with all its muscles, and the right brain controls the left

side.) Looked at from above, they look like the two halves of

a walnut. Sperry discovered that if the ‘bridge’ between the

two halves is severed—as it is in some cases to cure

epilepsy—the patient turns into two different persons. One man

tried to button up his flies with his right hand (connected to

the ‘rational’ side of his brain) while the other hand undid

them. Another patient tried to embrace his wife with one arm

while the other pushed her away. A patient who had been given

some wooden blocks to arrange into a pattern (a

right-hemisphere activity) tried without success to do it with

his right hand. His other hand kept trying to help, and the right

kept impatiently knocking it away, as if to say: ‘Let  me do

this.’ Finally, he had to sit on his left hand to stop it from

interfering.

Now in this case, it is obvious that the left hand ought to
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have been given its own way; for it is connected to the right

brain, and could  see the answer. But before we jump to the

conclusion that the right is a hero and the left a villain, we

should note that the right is also at the mercy of negative

emotions. When one split-brain patient became angry with his

wife, his left hand tried to hit her; the other hand defended

her and held the left hand tightly.

The left brain, then, is the critic, the ‘restrainer’, the part

of T. E. Lawrence that kept him from appreciating

reality—except when he got up so early that the left brain was

still asleep.

This enables us at least to begin to explain what that ‘Of

course!’ means. ‘You’, the ego, live in your left brain. When

we say that man is the only creature who spends 99 per cent of

his time inside his own head, we mean, in fact, inside his left

cerebral hemisphere. And in the basement of the left

hemisphere is the library full of filing cabinets—the stuffy room

that we mistake for reality. In  Heartbreak House, Hector asks

Shotover: ‘How long dare you concentrate on a feeling without

risking having it fixed in your consciousness all the rest of your

life?’, and Shotover answers an hour and a half. We all know

what he means. Obsessions get stuck in our heads. We brood

upon past experience like a cow chewing the cud, regurgitating

it and chewing it yet again. Finally, the experience has become

shrunken and tasteless, like an old piece of chewing gum. And

yet we still mistake it for the real thing.

It is upon the basis of this dry, tasteless experience that we

base our major decisions on life. If I am asked whether I would

like to go to the theatre on Saturday night, I recall previous

visits to the theatre, try to remember what they were like, and

say yes or no on the basis of those faded memories. Worse still,

confronted by some tiresome problem, I remember the last

time I had to deal with a similar problem, and my energies

drain away; I feel exhausted and depressed before I have even
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started. And this ‘assessment’ is made upon completely false

data—a tasteless piece of chewing gum.

Yet we make this mistake habitually, all the way through

our lives—habitually undermining our own vitality.

This is why that ‘glimpse of reality’ makes us say: ‘Of

course!’’ We have seen through the error—the mistake that has

caused a constant leak of energy, that has stolen so much of

our happiness, that has prevented us from achieving a fraction

of what we might have achieved.

This brings another interesting recognition. For more than

two thousand years, philosophers have been producing gloomy

and negative assessments of human existence: Ecclesiastes says

there is nothing new under the sun and that life is vanity; the

Buddha says it is all illusion; Aristotle says it is better not to

have been born. Very few philosophers seem to have much

good to say about life. Because these men are great thinkers,

we are inclined to take their word for it. Yet now we see that

thinking has its own limitations: the limitations of the left

brain. No doubt Ecclesiastes and Aristotle thought they were

taking everything into account; but they had left out precisely

50 per cent of human existence. They were mistaking an old

piece of chewing gum for the real thing.

It is true that many philosophers—particularly among the

mystics—have warned us against the danger of mistaking

thought for reality. And in the past century, writers as

different as Walt Whitman, G.K. Chesterton, D.H. Lawrence,

Aldous Huxley and Henry Miller have repeated the message. But

there is usually something oddly unsatisfying about these

disciples of instinct and intuition. They seem to offer a poor

second best. D.H. Lawrence fulminated against ‘head

consciousness’ and advised us to trust the solar plexus; but his

work offers no clear advice on what to do. In a sense, he is as

pessimistic as the ‘thinking’ philosophers; some of his stories

seem to suggest that man would be better off if he was born as
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a horse or a fox. Walt Whitman envied the cows because they

were uncomplaining. But what we want to understand is the

secret potentialities of consciousness. Rejecting the left brain

in favour of the right is obviously no solution. I do not feel that

human beings have made a mistake in evolving left-brain

consciousness. For all its problems and anxieties, I still prefer

the condition of being human to being a cow. What we need to

know is how to go beyond left-brain consciousness.

The right-brainers, like the left-brainers, have left

something important out of account. What? We can see the

answer if we think again of Meursault’s experience of the

‘benign indifference of the universe’, of Janine’s experience of

the African night, of Alyosha Karamazov’s desire to kiss the

earth. This is not simply a glimpse of the external reality. It is

an internal reality that has opened up. Hesse expresses it with

beautiful clarity in Steppenwolf, another novel about a man

who finds himself trapped and suffocated in left-brain

consciousness. At the end of a frustrating day he goes to a

tavern to eat and drink; the wine causes a sudden relaxation

into right-brain consciousness:

‘A refreshing laughter rose in me... It soared aloft like a

soap bubble...and then softly burst... The golden trail was

blazed, and I was reminded of the eternal, and of Mozart and

the stars. For an hour I could breathe once more. ...’

 

The laughter is the equivalent of the ‘of course’ feeling; we

always want to laugh aloud when tension gives way to

relaxation. But what is important here is the phrase ’reminded

of the eternal, and of Mozart and the stars’. There was nothing

to stop him thinking about Mozart and the stars at any time of

the day. But he is referring not to thinking, but to a feeling of

the reality of Mozart and the stars. It is as if an inner trapdoor

had opened, leading into an immense Aladdin’s cave.
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What, then has happened? In effect, Steppenwolf has

brought his right and left hemispheres into alignment. He has

relaxed into right-brain consciousness. Another important

observation made by scientists examining the differences

between right and left is that the left is obsessed by time; the

right seems to have little sense of time. This seems reasonable,

since logic and language have a lineal and serial structure—like

a chain-while patterns spread out sideways, so to speak. The

left brain tends to hurry forward, its eyes fixed on the future,

while the right strolls along with its hands in its pockets,

enjoying the scenery. They are like two trains running on

parallel tracks, but at different speeds. If the right can be

persuaded to move faster, by working it into a state of

excitement (as, for example, with exciting music), then the

two trains can run side by side, and the passengers can lean

out of the windows and talk to one another.  The same effect

can be achieved if the left can be persuaded to move slower.

This is what Steppenwolf has done as he relaxes with his glass

of wine. Hence the sudden feeling of reality.

So one of the main functions of the right brain is to add a

dimension of reality to our experience. The world as seen by

left-brain consciousness is flat, two-dimensional, little more

than a sketch. The business of the right brain is to add a third

dimension. It is this recognition of reality that brings the

feeling of relief, the sense that ‘all is well’. As absurd as it

sounds, we live most of our lives upon the assumption that

reality is unreal—two dimensional. We feel that it is flat,

boring, too easily known. But when the right brain begins to do

its proper work, we recognize the absurdity of this assumption:

that the world is infinitely richer and more meaningful than the

left can grasp.

This provides us with our first major clue to the solution of

this problem. Even if the left cannot see the world as full of

potentiality, it can hold on to the moments of insight and
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refuse to let go of them. If I know that present difficulties will

end in triumph, I am un-discourageable; I merely have to know

it intellectually. And if I can ‘know’ that reality actually has a

third dimension, I shall never fall into the mistake of

complaining that there is nothing new under the sun and that

life is futile.

This is a point of considerable importance. So much of the

literature of the past century has been concerned with

boredom and frustration. Artsybashev wrote a novel called

Breaking Point about a dull Russian town in which practically

everybody commits suicide. He was arguing, in effect, that

when life is seen without illusions, the only courageous decision

is to refuse to go on. We can see the absurdity of the mistake.

His characters lack sense of purpose, so they have become

trapped in left-brain consciousness, which dehydrates the

world of meaning. They have forgotten the trapdoor that leads

into inner worlds.

This tendency to become trapped in left-brain consciousness

is perhaps the greatest single danger that threatens us as a

species. Every year, thousands of people commit suicide

because they believe ‘that is all there is!—they think this

two-dimensional world of our everyday experience is the only

reality. All mental illness is caused by the same assumption,

which can be compared with the assumption of savages that an

eclipse of the sun could mean the end of the world. A savage

who knew the real cause of an eclipse might still experience a

certain irrational  anxiety as the sun became dark; but his basic

attitude to the experience would be relaxed and rational. And

if human beings could grasp this insight about right-brain

consciousness, mental illness would finally become as rare as

leprosy.

As soon as we glimpse this possibility of a balanced left-and-

right consciousness, we can see it as the beginning of a whole

range of new developments in human consciousness. Consider,
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for example, what happens when I read a novel. To some

extent, I enter the world of the novelist; yet because my left

brain is doing most of the work, scanning and interpreting the

words, my experience of that mental world is only superficial.

I can recall certain books I read in childhood—Dickens’s A

Christmas Carol and The Old Curiosity Shop, the opening

chapters of The Count of Monte Cristo, Conan Doyle’s Lost

World and the Sherlock Holmes stories, Rider Haggard’s She

and Cleopatra—which  made me feel as if I had entered a state

of trance; I was living in the world of the book rather than in

the ‘real’ world. My mind supplied that fictional world with

smells and colours and tastes. In short, my right brain did its

proper work of adding a third dimension of reality to the book.

Neither is it a matter of becoming absorbed in certain

characters and events in fiction. I have slipped into that same

state of total absorption when reading Whitehead’s Science and

the Modern World and William James’s Varieties of Religious

Experience. The right brain can add this same element of

reality to ideas.

So the ‘filing cabinet’ inside the head is only part of the

story. When consulted by the left brain, the cabinet may

appear to contain only sheets of paper. But when the right

brain can be persuaded to play its part, these sheets can be

transformed by some alchemy into a living reality. This enables

us to see precisely what is wrong with those writers who are

prophets of instinct, like D.H. Lawrence and Henry Miller. They

may appreciate literature, yet they feel that books are ‘just

words’, a kind of game that should not be confused with

reality. But when a book is transformed by the right brain, it

becomes another kind of reality, with claims to equality with

the ‘real world’.

This is why the past two centuries or so have been some of

the most exciting in human intellectual history. In 1719, a

political pamphleteer named Daniel Defoe produced Robinson
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Crusoe, and seven years later, Jonathan Swift published

Gulliver’s Travels. Defoe meant Crusoe to be a piece of

realistic journalism—it was based upon the true story of a

shipwrecked mariner—and Swift intended Gulliver as political

satire. In fact, both had created a kind of magic carpet that

could carry the reader off into the realms of imagination. In

1740 came Samuel Richardson’s  Pamela, the first novel

actually written as an exercise in pure invention (or ‘escapism’

as we might now say), which created a sensation all over

Europe. Until this time, the favourite recreational reading of

bored housewives had been volumes of sermons—for the

sermon, with its anecdotes and exhortations, also provided a

higher vantage point from which one’s own life could be

surveyed. But as a magic carpet, the novel was as superior to

the sermon as a jet plane is to the old- fashioned airship. In a

few decades, England became a nation of avid readers; the

same thing happened all over the civilized world. Bored

housewives had gained ‘access to inner worlds’. Caught up in

the sad destiny of Clarissa Harlowe or young Werther, they

could transform mere words into a living reality by adding the

weight of their own experience.

The experience altered the mind of civilized man. Defoe,

Swift, Addison, Johnson, Montesquieu were of a generation of

realists. They were succeeded by a generation of dreamers,

who placed feeling and desire above convention and duty. And

a curious thing happened. Man suddenly noticed that nature

was beautiful. Earlier generations had regarded mountains as

impressive but inconvenient. These new romantics saw in them

a reflection of their own inner mountain landscape. Nature was

exciting because it reflected man’s new sense of his own

potentialities:

To horse!—way o’er hill and steep! 

Into the saddle blithe I sprung; 
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The eve was cradling earth to sleep, 

And night upon the mountain hung. 

With robes of mist around him set, 

The oak like some huge giant stood 

While with its hundred eyes of jet 

Peered darkness from the tangled wood.

This is the young Goethe, and it conveys the excitement of

a young man setting out to ride to his mistress. Poets like

Goethe, Schiller, Byron, Shelly, Pushkin, seemed to have

glimpsed new possibilities of freedom for the human spirit.

Then why did disillusion set in? Partly for the same reason

that early experiments in flying ended in crashes. The

romantics were too inexperienced to know how to handle this

sense of freedom. Many of them thought themselves free to

seduce any number of young ladies with a good conscience,

then found themselves in violent conflict with their sense of

human decency. Others preferred to escape boredom with the

use of drugs and alcohol. Overtaken by physical and emotional

reactions, most of them concluded that the vision of freedom

had been a delusion—in which case, human life is futile and

tragic. With its unprecedentedly high rate of suicide and early

death, the romantic experiment was finally accounted a

failure.

Yet a new generation of romantics—Dostoevsky, Mann,

Hesse, Shaw, Yeats—began to understand that freedom can

only be achieved through self-discipline. Dostoevsky achieved

his vision of freedom when he believed he was about to die in

front of a firing squad, and became aware of something that

earlier romantics had only glimpsed in flashes: that the real

trouble with human beings is that we habitually exaggerate

our feelings. A man who thinks he is about to be shot realizes

with absolute certainty that most of the problems that have

made him miserable are unutterably trivial; if he could only get
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a second chance, he could guarantee never to be unhappy for

the rest of his life.

Experiences of this type always bring the same insight. We

make the habitual assumption that we consist of a mind and a

body. But there is another kind of body: the emotional body.

For practical purposes, my feelings and emotions constitute a

separate entity. And this is what makes life so difficult. The

emotional body wastes an enormous amount of my time with

its damned feelings. The sun goes behind a cloud and I feel

gloomy. Somebody fails to reply when I ask a question, and I

feel rejected. I trip over the pavement and feel

accident-prone. I miss a bus and feel unlucky. I open my bank

statement and feel apprehensive. I remember something I have

forgotten to do and feel guilt-stricken. Nearly all these

‘feelings’ are negative. When the sun comes out from behind

a cloud, I usually fail to notice it. When my bank statement

shows a credit balance, I take it for granted. When I catch a

bus, I am usually thinking about something else. So on the

whole, the emotional body is a dreary bore, groaning at my

failures and undervaluing my successes.

When some crisis awakens my sense of urgency, I suddenly

realize how easy it would be to discipline the emotional body,

and tell it to keep its stupid feelings to itself. How? That

question can be answered by anyone who casts his mind back

to such a situation. A real emergency has the effect of

‘stiffening the sinews’, arousing ‘vital reserves’. Minor

anxieties are instantly suppressed with a mental gesture that

is rather like compressing a spring. With that threatening

gesture, they instantly subside, like a whining child who

realizes he has gone too far and that the heavy hand is about

to descend.

This explains one of the minor mysteries of human

psychology: why we go out of our way to look for challenges.

Why should anybody want to become a Member of Parliament
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or the chairman of a sub-committee? Why, for that matter,

should anyone want to climb a mountain? The old explanation,

‘because it’s there’, is no answer. But every challenge arouses

in us the kind of vital energy necessary for bullying the

emotional body into silence. It sits on our shoulders, like the

Old Man of the Sea with his legs wrapped around Sinbad’s neck,

slowly choking us to death—until an emergency arises. Then,

with a single jerk, we throw him off. And suddenly, we can

breathe again. Unfortunately, we do not follow Sinbad’s lead,

and beat out his brains while he lies on the ground. We forget

him, and allow him to sneak back as soon as our thoughts are

elsewhere...

The first thing we observe when the Old Man has been

unseated is that life becomes far richer and more exciting. The

Old Man’s task, apparently, is to try to make us tired of life by

keeping us entangled in triviality. He keeps on reacting to

every minor problem as if it was the end of the world, and

finally he convinces us that life is one long series of dreary

obstacles. My only real ally against him is my reason, my ability

to tell myself: ‘Don’t be stupid—this is not important.’ If the

Old Man can persuade someone to commit suicide, he has

scored a real triumph.

Conversely, a man who had achieved what the Buddha

called ‘enlightenment’—permanent freedom from the Old

Man—would live in an unwavering state of serene intensity. In

this state, the external world is seen to be endlessly fascinating

because, like a mirror, it reflects the immense depths of the

internal world.

The past two centuries have been one of the most important

periods in human history. For the first time, large numbers of

human beings have been freed from the pressing involvement

with physical reality. They have learned that it is not simply

entanglement in mere physical process. Life lived under these

conditions is basically futile and repetitive. We begin to live
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only when we learn to descend into ourselves as a coal miner

is transported deep into the earth.

But how? How do we begin to go about making the descent?

The story I now propose to tell is of a man who stumbled

accidentally on the ‘trick’, and whose life has been totally

transformed by it.
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Chapter 2

Ten Days in Viittakivi

Some time in 1980, a Finnish correspondent, Matti Veijola,

wrote to ask me whether I would be interested in attending a

seminar in Finland for ten days in the summer of 1981. I had

only once been to Finland—in 1960, on my way to Leningrad,

and I had been impressed by my glimpses of its lakes and pine

forests. For me, Finland meant the symphonies of Sibelius and

the songs of Kilpinen, and that extraordinary novel by Alexis

Kivi called Seven Brothers. The idea of an extended visit

sounded pleasant, particularly since I could take my family.

In fact, the holiday—in the August of 1981—came at exactly

the right time. I had just completed the hardest four months

work of my whole life. I had been commissioned to write a

book on the poltergeist, with a delivery date of 30 June; and

by the end of January I had finished the basic research and was

ready to start typing. At this point, another publisher asked me

if I would like to provide the text of an illustrated book on

witchcraft, a subject I already knew reasonably well. Then

Reader’s Digest asked me if I could write them a short novel

about Rasputin, of whom I had once written a biographical

study. The terms were tempting, and since writers are

habitually short of cash, I accepted both offers, assuming that

the publisher of Poltergeist would allow me a couple of extra

months for delivery of the typescript. I was mistaken. They had

scheduled the book for autumn publication; an editor was

waiting to get to work on it the moment it arrived, and to rush

it to the printer. So it looked as if I had to write three books in
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four months. The prospect made my heart sink. The book on

witchcraft would not be too difficult, since the text had to be

written in sections—which meant there were no problems of

construction. But a novel may simply refuse to go in the right

direction, and have to be started again from the beginning.

(For twenty-five years now I have been writing a novel called

Lulu, and must have started it a hundred times.) Yet I couldn’t

afford to discard a single day’s writing. The same was true of

the poltergeist book; 120,000 words in eight weeks meant

15,000 words a week, or ten pages every single day, with no

time for revision. Moreover, poltergeists are singularly

repetitive creatures, behaving like disembodied football

hooligans; I was not sure how I was going to spin out their

boringly predictable activities for 120,000 words—this was a

hurdle I would have to take when I came to it.

The very thought of all that non-stop typing, without time

for relaxation, made me feel trapped. In 1973, I had been

under similar pressure, and had begun to experience ‘panic

attacks,’ bouts of sudden fear and intense depression. I had

struggled my way out of these with common sense and a

certain amount of self-analysis. Now the old sensations of

unease began to return—a feeling I call ‘the burning-rubber

smell’—as if the brakes are beginning to smoulder. On the

morning when I received the letter saying Poltergeist had to be

delivered on time,

I had been to see my doctor; he told me I was suffering from

high blood pressure and had to lose two stone in weight. He

also arranged an appointment with a specialist about a problem

of internal bleeding that sounded ominously like cancer. When

I got back from the doctor, I went to my desk to write about

the burning and torture of the Bamberg witches; as I wrote I

began to experience a ‘sinking’ sensation, accompanied by the

old feeling of panic. In such moments, it suddenly seems that

the floor of our sanity is very frail, and might collapse like thin
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ice. There is a feeling of energy draining away, and a suspicion

that life is a battle that has been lost in advance. I forced

myself to go and look for a reference book that I

needed—although the action seemed meaningless—and stood in

front of the bookcase, struggling with the sinking sensation. It

was like trying not to be sick. Then I went back to my

typewriter, gritted my teeth against the sense of misery and

futility, and went on writing. At some point, I had to lean

forward to pick up something I had dropped on the floor. Quite

suddenly, the oppression vanished—as abruptly as the sun

coming out from behind a cloud. With an almost dizzy feeling

of astonishment and triumph, I realized that my emotions had

been ‘trying it on’, having a tantrum, and that they had

suddenly decided to give up. And at once I saw with great

clarity that human beings possess two bodies. One is the

physical body, the other—just as real, just as self-contained—is

the emotional body. Like the physical body, the emotional body

reaches a certain level of growth, and then stops. But it stops

rather sooner than the physical body. So most of us possess the

emotional body of a retarded adolescent. And as soon as we

find ourselves under pressure, as soon as life begins to look

difficult, the emotional body bursts into tears and tries to run

away.

That insight was a turning-point. But since I had four months

of non-stop writing ahead of me, and the anxieties about my

physical condition, that was not the end of the matter. I lay

awake for hours at night, trying to stop the pounding of my

heart, and to resist thoughts that dragged me into depression.

I knew that my salvation lay in that thread of pure will, the

determination not to give way; yet there was always a fear

that the thread might eventually snap under the strain. I

finished the 50,000 words on witchcraft in just over a month,

and felt a certain irritation when the publisher told me that he

had overestimated the space available and would have to cut
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out 10,000 words—a whole week’s work. I settled down to the

Rasputin novel, which fortunately went well for the first

hundred pages, although there were days when I felt so low

that I could eat only the occasional digestive biscuit. Halfway

through, it was clear that I wasn’t going to succeed in

compressing his life into 60,000 words—I had already done

40,000, and hadn’t even got him as far as St. Petersburg...

Eventually I finished it on time, 15,000 words too long—leaving

Reader’s Digest the problem of cutting—and on the day after

I typed the last paragraph, began Poltergeist. Again, the gods

were with me. New information, new ideas, turned up at

exactly the right moment. I was well behind schedule, but the

publisher told me that if I could deliver most of the book by the

agreed date, I could have another fortnight to write the final

chapter. I began to experience a sort of grim exhilaration as I

forced myself into the final gallop. I finished the book with

several days to spare, and then went on to write six articles for

a magazine of which I am advisory editor. At the end of the

four months, I had the satisfaction of calculating that I had

written a quarter of a million words, the length of Joyce’s

Ulysses.

A week later we set out for Finland—Joy, myself, and our

two boys Damon and Rowan. At last I had time to take stock.

My most powerful ally in the previous four months had been my

power of reason. My emotions had staged a full-scale revolt,

trying to convince me that if I pressed on at this pace, the

result would be nervous breakdown. My body, on the whole,

had behaved rather better, in spite of the high blood pressure

and the blood in my urine that made me suspect cancer (it

turned out to be nothing worse than a broken vein). What was

most important was a recognition—to which I shall return in the

last chapter—that if I could drag myself out of a state of

fatigue and depression into ‘normality’, then there was no

reason why I should not drag myself out of normality into a
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state of far higher energy and intensity. We have, in fact, far

greater control over our inner being than we realize. The

answer lay in developing a certain power of realism, of

objectivity. When we experience moods of fatigue or

depression, it only takes some real crisis or danger to show us

that the depression was sheer self-indulgence. If we could

simply hold fast to this vision—which reason tells us to be

true—we would never again be victimized by our emotions.

But the hard truth is that this control can only be achieved

by confronting the emotions head-on and bullying them into

submission. In the Seven Pillars, Lawrence describes how, after

a halt in the desert, they realized that one of their number was

missing. Lawrence turned his camel and went back to search.

But the camel disliked leaving the main group, and kept trying

to turn back; Lawrence had to force it to go on. Throughout the

first half of 1981, my emotions had behaved like Lawrence’s

camel every time I sat down at my typewriter. And I now had

the satisfaction of having taught the camel a degree of

obedience.

We drove to London airport on the day Prince Charles was

married, and the radio babbled endlessly about the ecstatic

crowds; it was impossible to find out what was happening

elsewhere in the world. At the Post House Hotel they even

offered us a slice of wedding cake, to the surprise of our

smallest boy, who speculated that it must have been

enormous. The following day we flew to Helsinki.

 

The bearded man who met us at the barrier had a slight

American accent and a quiet manner; he introduced himself as

Brad Absetz, one of the teachers at Viittakivi. When I asked

where he’d parked the car, he explained that Viittakivi didn’t

have a car—so we had a four-stage journey ahead of us: by bus

into Helsinki, by train to Harmeenlinna, by bus to Hauho, then

by taxi to Viittakivi. It is a measure of how far I had succeeded
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in controlling my sense of boredom that I accepted all this

without an inward groan.

In Helsinki, with an hour to wait for the train, we went to

a tea shop. It was a curiously old-fashioned place—a small room

that looked like a Victorian parlour, with a bird cage hanging

from the wall; on a table in the centre of the room stood a

huge cake-stand with all kinds of sticky pastries; we helped

ourselves and took our tea over to the curtained window. I

could imagine that this place had looked exactly the same at

the time of Ibsen and Strindberg. While we drank tea, Brad told

us more about the Viittakivi centre. It sounded not unlike the

Esalen Institute near San Francisco, except that at Viittakivi

the subjects ranged from world religions to organic farming. It

had been founded by American Quakers after the war, in

association with the Finnish Settlement Federation; this

explained how an American like Brad had come to be involved.

On that first meeting, Brad did not strike me as in any way

unusual—certainly not the kind of person about whom I might

want to write a book. I found him relaxed and easy to talk to,

and in some subtle way definitely not the type of American

that I had met at Esalen—serious-minded students of Zen and

Group Therapy. But he was not the kind of person you would

notice in a crowd. The main thing that struck me about him

was that he seemed to be at ease and at peace, like a man

sitting in front of his own fireside. He made me think of that

earlier generation of Americans, like Henry James and Henry

Adams, who had come to Europe looking for a sense of the

historical past. If that was what Brad was looking for, he

seemed to have found it.

The train pulled out of the station, past the harbour, and

we were soon in the open countryside. There is something very

soothing in the green, flat Finnish landscape, with its wooden

houses and glimpses of water between the trees. As we sat in

the restaurant car, drinking watery beer, I experienced
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suddenly that curious sense of satisfaction that can only be

described in the words ‘being where you are’. That sounds

absurd only until we reflect that for most of our lives we are

not where we are. I am walking down a lane in Cornwall, but

only my body is there; my mind is ‘elsewhere.’ It is not in any

particular place; it is just ‘not all there’—a phrase we also use

for the mentally defective. And then, beyond a certain point of

relaxation, it happens. The left brain slows down; suddenly, it

is walking in step with the right. And you are there, in the

present moment, wholly and completely. You can taste the

flavour of your own consciousness.

Casually, I asked Brad whether he had ever done any

writing—the kind of polite question you ask a travelling

companion on a long journey. He said: ‘I once wrote some

poems’—the kind of answer you expect from a travelling

companion you know to be literate. Then, after a pause, he

added: ‘If you could say I wrote them.’

Oddly enough, I knew immediately what he meant. ‘Who

did, then?’

‘I suppose you could say they wrote themselves.’

I said: ‘The right brain?’

Brad looked at me curiously; but it was no time to open a

conversation on split-brain physiology, with the children asking

what was the Finnish for ‘potato crisps’. And, unlike most

poets, Brad did not seem anxious to pursue the subject.

I said: ‘I’d be interested to see them some time; and we

talked of other things.

Viittakivi stands in the midst of thick woodland, at the end

of a lake that stretches for many miles. (In Finland there are so

many interconnected lakes that it is possible to row for days.)

Although it was late July, there was already a tang of autumn

in the air—winter comes early that far north. The leaves were

turning gold, and through the still air, you could hear a dog

barking several miles away. The only drawback in this paradise
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is the mosquitoes—but Brad assured me they were scarce this

year. (They seem to have the same power as vampire bats, of

being able to feed unnoticed on their host—I watched one of

them settle on the neck of Jormma (Brad’s teacher-colleague)

and make a three-course meal while he talked on unaware.)

Our chalet was comfortable, with a balcony that overlooked

the lake. After some initial confusion—the taxi driver had

absentmindedly gone off with a case containing the children’s

pyjamas—we settled down to a cold supper. The only obvious

drawback to the place was that it was ‘dry’; alcohol was not

actually forbidden; but there was none available on the

premises, and the nearest state liquor store that sold wine was

twenty miles away. I thought longingly about the magnums of

Beaujolais I had seen at Heathrow, and had decided against

buying because of the weight... When we finally retired to bed,

I lay awake for hours, made uneasy by the total stillness.

Breakfast was at eight; but since this was six o’clock London

time, we decided to sleep late and make do with coffee and

biscuits. The day was soft and grey. Since the first seminar was

not being held until the afternoon, we caught the bus into

Hauho, the nearest village, which is about five miles away. It

is little more than a few shops, supermarkets and houses

scattered around a cross-roads; unlike English villages, Finnish

hamlets are mostly as nondescript as filling stations. In fact,

most of Finland has an impressive air of order and neatness, as

if run by an army of hard-working housewives. This intimidating

air of efficiency is softened by the green, empty landscape,

and the low volume of traffic on the roads; the country still

seems to belong to the trees and birds. We bought groceries

and cans of beer, went and looked at the church, and found a

taxi that got us back in time for lunch. All meals in Viittakivi

are self-service, and proved to be excellent. I grew particularly

fond of a hard rye biscuit, as brittle as a sheet of ice, and of a

kind of peanut butter better than any I have had in England or
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America.

Now it was time for work. While my family went boating on

the lake, I attended the opening seminar, which took place in

the large hall above the dining-room. It was a pleasant place,

with huge windows looking out over the lake and forest. There

were forty or fifty students, ranging in age from mid-teens to

mid-seventies. And, apart from regular lectures involving all

the students, there would be five study groups under particular

individuals, one being myself.

Brad opened the proceedings with a short speech about the

importance of being together and getting to know one another.

From anyone else it would have sounded trite; but Brad had a

quiet air of meaning every word he said. He felt we were there

to try to reduce the distance between individuals, to try to

become a kind of family. After this, every student introduced

himself and explained why he had come to Viittakivi—about

half of them spoke in Finnish and had to be translated. I was

startled when one of them, dressed in a kind of multi-coloured

suit, went and sat under the table and buried his face in his

hands, peeping out at intervals and shuddering nervously; after

which he stood on the table and performed a series of balletic

poses. It looked as if he was trying to communicate, like the

man in G.K. Chesterton who keeps hopping around on one leg;

then I gathered that he was one of the group-leaders, an actor

who was here to teach us how to get rid of our inhibitions

through physical movement...

I am not, I have to confess, the kind of person who enjoys

group activities. My brain tends to switch off, like a bored

schoolboy in a class. In the wrong mood, I would have found all

this exasperating. But the past six months had made me very

aware that boredom is more to do with the person who is bored

rather than of the person who is doing the boring. We are too

mechanical, and allow certain stimuli to hypnotize us into

passivity. So I deliberately refused to let my attention wander,
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and found that I was becoming increasingly interested in these

people and their motives. It is true that I had seen it all

before, in similar work groups in England and America: all the

serious-minded people who feel that civilization is too

impersonal, that capitalism is shameful, and that all

governments are rather wicked. In fact, we had a number of

extreme leftists and trade unionists among us, and they

seemed to. take it for granted that we all agreed that the rich

must somehow be forced to surrender their ill-gotten gains. Yet

there was an air of good humour about their idealism that

made me feel they would not be too offended if I admitted

that I regard socialists as well-meaning but muddleheaded

brigands.

After an interminable amount of discussion—everybody

wanted to talk—we finally worked out separate ‘themes’ for

the work groups: creativity, society and responsibility (most of

the leftists joined that one), self-expression through

movement, and so on. My own group was concerned with the

theme of inner freedom.

The following morning, I lectured to the whole student body

for ninety minutes, and this was followed by two hours of

discussion. Their stamina seemed to be tremendous. I was

reminded of that story told by Berdyaev, of how a group in St.

Petersburg had stayed up until four o’clock one morning

discussing the universe; when someone suggested it was time

to go to bed, someone else said: ‘No, we can’t go to bed

yet—we haven’t decided whether God exists.’ Our discussion

was mainly political. I had finally decided I should nail my

political colours to the mast rather than try to avoid discord;

so I began by explaining how I had ceased to be a socialist after

I wrote a book about Bernard Shaw which defended the

socialist position. (When I reread my own book in print, I saw

that the arguments for socialism were nonsense.) I went on to

speak about the animal need for territory, and pointed out that
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Proudhon was unaware of this fundamental urge when he

formulated the principle that property is theft. To my surprise,

a large number of people nodded enthusiastically—evidently I

had been mistaken to suppose they were all leftists. The trade

unionists, to do them justice, listened politely, but evidently

felt that I had failed to understand their ideal of human

brotherhood. And in the afternoon, I listened with equal

politeness while three young leftists made stirring speeches

about all the things that are obviously wrong with society, and

how easy it would be to put them right if only people would

refuse to obey authority. Again, most of the audience nodded

enthusiastically, and I concluded that they had an unusual

capacity for empathy.

Yet even my total disagreement with these ideas began to

seem fruitful. The stresses of the past months had taught me

not to ‘give way’ to feelings of impatience and boredom. It was

interesting to find that I could listen to ideas that struck me as

naive with detachment, even with sympathy. They simply made

me more aware that the basic hunger of human beings is for a

certain inner freedom. Leftists make the assumption that it can

be achieved through political reform, rather as a sexually

inexperienced person imagines that losing your virginity

completely transforms your life. And the clear recognition that

they were mistaken made me aware of the precise nature of

this inner freedom. I tried to explain it the following morning,

in the first session of our work group. There were seven or

eight of us, including Jormma, who had come along to

translate. Most of the group spoke English (indeed, two were

Americans), but one lady spoke only Finnish and Swedish. I

found the prospect of non-stop translation discouraging, but it

proved to have its advantages. It meant that I had to speak

slowly, clearly and precisely, and that everyone had a chance

to reconsider it as it was translated.

I began by explaining Husserl’s recognition that all
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perception is ‘intentional’, that when we see something, we

have to reach out and grasp it, just like picking up an object in

the hand. But this act of ‘grasping’ has become unconscious—or

rather, subconscious, hovering in the twilight between

conscious and unconscious. From childhood on, we imagine that

happiness is due to circumstances—holidays, Christmas,

unexpected pleasures, and so on. In fact, the holiday only

stimulates perception, so you ‘grasp’ twice as hard as usual.

The result is that feeling of reality, intensity. If we could

deliberately reprogramme the unconscious mind to make twice

as much effort, we could achieve intensity at will.

As I write these words, they seem to me to say exactly what

I mean, and to express one of the most important truths human

beings are capable of grasping. But most of the group were only

able to half-grasp my meaning. I felt the irritating sense of

non-communication that I often feel after lecturing. That

night, I lay awake for hours wondering how I could overcome

their mistrust of the words—make them see straight to the

reality behind the words. They wanted to ‘do’, not listen. And

so the next day, I taught them a basic ‘trick’ for inducing

deeper intentionality, the ‘pen trick’.

Sudden crises cause the mind to ‘contract’, and when the

danger vanishes, we expand with a feeling of relief. Graham

Greene produced this effect by playing Russian roulette with

his brother’s revolver—pointing the loaded gun at his head,

spinning the chambers and pulling the trigger. When there was

just a click, he felt immense relief. ‘It was as if a light had

been turned on...and I felt that life contained an infinite

number of possibilities.’ This demonstrates the basic principle:

that if the senses can contract violently, and then relax and

expand, the result is a sense of relief, and a perception of the

objective value of being alive.

Russian roulette is a dangerous way of causing this

‘contraction’. It can be accomplished with less risk. One simple
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method is to take a pen or pencil, and hold it up against a

blank wall or ceiling. Now concentrate on the pen as if it is the

most important thing in the world. Then allow your senses to

relax, so you see the pen against the background of the wall.

Concentrate again. Relax again. Keep on doing this until you

become aware of the ability to focus the attention at will. You

will find that this unaccustomed activity of the will is tiring; it

produces a sense of strain behind the eyes. My own experience

is that if you persist, in spite of the strain, the result is acute

discomfort, followed by a sudden immense relief—the ‘peak

experience’. The result is less spectacular—because less

dangerous—than Greene’s Russian roulette, but it is, in some

ways, more interesting, for we become aware that we can alter

our perceptions with an act of will. They are not just

something that ‘happens to us’.

Having explained this, and watched them practising the

‘pen trick’ for ten minutes or so, I was reminded of another

exercise for the focusing of perception: Wilhelm Reich’s

breathing exercise. Reich made his patients lie on the floor,

and take a deep breath; then they had to exhale slowly,

allowing the outgoing relaxation to move from the lungs, to the

stomach, then down to the genitals. They had to repeat, as

they did this: ‘Out, down, through.’ I had described the

exercise in my book on Reich, and occasionally practised it

when I wanted to relax; but I had never regarded it as

particularly important, as Reich did. Now, on impulse, I asked

my group to lie down on the floor, and accustom themselves to

‘Reichian breathing’ for five minutes or so. Then, at the end of

that time, I asked them to raise their pens, stare at them, and

combine the Reichian breathing with the ‘pen trick’. I did this

with them, and immediately understood that I had stumbled

upon an interesting discovery. The breathing exercise induces

deep relaxation and a sense of physical well-being. The pen

exercise induces a sense of concentration and control. The two
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should, in theory, counteract one another’s effect. But this

does not happen. The control itself somehow becomes relaxed

and confident, like a baby’s breathing. After a few moments,

I noticed the curious sense of exaltation, followed by a

sensation as if floating out of my body. I glanced sideways at

the others; all were lying there contentedly, obviously

experiencing the same floating sensation. When the strain of

holding up the pen became too great, we rested the arm, then

started again. Time became unimportant; when I looked at my

watch I could hardly believe that we had been lying there for

more than half an hour, and that no one showed the slightest

inclination to get up.

I had, in fact, accidentally come across a method of ‘doing’

as well as ‘knowing’. For the remainder of our seminars it

proved invaluable.

On most days, there were lectures as well as work groups.

I attended many of these—on farming, education, community

work, the problems of the Third World—although I seldom

joined in the discussions afterwards. The truth is that I found

some of the basic assumptions so naive that they were not

worth the waste of breath. One pleasant, serious lady who had

worked in Africa told us that she had become disillusioned with

Finnish education because backward students lost heart when

they failed to receive prizes, and so became the ‘losers in

society’. She looked forward to the day when there would be

no more prizes—not only in schools, but in society.

Competition, she said, was wicked and ought to be abolished.

I tried to envisage a world in which all competition has been

forbidden, and conjured up an image of a city of identical

houses, with everyone dressed in grey uniforms. So I ceased to

listen, and stared out of the window at the trees, which were

distorted by the rain on the window panes. All I had to do was

to imagine that I had just stumbled in out of a snowstorm, and

was now relaxing in this pleasant, warm room. In moments like
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these, I could see the basic problem of human existence with

great clarity. We need stimulus to get the best out of us. When

no stimulus is available, we settle dully into the present like a

boat grounded by the tide. Yet in every crisis, we can see that

these ‘dull’ situations should not be regarded as a misery, but

as havens of peace. We should be able to use the imagination

to recall situations of crisis, to generate instantly the power

and drive that will lift us out of boredom like a rocket leaving

the launching pad.

Later the same afternoon, I returned from a long walk in the

woods to find a green plastic-covered notebook on my bed. Its

title-page made it clear that these were some of the poems

Brad had mentioned; he called them ‘concentrates’. I opened

the book casually in the middle without any particular

interest—for the past twenty-five years I have received at least

one unsolicited book of manuscript poems every week or two.

But the first poem I read struck me as pleasingly epigrammatic:

The world is full of promise when I am empty of threat.

 

When the world is empty of threat I am full of the world.

I had been expressing the same idea to our work group that

morning: that our innate mistrust of the world keeps us from

grasping its possibilities, and that when this mistrust

evaporates, because of some sudden relief, the world rushes

into our senses like air into a vacuum. Brad had said the same

thing with more concentration. I turned the page and read:

Sadness is within me like a creeping gray mist

blurring the landscape within me, like clinging

blue smoke rising from the fissures within me, like

a melancholy melody echoing through empty

chambers within me...
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The romantic melancholy was like the autumn landscape

outside, with grey clouds reflected in the lake. I poured myself

a glass of wine and went on reading. His style had a pleasing

simplicity:

The morning tide is out, the beach washed clean

and smooth of even the sharply etched stepping of

early birds; the far water line is undulating ever so

slowly: perfectly reflecting an inner seascape.

A lone gull perches motionless and one-legged on

the single log-post that breaks the gray, still

surface of the morning sea, and stares with

unblinking calm through the vanishing mists

towards an outer infinity.

What impressed me was that he seldom made the mistake

of trying to be literary, or deliberately striking. I have never

enjoyed Dylan Thomas because he seems to be trying too hard.

Brad’s ‘concentrates’ seemed effortless and sure-footed. They

avoided sentimentality as easily as cleverness and display. Yet

he could write lines as arresting as:

The dark orchids of deadly violence Exude a warm

fragrance of sweet bloodshed.

Just as a painter like Utrillo is able to capture a music of

nostalgia when he paints an empty street, so Brad seemed to

be able to convey the essence of his experience in the barest

and plainest of descriptions.

But the poem that impressed me most was the longest of

all—one that began: ‘Following the afterimage of a wise old

man within me...’ (I quote it in full in the next chapter). Here
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the sense of describing an inner landscape is so strong that the

poem must have sprung out of an almost hallucinatory

experience. In his autobiography Jung described how, in a

period of great stress after his break with Freud, he developed

the curious ability to descend into his own mind, and to enter

an apparently real landscape with real people—he called it

‘active imagination’. In one of these strange waking dreams,

lung had also encountered a ‘wise old man’ named Philemon,

and he records his conviction that in his conversations, ‘he said

things which I had not consciously thought. For I observed

clearly that it was he who spoke, not I.’ And this convinced

Jung that ‘there are things in the psyche which I do not

produce’. There is in ritual magic a technique for entering the

‘astral realms’ which seems identical with Jung’s ‘active

imagination’, and Yeats has described briefly his own

experiences with the method. Ouspensky also seems to have

developed a similar ability, which he describes in A New Model

of the Universe. But Brad was the first person I actually met

who seemed to have developed the same ability.

A couple of hours later I met Brad in the sauna, and told him

how exciting I found the poems. We sat together on the top

step—which is the hottest part—until one of the children made

it uninhabitable by ladling more cold water on to the hot coals,

so that the heat became suffocating. So we went out and

jumped into the lake, swam for a few minutes, then went back

and repeated the process. After half an hour or so of this, we

agreed we were sufficiently dehydrated, and I asked Brad if he

felt like coming back for a glass of wine (an excellent Finnish-

bottled Beaujolais that I had found in the state liquor store in

Tampere). So we walked back over the low wooden bridge to

my chalet, filled two tumblers to the brim, and clinked glasses.

And when Brad began to tell me the story of how he came to

write the ‘concentrates’—and also to paint pictures and create

metal sculptures—I encouraged him to begin at the beginning.
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It was a story so remarkable that I interrupted him to tell him

he ought to write a book about it. He shrugged and said he

didn’t feel he was a writer. And as he talked on, the conviction

came upon me that if he wouldn’t write the book, then I would

do it for him. Before he had finished, I even knew what I

intended to call it: Access to Inner Worlds.
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Chapter 3

How to Contact the ‘Other Self’

Early in 1961, Brad and his wife decided to adopt a newly- born

baby, whose mother had been unable to take care of him. Like

all adoptive parents, they wanted the opportunity to give love

and protection to a child in need. But fate seemed to be

against the venture from the beginning. During the early

months of his life, the child had been left alone for long

periods. This is, of course, the most vital formative period of

a baby’s life—the period at which ‘imprinting’ occurs. Konrad

Lorenz made the observation that baby monkeys that do not

receive the love of a mother during this period become

incapable of forming emotional attachments; it seems that the

give-and-take of love is imprinted within the first weeks of a

child’s life. And the baby had been left lying on one side for

such long periods that one side of the head had become slightly

flattened and malformed. From the beginning, their adopted

child was ‘difficult’, screaming incessantly for attention, yet

hardly seeming to respond to their attempts to give love.

In one sense at least, the child was fortunate; Brad and his

wife were determined to do their best. With less responsible

parents, the end result might have been a battered baby. It

was not as if their son was an only child—they had three others,

and a fourth arrived subsequently.

Then, when the boy was four and a half, he was found to

have an abdominal cancer. The growth was removed, and the

operation seemed to be successful. But a year later, a check-

up revealed nodes of cancer scattered all over his internal
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organs. It was clear that the child was going to die. They

decided to devote themselves to trying to make the last

months of his life as complete and as rewarding as possible.

The child seemed to grow up and change quite suddenly, as if

in some way trying to make up for the years that were lost. He

required constant attention; Brad and his wife took turns

sitting up with him at night. The months extended to a year,

then eighteen months. His eventual death was a shattering

experience for everyone. Brad’s wife took it very badly. She

was physically and emotionally exhausted, and delayed shock

induced severe depression. Brad watched her descend into a

subjective world of guilt and self-questioning; she lost interest

in the outside world. Plunged into destructive self-analysis, she

felt at times that she was damned, and that the whole world

was damned with her. The, depressions were balanced by a

manic counter-phase in which she seemed to experience

ecstasies of indescribable absolute freedom.

For hours at a time she lay on the bed, her eyes closed,

struggling with guilt and depression. When she emerged from

these inner spaces, that seemed to be as depressing as

Piranesi’s dungeons, Brad was always there beside her, ready

to provide her with a link to the world of reality. At first, he

was convinced that this was a growth-process, from which she

would emerge stronger than ever. But gradually, it became

clear that she was not improving. These descents into the mind

can inaugurate a process of negative feedback, a kind of inner

landslide of pessimism. When it became clear that her

experiences were becoming frightful and unmanageable, Brad

decided to look for outside help. A point came where, for the

sake of the children, he felt it necessary to commit her to

hospital. On the day a friend drove them there, he felt that he

had reached a limit of physical and psychological

exhaustion—that if something had complicated or prolonged

the problems, he would have experienced physical and nervous
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collapse. After returning from the hospital, he slept for almost

twenty hours.

But the ordeal was by no means over. For the next few

years, the pattern of breakdown, hospitalization and partial

recovery continued, and much of the responsibility for bringing

up the children fell on Brad. During the day, he worked as a

schoolteacher. In the evening, he had to cope with his wife’s

illness, which now involved hallucinatory experiences. He

would lie beside her for hours, waiting for her to emerge into

reality. He learned to become relaxed, sensitively alert,

inwardly poised for the moment when she would ‘surface’ and

he could be of help. It was a continuation of the experience of

the last years of their son’s life.

It was in this state that he began to experience a curious

sense of inner freedom, of release from the body. What

happened then can be told in his own words:

‘One day I was lying on my back on the bed beside my wife

during one of these long periods of relaxed but concentrated

sensitivity, when I noticed a clear but puzzling impulse in the

muscles of my upper right arm, near the shoulder. What was

clear about it was that the impulse was a movement impulse,

i.e. the muscle was indicating a readiness to move. What was

puzzling was that I had no thought or intention of moving my

arm for any reason at the moment. However, being deeply

relaxed, and having the underlying feeling of well-being that

accompanied it, I was not alarmed, but I was rather curious,

and I thought something like: “Well, if that arm wants to move,

it may.” It waited for a moment, during which the impulse got

stronger, and my arm really did rise slowly from the bed and

stop in mid-air as the movement impulse ceased. “This is really

interesting,” I thought. “What now?” After a brief moment I

felt another clear impulse to move in that arm. Again I let it

happen, and observed it with interest as my arm moved still
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further. For the next few minutes I allowed such impulses to

move my arm (and soon it was both arms) through a series of

movements. My attention was following what was happening as

a definitely interested but non-interfering bystander.’

On subsequent occasions, the movement impulses developed

and became more complex. Brad discovered that he could

make a kind of inner gesture of permission, and the movement-

impulses might or might not avail themselves of it. ‘These

movements formed series and patterns involving my whole

body and my breathing too. These were not repetitive routines

in which the same series and patterns would occur time after

time. Basic movements occurred in different patterns, and in

different series, lasting different lengths of time, and with

differing degrees of muscle strain and intensity each time.’

What was happening to Brad? The answer, I believe, is

simple. The effort to remain ‘awake’ had removed certain of

his functions from the realm of the mechanical to the realm of

the deliberate or controllable. Human beings are 99 per cent

‘robot’. Our bodies are programmed to breathe, to sleep, to

digest, to excrete; our instincts are programmed to reproduce

our kind and protect our children. But our minds are also

largely mechanical. A child has to learn to speak his own

language; he then does it automatically, without effort. I can

even learn to speak foreign languages without effort. I am

typing this page without effort, because after thirty-odd years,

typing has become ‘automatic’. We live automatically. The

answer to T.S. Eliot’s question: ‘Where is the life we have lost

in living?’ is: ‘The robot has stolen it.’

It is, of course, extremely convenient to do so many things

automatically; it saves me an immense amount of trouble. But

it also robs me of a great deal of pleasure. When I first learned

to drive, it was delightful to climb into a car and set it in

motion—a feeling of astonishment and self-congratulation. I
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can still recapture that feeling if I make an enormous effort of

imagination. It costs so much effort because I am having to

wrest it from the hands of the robot.

The simplest way of ceasing to live ‘mechanically’ is to

make a continual attempt at ‘vigilance’, self-awareness. From

Brad’s early diaries—dating back to his first days in Finland—it

is clear that he had always made this effort to wrest a little

freedom from the hands of the robot. In 1955, he wrote: ‘Five

years have gone by since I consciously began in this direction,

and these traits which I hoped to get rid of are still with me.’

And in 1958 he wrote:

The learning and the teaching The fathering and

the husbanding, this many-sided busyness cloaks a

quiet waiting for the miracle to happen.

But it was the experience of years of stress and exhaustion

that caused his own ‘miracle’ to happen.

The nights of waiting beside his son taught him the

discipline of vigilance, of non-mechanical waiting. The ‘robot’

could not be allowed to take over; it had to be kept at bay. It

happened again as he lay beside his wife during her long

periods of schizophrenic ‘absence’. And in pushing back the

boundaries of his mechanicalness, he was extending the area

of his freedom.

But the freedom applied to the right-brain ‘self as well as

to the left. The right-brain entity is usually modest and

self-effacing; it defers to the assertive left-brain ego. But as

Brad’s left-brain ego remained in suspension for hours at a

time, the right began—with a certain hesitancy—to express

itself. He gave it permission to continue. The result was the

series of spontaneous movements.

And what was the right-brain self trying to achieve in these

movements? The answer is to be found in his statement: ‘My
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body was getting into better condition than it had been for a

long time.’ To a large extent, we drive our bodies with the

will. Look at a man walking through the city with his briefcase;

everything about him—his quick, firm walk, the way he leans

forward slightly, the way he swings his umbrella—all testify to

his purpose and his need to achieve maximum efficiency. It is

completely different from his walk as he strolls home from a

cricket match. The right brain prefers to do things slowly and

easily, but the left is always in a hurry. Brad’s right brain was

saying, in effect: ‘If you give me a chance, I’ll show you how to

relax properly and how to use your body properly. I’ll show you

how to perform your physical functions with a minimum of

effort, and how to recover quickly from fatigue...’

He records: ‘The whole process became flowing and fluent

as time went on. Furthermore, I could choose to slip into these

movement experiences from much less intense levels of

relaxation, and in an increasing variety of situations; for

example, while sitting at my desk, sitting in an audience

listening to someone lecture or in a theatre or concert hall; or

standing at a bus Stop waiting for a bus. For each situation I

would choose limits to the kind of movements allowed so as not

to draw attention or become conspicuous. These limits did not

at all seem to prevent the process or lessen the quality of the

experience for me.

‘One of the first things I had noticed during the first few

weeks of these experiences was that I could trust my body to

move safely; that is, even though I usually had my eyes closed

to better concentrate, I never moved so as to fall off the bed,

or hit the wall or piece of furniture with some part of my body

if I were elsewhere in a room...’ The part of the mind that

enables a sleepwalker to stroll along the top of a wall without

falling off had surfaced in Brad when he was otherwise fully

conscious. He also noticed: ‘Ordinary movements like walking,

sitting, getting up from a seated position, were not only getting
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easier, but they were also changing. I found myself beginning

to choose to sit on hard chairs or seats, and to sit on the front

part of the seat with my back straight and lightly balanced.

This did not require any forceful conscious muscular efforts on

my part; it was not a disciplined effort—on the contrary, it was

easier to sit that way.’

One day, as he stood in the queue in the dining-room,

waiting to collect food from the buffet, he observed the

now-familiar impulse in his right hand and arm. He allowed the

hand to reach out towards the food. It went over the first

plate, and took a spoonful of food from the second plate. He

relaxed and waited; the arm again reached out and took food

from another plate. This continued until it had served the

whole meal. The choice of food surprised him. His hand

reached for foods that he had not touched for years. But there

was no regular pattern. No foods were totally ignored and none

were regularly chosen. The same held true of the amounts of

food. ‘Going to meals became very exciting because I never

knew beforehand what kind of meal I would choose for myself.

Sometimes, I would find myself taking only a glass of sour milk

or a glass of water, and, joining the others who were eating,

saying by way of explanation that I did not seem hungry at the

moment. Once I found myself engaging in a complete fast,

except for teas and juices and water, and for five days I went

to the dining-room for each meal, not knowing if I would eat

that meal or not.’ But there was no physical discomfort. As a

result of this new way of eating, his weight, which had been

between eighty-two and eighty-five kilograms, dropped by ten

kilograms, and remained there.

Brad recalled an experiment in nutrition performed in the

early fifties. Various types of food were placed on the floor,

and infants were allowed to move among them and choose

their own. After a short time—three or four weeks—the infants

settled into a routine of eating which, according to the



ACCESS TO INNER WORLDS    49

nutrition  experts, was an ideal ‘healthy diet’. Abraham Maslow

had once cited a similar experiment; chickens were allowed to

choose their own foods; but in this case, the unnutritive food

was flavoured with something that made it smell good, while

the nutritive food smelt unappetizing. What emerged in this

case was the observation that the dominant chickens—5 per

cent of the total—began to choose the nutritive food, in spite

of its smell, while the non- dominant ones chose the appetizing

food. The result was that the dominant chickens became even

more dominant, while the non-dominant ones became less so.

 The lesson is plainly that the dominant creatures have a

stronger instinct for the food which is best for them. But the

baby experiment reveals that all human babies, both dominant

and non-dominant, make an instinctive choice of what is good

for them. The choice comes from what George Groddeck called

the ‘It’, that something else inside us that seems to know what

is best for us. In adults, this is always being overruled by the

left-brain ego- and, in most cases, not for any sound reason. It

is not good sense on any level when, because I am feeling

tense, I gulp down a meal at top speed. It only gives me

indigestion. And I may often know perfectly well that what I am

doing is silly; my reason, which is closely connected to the

left-brain ego, can see that quite clearly. So what is making me

eat too fast? Not my reason, and certainly not my instinct, but

a conglomeration that I can only call ‘the false self. Rather

complicated feedback mechanisms are at work: my tension

releases adrenalin into my system, and the adrenalin urges me

to eat faster, even though I may feel that this is bad for me.

My ‘robot’ then proceeds to develop bad eating habits; and if

I become anxious about these, things may get worse than ever.

What is necessary is quite obvious. The controlling ‘I’ has to

assert itself, and set out to break the bad habits. It must cease

to feel helpless and passive. For the final decisions always lie

in the hands of this controlling ego.
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Brad himself came to recognize this through an interesting

experience. His wife was also beginning to experience

spontaneous movements, and the two of them would

sometimes allow these movements to integrate into patterns.

‘Sometimes we found ourselves acting out non-verbal role

playing in situations which also developed without conscious

intent.’

Late one evening, Brad and his wife began a ‘duet’ of

spontaneous movements. It developed into a situation in which

he made sexual advances which she resisted. Brad allowed the

impulses to continue, and began making increasingly strong

assaults, until a kind of attempted rape developed. She

continued to plead with him to stop; he made no attempt to

check the impulse. Suddenly, his impulse collapsed, and they

both felt frightened and bewildered. Brad began to wonder

whether he could trust an impulse that had led to a near-rape.

The next day, he telephoned a friend who had studied Zen

Buddhism in Japan. Her reply was that no matter how much

power and authority these impulses seemed to have, he must

recognize that he was in charge. ‘The part is not meant to

dominate the whole.’ His mistake had been to assume that this

‘other self, which seemed to have a deeper insight into

questions of health and diet, must be right about everything.

In essence, her advice was: stop being so passive. This is only

a part of you. Consult it by all means, but do not make it your

sole guide and mentor.

My own interpretation of this episode would be that Brad’s

‘other self was attempting to correct another kind of

imbalance. I have never met anyone who struck me as less

capable of rape than Brad. His whole personality is gentle,

thoughtful, receptive. His early journals show continuous

self-analysis and self-criticism. Yet all men need to be capable,

at times, of expressing some degree of aggression, if only

jokingly. Presumably the ‘impulse’ was trying to add a dash of
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sexual aggression to the totality of Brad’s personality...

In short, the ‘It’, the other self, is the regulator of the body

and the instincts, what Gurdjieff called ‘the moving centre’. It

is, in short, the ‘wisdom of the body’. And it has no real

jurisdiction in the realm of the mind. Its task—when it is

allowed to get on with it—is to maintain physical health and

balance. Brad noticed this one day when he came back from his

first ski of the winter; as he lay on the bed, his muscles aching,

his leg muscles began making spontaneous movements in the

opposite direction from the strains he could feel in his muscles.

In effect, they were saying: ‘Don’t just lie there waiting for the

tiredness to go away; you can do something about it.’ We have

all noticed something of the sort. When very tired, the best

way to unwind is not to lie down and try to relax; it is to get

absorbed in something else. Five minutes’ total absorption—let

us say, in some fascinating news item on television—recharge

our vital batteries more than hours of trying to relax.

Watching cats, dogs and babies in Viittakivi, Brad noticed

how many of their movements seemed to have no obvious

purpose. In adults, such spontaneous movements become

restricted to yawning, stretching, rubbing the eyes, scratching,

and a few others; but anyone can observe that pleasant ripple

that flows along the muscles when we yawn and stretch, and

how it is followed by relaxation.

Another important point to note is that most of us have no

idea of how really to relax. The only time we do it ‘properly’

is when we have been anxious, and the anxiety disappears.

Imagine a man lying out on his front lawn on a sunny day,

reading the newspaper. Suddenly his wife looks out of the

window and says: ‘Is baby out there with you?’, and he says:

‘No’, and jumps to his feet. For five minutes there is

considerable tension as they rush out into the street and search

the house—until they find baby asleep under the bed. And when

he lies down in the sunlight again, he feels really relaxed; the
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relief almost makes him feel dizzy. Events like this make us

aware that, even when we think we are relaxed, half our

circuits are still switched on. Why? Because modern life gets us

into a habit of ‘vigilance’, and we may become so accustomed

to continuous movement that we never have time to ‘unwind’.

But even this does not explain why I cannot relax when I

want to—when I am lying in the sunlight with nothing to do for

the rest of the day. In order to understand this, we have to

recognize that the real culprit is ‘the robot’, that automatic

servant who becomes so accustomed to rushing that he begins

to anticipate our wishes—or what he thinks are our wishes—and

keeps us in a state of subconscious alertness all the time. When

the robot has formed a habit, it can only be broken by

determined conscious effort.

The widest and most prevalent example is boredom. When

I prepare to engage in some interesting task, I generate a

certain tension—another name for energy—and this tension is

discharged as I perform the task. My robot, accustomed to

non-stop activity, maintains a state of subconscious tension for

most of the time. (I use subconscious here to denote the

twilight realm between conscious and unconscious.) And his

foresight is usually justified—life is always throwing up

unexpected challenges. But if, for some reason, I have to sit

quietly for a fairly long time—in a dentist’s waiting-room, in an

airport lounge, on a train—the tension begins to form a pool

inside me. If we observe ourselves in a state of boredom, we

note that it is a state of discomfort, like wanting to urinate

badly.

The consciousness of modern man has an almost permanent

substratum of this kind of discomfort—in other words, of

boredom. When a crowd at a boxing match or a football game

screams itself hoarse, it is deliberately discharging this tension.

Football hooliganism is a simple and understandable extension

of this method. The hooligan has just seen how satisfactorily he
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can discharge his tensions by cheering for his team, and his

unconscious mind cannot understand why he should not extend

this principle and display conspicuous gallantry in combat with

the supporters of the other team, or against these ‘civilian’

shopkeepers and publicans who are not on one side or the

other... (All soldiers feel a patronizing contempt for

non-combatants.)

This is the ‘mechanical’ method of discharging tension

(boredom). But there is an alternative method: the method of

conscious control. Imagine that you are about to set out on a

long train journey—a journey that usually leaves you exhausted

and shattered—and for some reason you are convinced you will

have a serious accident. On the train, you sit and stare out of

the window, wondering if today is your last. Every time the

train brakes, you tense your muscles, waiting for the crash. Yet

you never experience a single moment of boredom; and when

you get off at your destination, you are surprised to feel as

fresh as when you got on board. Maintaining continual alertness

has prevented the robot from taking over. Moreover, when you

finally settle down in an armchair to watch television, you sink

into a deep and genuine relaxation, free of underlying tension.

You have temporarily broken a bad habit...

This is how Brad achieved total relaxation, lying at the side

of his wife in a condition in which total alertness was combined

with relaxation. His conscious mind undid the bad habits of a

lifetime. As a result, he was launched into a totally new area

of experience.

What had happened is that Brad had reconstituted the

parliament of his mind, and given the Member for the

Subconscious (or the right brain) wider powers of action. He

immediately found one field of activity in which this wider

power could be utilized. Bee-keeping had always been one of

his major enthusiasms. His family was fond of honey, and Brad

enjoyed the ritualistic aspect of the work. He would first take
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a shower, to lessen body odour—bees are understandably highly

sensitive to smells, since they detect flowers by their sense of

smell. He would don the protective clothing, like an astronaut.

Then the opening of the hives would be performed like a

slow-motion ballet, so as not to alarm or disturb the bees. Even

before the movements started, Brad derived deep satisfaction

from tending his bees; after a morning of slow-motion activity,

he would lose all sense of time. He had slowed down the left

brain until it worked at the same pace as the right. And,

according to Sperry’s observations, the right brain has very

little sense of time. After the ‘movements’ began, he found

that he could enter into the ritual of bee-keeping with a new

sensitivity. Before he approached the hives, he would stand

there, and engage in an inner dialogue. ‘I am consciously aware

of various factors that should influence my decisions about my

work with the bees. But I know I am also subconsciously aware

of many other factors. In years of experience, I have noticed

many things that have influenced my behaviour towards the

bees; I must allow these to influence my decisions today. I have

also forgotten many things; it would be good if these too could

influence my behaviour...’ And, with this ritual dialogue

completed, he would wait for the movement impulses to take

over, and then allow them to carry out his work with the bees.

He never quite decided whether this new method increased the

output of honey. The only thing that was quite certain was that

this way of working was deeply satisfying, a way of entering

the situation with his whole being, like a man wading into the

sea.

Another experience of this period underlines an important

aspect of these movements. During a flu epidemic, Brad had to

spend several days in bed. Lying there on a Sunday afternoon,

completely relaxed, he allowed the movement impulses to take

over. They led him out of bed and into the kitchen, where he

found himself putting the kettle on to boil, and then—moving
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very slowly—choosing certain dishes, arranging them on the

tray, placing a decorative centrepiece in their midst, preparing

the tea, carrying the tray to the carpeted floor of the living

room, and there sitting down and going through a stylized

tea-drinking ceremony. He had seen the tea ceremony

performed in that same room by a Japanese student; but this

was not at all the same thing. He was struck by the thought

that perhaps the original tea ceremonies had originated in this

way. In fact, the Japanese tea ceremonies, like their rock

gardens, are designed to create a state of inner calm which will

allow the emergence of such subconscious impulses.

The next stage of this development was yet more

interesting, and raises important questions. One day when Brad

was sitting at the tea table, drinking a third cup of tea and

feeling relaxed and sleepy, his little daughter asked him to

make a drawing that she could colour. When Brad said he was

too sleepy, she left the pencil and paper, and went off to play.

He felt the familiar impulse in his arm, and watched his hand

move out to pick up the pencil. It drew a line, relaxed, then

drew another  line, and went on until the drawing was finished.

It was a curious, flower-like pattern. The next day, after work,

he took some oil-pastel crayons, relaxed into a state of

receptive readiness, and again watched his hand take up

crayons and create an exotic fantasy flower. This continued for

the next two weeks, flower after flower, all quite different.

Brad brought a folder of his drawings along to our chalet,

and I found them fascinating. I have a box of colour

transparencies of them beside me as I write, and even in this

much-reduced form, I find them very striking. Each one is a

beautiful, elaborate and complete pattern, virtually a

completed painting. Two of them resemble Paul Klee fish

(many people who have seen them have this impression of Paul

Klee fantasy at first glance). I imagine that Klee was giving

expression to the same deep pattern-making impulses of the
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subconscious. They are all very elaborate, and deeply satisfying

to look at. A bad painting or drawing, like a bad piece of

writing, seems too crude and obvious—so much more obvious

than life. A good painting has some satisfying complexity that

makes it resemble life. Brad’s colour drawings all have this

complexity. Although they all look like small fragments of

various—and totally different—patterns, they are quite unlike,

say, the design of a carpet, which is repetitive. These seem to

be designs caught in flight as they rush through the mind,

expanding into other designs with the infinite variety of the

unconscious. Some look like glimpses of space with exploding

stars, some like a shower of multi- coloured eyeballs, some like

strange angular birds, some like Douanier Rousseau flowers,

some like creatures seen under a microscope, some like curious

abstract paintings. To my mind, they are the most striking of

the products of his ‘impulses’, for they could not be faked.

They leave no doubt that the subconscious self knew precisely

what it was doing. They are instant, visual evidence that

something very strange took place. Their variety seems

enormous; they could be reproduced in a book, and would be

as visually satisfying as the work of most modern painters;

moreover, they give the impression of coming from an

inexhaustible supply, as if Brad could have gone on producing

one a day for ten years without repeating himself.

The first dozen or so drawings were produced in less than

two weeks, and then Brad temporarily ‘dried up’. He felt that

it was a pity to allow this ability to slip away, and tried nudging

it into activity. The impulses began again, but this time the

results seemed to be a crude, mocking caricature of the

previous drawings, and he had a strong feeling that something

was wrong. He found himself saying to himself: ‘All right, I get

the message—I will not force myself to draw.’ And he stopped.

Six months later, the impulse returned; he bought a pack of

colour felt-pens, and began again, this time producing another



ACCESS TO INNER WORLDS    57

seventy-two in about eighteen months. As he did them, he had

a sense of watching a stranger at work. In some cases, he

would criticize: ‘My God, how can that colour possibly go with

the others?’ But the stranger always knew best. Finally came

two particularly fine drawings which he labelled ‘The fireball’

and ‘The ice crystal’. These seemed to have a quality of

finality, like a period at the end of a sentence. It was as if

some inner territory had been completely mapped. The

drawing impulse then disappeared, except for two small

‘epilogue’ drawings.

This drawing period raises more questions than I can fully

discuss in a short book. The drawings resemble ‘psychedelic

patterns’, but they were not produced under any kind of drug.

This suggests that the patterns seen by patients who have

taken mescalin, LSD or one of the other mind-changing drugs

are in some way ‘objective’ parts of some inner

landscape—perhaps Jung’s ‘archetypes of the collective

unconscious’. In my book Mysteries I discuss the Frenchman

Rene Daumal, who attempted to explore his ‘inner world’ by

holding a handkerchief soaked with ether against his nostrils;

when he began to lose consciousness, his hand would fall and

he would recover. In this way he hoped to snatch glimpses of

his unconscious mind. He had an overwhelming sense of

meanings flashing by at a pace too fast to pin down, ‘an

instantaneous and intense world of eternity, a concentrated

flame of reality’, a vision of circles and triangles moving and

combining in an inexpressibly complex manner, and a sound

like a ritual chant or formula. Daumal speaks of a vision of

curved non-Euclidian space and time. Again, in a remarkable

book called A Drug Taker’s Notes, R.H. Ward speaks of his

experiences under dental gas, and later with LSD25. He speaks

of the sensation of passing, after a few whiffs of gas, ‘into a

state of consciousness already far more complete than the

fullest degree of ordinary waking consciousness’. Again, he
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gives pages of description of his experience of these inner

realms. There are dozens of similar experiences on record,

leaving no possible doubt that our ordinary consciousness is of

an extremely inferior and limited variety, like looking at a

scene through a crack in a fence, and that the ‘inner realm’ is

a genuinely objective realm, not a subjective world of dreams

and delusions. In a state of mental stress just before the First

World War, Jung learned how to descend, consciously, into this

inner realm—a trick he called ‘active imagination’—and

described his experiences in detail in his autobiography

Memories, Dreams, Reflections. (And again, I have discussed

these at length in Mysteries, particularly in the chapter called

‘Descent into the Unconscious’.)

At the moment, we know as little of these inner realms as

William the Conqueror knew about the world beyond Europe.

It was only in the 1950s that Aldous Huxley first clearly

formulated this notion that the inner realm is as vast, as real

and as strange as the globe upon which we live. One day, when

future Columbuses and Vasco da Gamas have provided accurate

maps of the New Worlds of our minds, we shall re-read Jung,

R.H. Ward, Rene Daumal, John Lilly, and be able to specify just

what part of this terra incognita was explored in their pioneer

inner voyages. And when that happens, I think we shall also

look at Brad’s drawings, and recognize that each one is as

precise and significant as the formulae of relativity or quantum

mechanics. When I spoke of them with Brad, he described his

own feeling that the ‘someone’ who made them was trying to

tell him things which could only be expressed in this way. I also

have an obscure sense of a meaning slightly beyond my grasp

as I look at them—but not, as with music, because there is no

exact verbal equivalent; rather, because they are glimpses of

a pattern that I have never seen as a whole.

But even if we are inclined to reject all this as mysticism,

at least it cannot be doubted that the drawings reveal the
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‘other’ part of the brain as a reservoir of pure creativity. This

was equally obvious when I looked at some of Brad’s ‘metal

sculptures’. He brought them along at the same time as the

drawings, and at first I was dazzled by the almost oriental

intricacy of the patterns. They were all made out of the same

kind of scrap metal-sheets of ‘leftovers’ after holes had been

punched out, leaving a lattice or grid made up of connected

triangles. It seemed unbelievable that so many patterns could

be made out of anything so simple—by comparison, my younger

son’s ‘Rubik snake’ is crude and obvious. Brad said that he was

equally surprised; he had simply watched his hands bending the

metal with a pair of pliers, and had no idea of what would

emerge. Obviously, what had happened was that the

pattern-making department of his brain—the right

hemisphere—had succeeded in taking over his hands, and

expressing its ideas without any kind of interference from the

critical faculty. And this in itself is something of a miracle. As

I write these words, the meanings of what I intend to say

emerge from my right brain, and my left catches them and

clothes them in words. After years of practice, it does this

quite competently. And unless my left brain performed its part

of the operation, the meaning would simply remain

unexpressed. Even artists and musicians and ballet dancers

have to use the intermediary of the left hemisphere to select

and filter their spontaneous impulses. If the left is feeling

tired, or intervenes too actively (out of nervousness or

self-consciousness) the communication becomes jammed, and

a kind of stutter emerges. (Stuttering itself is the most

commonplace example of excessive interference of the left

brain with right-brain functions.) We all know that we do these

things best if we do them without too much self-consciousness.

Michael Polanyi pointed out that a pianist who concentrated on

his fingers would play badly. He must attend from his fingers,

to the music.
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Here is the basic insight into the whole problem discussed

in the opening chapter—the problem of ‘alienation’, the feeling

of ‘absurdity’, ‘nausea’, futility and meaninglessness. They all

involve attending to something instead of attending from it.

Sartre’s ‘nausea’, in the novel of that title, is due to looking at

the tree and nothing but the tree-failing to see beyond it to the

wood. A stutter is like a brake that keeps catching on the

wheel, making it shudder. In ‘nausea’, the brake has locked

completely.

What Brad achieved was the equivalent of a wheel without

a brake. The stutterer cannot help interfering with his natural

self-expression, even though he would greatly prefer not to

interfere; the interference has become automatic, robotic.

Brad had succeeded in persuading his left brain to adopt a

policy of total non-interference. Betty Edwards’s book Drawing

on the Right Side of the Brain describes various tricks for

persuading the left brain to stop interfering. She points out

that many sketches of familiar objects are bad because we

know too much about the object, and try to put this knowledge

into the drawing. If someone looks at the object through a

simple ‘view-finder” and concentrates on its mere shape,

ignoring all other data, the result is a far more accurate

drawing. Brad’s hours of ‘suspended consciousness’, lying

beside his wife, were a far more effective method of

preventing left-brain interference.

The next stage was the writing of the poetry—or rather, the

‘concentrates’. But before we discuss these, another

experience of the same period should be mentioned.

‘One morning, in my study, movement-impulse writing

began, but the handwriting that took form on the page was

completely foreign to me—it was not like my handwriting at all.

I do not remember the sentence word for word, but it was a

sentence in which a person, who named herself, briefly
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introduced herself. I looked at the sentence in amazement.

Always, up to now, I had felt quite clearly that my

movement-impulse writing was expressing various levels of

myself. Strong rejecting feelings filled me completely. I put the

pencil down, pushed the paper away, and found myself saying

with a tone of uncompromising determination: “I... will...

not... be... a... mouthpiece... for... anyone... but... myself!”’

This is important, because it makes it clear that Brad

recognized ‘movement-impulses’ as a part of himself. (This,

justifies his own deliberate reshaping of some of the

‘concentrates’. Many modern investigators in the field of

psychical research are inclined to believe that all ‘automatic

writing’ is simply an expression of the unconscious mind of the

writer. Brad’s experience clearly contradicts this view. On this

one occasion, he recognized the ‘entity’ as another person who

wanted to join in the dialogue. He concludes, ‘There was never

a repetition of that kind of experience.’

This explains, then, why the ‘concentrates’ were less

spontaneous than the drawings or metal sculptures. Among

Brad’s notes, I see many early poems dating from his earliest

years in Finland, and these have that same quality of

photographic observation that is found in the concentrates:

The black glass-smooth lake with its cold shine

breathes a whispy mist

That makes the far shore tree groups into dark,

solitary islands.

And he admits that the writing period began as a result of

conscious meditation upon the theme, ‘What are words?’ But

the process followed the familiar pattern. The impulse in his

arm would lead him to pick up a pencil and allow his hand to
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write, one word at a time, without thinking about it. Then he

would read the words, and try to understand the meaning. He

would then attempt to express this meaning more clearly,

making sentences around key words. If the writing reached an

impasse, he would relax and allow the ‘automatic writing’ to

take over again. This was clearly much more of a collaboration

between the ‘two selves’. But then, I find it difficult to

envisage writing which is not such a collaboration. Sperry’s

experiments showed that although the right brain understands

language, its linguistic capacities are poor compared with those

of the left, just as most of us write very badly with the left

hand (connected to the right brain) compared to the right.

Here, it seems to me, the images are moving closer to the

world of our conscious understanding. Reading Brad’s

concentrates, I am often reminded of the musical landscapes

in the symphonies of Bruckner, or of the peaceful visionary

landscapes in the paintings of my friend William Arkle. When

man wishes to express the impersonal, he turns to nature. It is

the same with the German romantic writer of novelle, Adalbert

Stifter. His stories are usually simple, like folk tales; they could

be told in a few paragraphs. But he devotes page after page to

descriptions of natural scenery, or explanations about local

customs. A critical student might accuse him of padding. But

the perceptive reader soon recognizes that, far from being

‘padding’, these descriptions of hills, mountains, forests, lakes,

are in a sense more important than the story itself. J.P. Stern

says of him: ‘We feel he would rather not tell the story at

all...’ Stifter is escaping from his personal self through these

descriptions of scenery. And this is surely the heart of the

matter. For what he is escaping to is not simply the impersonal

world of nature, but his own inner mountain landscape.

This seems to me to be the essence of the longest and most

important of Brad’s concentrates—the one that led to the

writing of this book:
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Following the afterimage of a wise old man within

me I walked a road within me, up over forested

ridges down through meadowed valleys, to a dead

end that became a lane, and then a path leading

towards a muffled roar growing louder and louder

within me to where the path opened out of the

tangly bushes into a spacious green glen, and

beyond the glen...the roar itself. Breaking through

the shorelines of a calm upper lake overflow

waters were rushing down boulder strewn, rock

studded irregular channels forming, swirling,

slashing, curling, crashing rapids within me.

Nearby, in the dense underbrush surrounding the

glen lay mossgrown millstones worn smooth by

wear and weather, memorials of a mill once

working within me, its mechanical being turning

the power from swirling rushing rapids to revolving

stones grinding the seeds of harvests. Within the

glen, near the rapids bank, was a solitary tree of

gigantic girth and stature... widely spreading,

deeply probing roots drawing up the overflow into

their growth, stabilizing the earth along the bank;

leaves of widely spreading highly reaching

branches, drawing down the sun into their growth,

releasing refreshment into the air...an organic

power transformer outliving the mill within me.

Downstream, to my right, the rushing rapids eased

into a smooth even flow that slowly stilled into the

calm serene being of new found depths.

 

I left the rapids and the glen within me, still

following the afterimage of the wise old man,
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back along the path that became a lane that led to

the road end, now beginning, down through the

meadowed valleys, up over forested ridges, all

familiar now, to a point where a path appeared in

the dense forest along the road.

I walked this path right off the road through the

thick tree screen, and suddenly, up before my

eyes stood revealed through thinning trees the

steep mossy slope of a forested mountain.

The path led up irregularly...around stumps and

stones, through dead leaves, branches, and low

bushes with wintered berries, hanging dull and red

here and there...until high up, upon the slope, I

reached an open clearing around a granite boulder

which I climbed to look back over whence I had

come.the forests, the ridges, the meadows and

valleys just travelled through.

There, beyond them, lay the calm deep waters

that were stilling the rushing rapids of the

overflow within me. Contrasting patches of dark

purple cloud shadows and glistening radiant

sunlight moved over land and the peaceful waters,

and islands rose reflected from its still serene

surface. And along the distant skyline of the far

shores rose hazy silhouettes of other forested

regions yet unreached.

This concentrate excited me because it was such a striking

example of Jung’s ‘active imagination’, or of the kabbalistic

technique of inner travel. But there was another reason,

connected with my own experiences of tension and ‘panic’. I
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had—as described earlier—identified the root of the trouble as

the ‘emotional body’, a kind of spoilt child that hides inside all

of us, and whose separate identity only becomes obvious in

times of misery or fear, when he becomes uncontrollable. Now

in writing the book on the poltergeist, I had returned to the

books of Max Freedom Long on the Hunas of Hawaii, for Huna

‘magicians’ (called kahunas) seem to be able to cause appalling

damage, even death, by somehow making magical use of

‘poltergeists’. But what interested me so much about the

Hunas was their belief that man has no less than three souls or

‘selves’, which they call the unihipili, the uhane and the

aumakua, meaning ‘low self, ‘middle self and ‘high self. When

Max Freedom Long first went to Hawaii as a young man, he

become so intrigued by the strange beliefs of the Hunas that he

tried hard to penetrate their secrets. He began with the

etymology of these three Hawaiian words, and concluded that

unihipili, low self, means a spirit which can grieve but may not

be able to talk. Uhane, middle self, means a spirit which can

talk. And Long quickly became convinced that these two ‘souls’

correspond quite exactly to our western notions of the

conscious and unconscious minds. (He rather loosely uses the

term ‘subconscious’, which I use to mean the twilight realm

between the two, so I shall refer to the unihipili as the

unconscious.)

Long goes on: ‘To summarize, the kahuna idea of the

conscious and subconscious seems to be, judging from the root

meaning of the names given them, a pair of spirits closely

joined in a body which is controlled by the subconscious and

used to cover and hide them both. The conscious spirit is more

human and possesses the ability to,talk. The grieving

subconscious weeps tears, dribbles water, and otherwise

handles the vital force of the body. It does its work with secret

and silent care, but it is stubborn and is disposed to refuse to

obey.’
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My panic attacks had made me very familiar with that

refusal to obey, which led me to compare the unihipili—which

I called the emotional body—to T. E. Lawrence’s camel refusing

to go back into the desert. I was also deeply struck by Long’s

remark that the unihipili ‘intermingles with or tinctures the

conscious spirit to give the impression of being one with it’.

That is most certainly true. The emotional body is so dangerous

because I think it is ‘me’. When the emotional body goes into

revolt, I feel completely shattered and undermined because it

seems to me that I am betraying myself. Lawrence remarks in

the Seven Pillars that during the desert war, he saw men drive

themselves to the limits of endurance, yet there was never a

sign of a break unless it came from within. When the mind is

unified and confident in purpose, nothing can go wrong. When

the emotional body becomes hysterical, then and only then are

we in danger of inner defeat. This is the basic explanation of

all mental illness and of all suicide.

Now, the chief characteristic of the uhane (middle self) is

that it can talk, which reminds us that this function is governed

by the left brain. And we have already seen that this left-brain

self is the ‘everyday self, the consciousness that confronts the

world, the being who ‘copes’ with human existence. This

notion is confirmed by Enid Hoffman’s book, Huna: A

Beginner’s Guide, in a chapter called ‘The selves in the brain’.

She remarks: ‘The middle self, whose consciousness is centred

in the left hemisphere of the cortex...of the brain, continually

reviews the information coming from the low self, whose

consciousness is centred in the solar plexus.’ And this

identification of the ‘dwelling place’ of the unihipili also seems

to make sense. When we are in an upset and undermined

condition, we keep on feeling a ‘sinking sensation’ in the pit of

the stomach.

So the spoilt schoolboy lives in the solar plexus, and the

‘middle self lives in the left brain. Then what of the right
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brain? According to Enid Hoffman’s interpretation of the

kahunas, this is the home of the ‘high self, the aumakua.

According to the kahunas; the high self knows the future and

can control it. If the unihipili is our unconscious ‘basement’,

then the aumakua is the superconscious ‘attic’. The main

difference between the unconscious and the superconscious is

that we can, if we relax deeply, allow the activities of the

unconscious to enter consciousness. But the activities of the

superconscious are normally inaccessible to us. We can,

according to the kahunas, communicate with the ‘high self (and

so control our own futures), but it has to be done via the ‘low

self. The telephone line from the middle self runs via the low

self; there is no direct line to the superconscious.

One obvious consequence is that if the ‘low self is in a state

of misery and revolt—as mine was during the panic

attacks—then no messages can get through to the

superconscious; there is too much crackling on the line. If we

wish to make use of the superconscious, the first step is to

soothe the unconscious into serenity.

 

If the unconscious is a spoilt schoolboy, then what symbol

would be appropriate for the superconscious? I had already

decided, before I read Brad’s poem, that it was the wise old

man of Jung’s inner voyages. So Brad’s poem fell upon ground

that was perfectly prepared for it.

I asked Brad how he had come to write the poem, and his

explanation confirmed my feeling that it was a communication

of the aumakua. In June 1976, he began to experience a feeling

of restlessness and a need to be alone. By now, he recognized

the symptoms well enough to know that he had to find the time

and the patience to allow something to surface. He telephoned

friends who lived in a remote part of central Finland, Bob and

Beverley Schrader, and asked if he could go and spend a few

days with them. On the evening of his arrival, Beverley
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mentioned that she had recently discovered an interesting

piece of scenery on one of her walks. The next morning, Brad

set off on the walk she had recommended. ‘During the whole

walk I sensed everything with slow, intensive

concentration—not thinking about it, but just taking it all in

very deeply. Everything about that walk felt significant and

important in some inexplicable way.’ The following day, he

accompanied Bob Schrader on a walk in the opposite direction,

and again experienced the same sense of significance, of

something rising slowly to the surface. By the next morning, he

knew that his purpose had been achieved; the walks had

accomplished the release of the impulse that had made him

restless. He was able to write the ‘concentrate’. ‘With the

writing completed, I felt that it stood in the same relationship

to me and my inner world as my last two paintings had: i.e.

that it was a summarized account of the way I had come in my

recent personal development, a concentrated synthesis of my

inner state of being, a symbolic map of the fundamental

features of my inner territory, and an integrated presentation

of my past, present an future direction.’

The meaning of the symbolism need not at present concern

us: the overflowing lake, the rapids, the now-defunct mill, the

great tree whose roots hold the bank together, the forested

slopes of the mountain, the clearing with the granite boulder,

the calm waters of the pool. An ‘explained’ symbol is a symbol

drained of half its meaning. But the poem leaves us facing a far

more important question: in fact, the question that lies at the

centre of this book: what was Brad’s ‘wise old man’, his

aumakua, trying to tell him? The implications are so complex

that they require a chapter to themselves.
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Chapter 4

The Road to Visionary Consciousness

The question needs to be considered in stages: the

‘movements’, the ‘tea ceremony’, the ‘bee-hive ceremony’,

the metal sculptures, the paintings, the concentrates.

We have already seen that the purpose of the original

movements seemed to be to improve Brad’s physical condition,

to reduce his weight to its natural level, to teach him to make

proper use of his energies and powers of recuperation. Once

this had been achieved, it seems to have moved on to a more

constructive or creative stage. The emphasis shifted from the

body to the mind. The mind of modern man flows forward like

a narrow, fast stream; it needs to be taught to broaden into a

slow-flowing river. Brad’s ‘tea ceremony’ seems to have been

an attempt to show him that even a simple, functional activity

like making tea could be given a third dimension of meaning,

turning it literally into a ritual after all, the purpose of all

religious ritual is to re-awaken the memory of something that

we ought never to forget. The same is true of the ‘bee-hive

ceremony’. Brad had always performed his work with the bees

in a slow and deliberate manner, because bees respond better

to slow movement. The ‘wise old man’ said, in effect: ‘Why

waste this activity? Why not make it an opportunity for

communion with the rest of your being?’ And so tending the

bees became another religious ritual.

The paintings and metal sculptures represent a new level of

creativity. What surprised me most about the metal sculptures

was their astonishing variety. I would not have believed it
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Introductory
Personal Notes on Maslow

SOME TIME IN 1959, I received a letter from an American
professor of psychology, Abraham H. Maslow, enclosing

some of his papers. He said he had read my book The

Stature of Man,{1} and liked my idea that much of the

gloom and defeat of 20th century literature is due to what

I called ‘the fallacy of insignificance’. Maslow said this

resembled an idea of his own, which he called ‘the Jonah
complex’. One day, he had asked his students: ‘Which of

you expects to achieve greatness in your chosen field?’ The

class looked at him blankly. After a long silence, Maslow

said: ‘If not you—who then?’ And they began to see his
point. This is the fallacy of insignificance, the certainty

that you are unlucky and unimportant, the Jonah complex.
The papers he enclosed looked highly technical; their titles

contained words like ‘metamotivation’, ‘synergy’,

‘eupsychian’.

I glanced at them and pushed them aside. Some months
later I came across them again: this time, my eye was

caught by the term ‘peak experience’ in one of the titles,
and I started to read. It was immediately clear that I’d

stumbled upon something important. Maslow explained

that, some time in the late thirties, he had been struck by

the thought that modern psychology is based on the study

of sick people. But since there are more healthy people

around than sick people, how can this psychology give a
fair idea of the workings of the human mind? It struck him

that it might be worthwhile to devote some time to the
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study of healthy people.

‘When I started to explore the psychology of health, I

picked out the finest, healthiest people, the best

specimens of mankind I could find, and studied them to

see what they were like. They were very different, in some

ways startlingly different from the average . . . 

‘I learned many lessons from these people. But one in
particular is our concern now. I found that these

individuals tended to report having had something like

mystic experiences, moments of great awe, moments of

the most intense happiness, or even rapture, ecstasy or

bliss . . .

‘These moments were of pure, positive happiness, when
all doubts, all fears, all inhibitions, all tensions, all

weaknesses, were left behind. Now self-consciousness was

lost. All separateness and distance from the world

disappeared as they felt one with the world, fused with it,

really belonging to it, instead of being outside, looking in.

(One subject said, for instance, “I felt like a member of a
family, not like an orphan”.)

‘Perhaps most important of all, however, was the report

in these experiences of the feeling that they had really

seen the ultimate truth, the essence of things, the secret
of life, as if veils had been pulled aside. Alan Watts has

described this feeling as “This is it!”, as if you had finally
got there, as if ordinary life was a striving and a straining

to get some place and this was the arrival, this was Being

There! . . . Everyone knows how it feels to want something

and not know what. These mystic experiences feel like the

ultimate satisfaction of vague, unsatisfied yearnings . . .

‘But here I had already learned something new. The

little that I had ever read about mystic experiences tied

them in with religion, with visions of the supernatural.
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And, like most scientists, I had sniffed at them in disbelief

and considered it all nonsense, maybe hallucinations,

maybe hysteria—almost surely pathological.

‘But the people telling me ... about these experiences

were not such people—they were the healthiest people!  .

. .  And I may add that it taught me something about the

limitations of the small . . . orthodox scientist who won’t
recognise as knowledge, or as reality, any information that

doesn’t fit into the already existent science.’{2}

These  experiences are not ‘religious’ in the ordinary

sense. They are natural, and can be studied naturally.

They are not ‘ineffable’ in the sense of incommunicable by

language. Maslow also came to believe that they are far
commoner than one might expect, that many people tend

to suppress them, to ignore them, and certain people seem

actually afraid of them, as if they were somehow feminine,

illogical, dangerous. ‘One sees such attitudes more often

in engineers, in mathematicians, in analytic philosophers,

in book-keepers and accountants, and generally in
obsessional people.’

The peak experience tends to be a kind of bubbling-over

of sheer delight, a moment of pure happiness. ‘For

instance, a young mother scurrying around her kitchen and
getting breakfast for her husband and young children. The

sun was streaming in, the children, clean and nicely
dressed, were chattering as they ate. The husband was

casually playing with the children: but as she looked at

them she was suddenly so overwhelmed with their beauty

and her great love for them, and her feeling of good

fortune, that she went into a peak experience . . .

‘A young man working his way through medical school

by drumming in a jazz band reported many years later,

that in all his drumming he had three peaks when he
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suddenly felt like a great drummer and his performance

was perfect.

‘A hostess after a dinner party where everything had

gone perfectly and it had been a fine evening, said

goodbye to her last guest, sat down in a chair, looked

around at the mess, and went into a peak of great

happiness and exhilaration.’
Maslow described another typical peak experience to

me later, when I met him at his home in Waltham, Mass.

A marine had been stationed in the Pacific and had not

seen a woman for a couple of years. When he came back

to the base camp, he saw a nurse, and it suddenly struck

him with a kind of shock that women are different to men.
The marine had told Maslow: ‘We take them for granted,

as if they were another kind of man. But they’re quite

different, with their soft curves and gentle natures . . .’

He was suddenly flooded with the peak experience.

Observe that in most peak experiences (Maslow

abbreviates it to P.E’s, and I shall follow him), the person
becomes suddenly aware of something that he had known

about previously, but been inclined to take for granted, to

discount. And this matter had always been one of my own

central preoccupations. My Religion and the Rebel (1957)
had been largely a study in the experiences of mystics, and

in its autobiographical preface, I had written about a
boring office job: ‘As soon as I grew used to it, I began to

work automatically. I fought hard against this process. I

would spend the evening reading poetry, or writing, and

would determine that, with sufficient mental effort, I

could stop myself from growing bored and indifferent at

work the next day. But the moment I stepped through the

office door in the morning, the familiar smell and

appearance would switch on the automatic pilot which
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controlled my actions . . .’ I was clearly aware that the

problem was automatism. And in a paper I later wrote for

a symposium of existential psychology,{3} I elaborated this

theory of the automatic pilot, speaking of it as ‘the robot.

I wrote: ‘I am writing this on an electric typewriter. When

I learned to type, I had to do it painfully and with much

nervous wear and tear. But at a certain stage, a miracle
occurred, and this complicated operation was ‘learned’ by

a useful robot whom I conceal in my subconscious mind.

Now I only have to think about what I want to say: my

robot secretary does the typing. He is really very useful.

He also drives the car for me, speaks French (not very

well), and occasionally gives lectures in American
universities. ‘He has one enormous disadvantage. If I

discover a new symphony that moves me deeply, or a

poem or a painting, this bloody robot promptly insists on

getting in on the act. And when I listen to the symphony

for the third time, he begins to anticipate every note. He

begins to listen to it automatically, and I lose all the
pleasure. He is most annoying when I am tired, because

then he tends to take over most of my functions without

even asking me. I have even caught him making love to my

wife.
‘My dog doesn’t have this trouble. Admittedly, he can’t

learn languages or how to type, but if I take him for a walk
on the cliffs, he obviously experiences every time just as

if it is the first. I can tell this by the ecstatic way he

bounds about. Descartes was all wrong about animals. It

isn’t the animals who are robots; it’s us.’

Heaven lies about us in our infancy, as Wordsworth

pointed out, because the robot hasn’t yet taken over. So

a child experiences delightful things as more delightful,

and horrid things as more horrid. Time goes slower, and



NEW  PATHWAYS  IN  PSYCHOLOGY   15

mechanical tasks drag, because there is no robot to take

over. When I asked my daughter if she meant to be a

writer when she grew up, she said with horror that she got

fed up before she’d written half a page of school-work,

and couldn’t even imagine the tedium of writing a whole

book.

The robot is necessary. Without him, the wear and tear
of everyday life would exhaust us within minutes. But he

also acts as a filter that cuts out the freshness, the

newness, of everyday life. If we are to remain

psychologically healthy, we must have streams of

‘newness’ flowing into the mind—what J. B. Priestley calls

‘delight or ‘magic’. In developing the robot, we have
solved one enormous problem—and created another. But

there is, after all, no reason why we should not solve that

too: modify the robot until he admits the necessary

amount of ‘newness’, while still taking over the menial

tasks.

Now I was much struck by Maslow’s comment on the
possibility of creating peak experiences at will. Because

his feeling was that it cannot be done. ‘No! Or almost

entirely no! In general, we are “Surprised by Joy”, to use

the title of C. S. Lewis’s book on just this question. Peaks
come unexpectedly . . . You can’t count on them. And

hunting them is like hunting happiness. It’s best not done
directly. It comes as a by-product, an epiphenomenon, for

instance, of doing a fine job at a worthy task you can

identify with.’

It seemed to me that this is only partly true. I will try to

explain this briefly.

Novelists have to be psychologists. I think of myself as

belonging to the school known as the phenomenological

movement. The philosopher Edmund Husserl noted that all



NEW  PATHWAYS  IN  PSYCHOLOGY   16

psychological acts are ‘intentional’. Note what happens

when you are about to tickle a child. The child begins to

squirm and laugh before your hands have actually reached

him. On the other hand, why doesn’t it tickle when you

tickle yourself? Obviously, because you know it’s you. The

tickling is not something physical that happens when your

hands encounter flesh and make tickling motions. It seems
to be 99% psychological. When the child screams with

laughter, he is tickling himself, just as he might frighten

himself by imagining ghosts in the dark. The paradoxical

truth is that when someone tickles you, you tickle yourself.

And when you tickle yourself, you don’t tickle yourself,

which is why it doesn’t tickle.
Being tickled is a ‘mental act, an ‘intention’. So are all

perceptions. I look at something, as I might fire a gun at it.

If I glance at my watch while I am in conversation, I see

the time, yet I don’t notice what time it is. As well as

merely ‘seeing’ I have to make a mental act of grasping.

Now the world is full of all kinds of things that I cannot
afford to ‘grasp’ or notice. If I am absorbed in a book, I

‘grasp’ its content; my mind explores it as though my

thoughts were fine, thin tentacles reaching every corner of

the book. But when I put the book back on the shelf, it is
standing among dozens of other books, which I have also

explored at some time in the past. As I look at all these
books, I cannot simultaneously grasp all of them. From

being intimate friends, they have become mere nodding

acquaintances. Perhaps one or two, of which I am very

fond, mean more to me than the others. But of necessity,

it has to be very few.

Consider Maslow’s young mother getting the breakfast.

She loves her husband and children, but all the same, she

is directing her ‘beam of interest’ at making the coffee,
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buttering the toast, watching the eggs in the frying pan.

She is treating her husband and children as if they were a

row of books on a shelf. Still, her energies are high; she is

looking forward to an interesting day. Then something

triggers a new level of response. Perhaps it is the beam of

sunlight streaming through the window, which seems to

shake her arm and say: ‘Look—isn’t it all wonderful?’ She
suddenly looks at her husband and children as she would

look at the clock to find out the time. She becomes self-

conscious of the situation, using her beam of interest to

‘scan’ it, instead of to watch the coffee. And having put

twice as much energy into her ‘scanning’, she experiences

‘newness’. The mental act of looking at her family, and
thinking: ‘I am lucky’, is like an athlete gathering himself

for a long jump, concentrating his energies.

What happens if somebody returns a book that he

borrowed from me a long time ago? I look at the book with

a kind of delight, as though it were a returned prodigal:

perhaps I open it and read a chapter. Yet if the book had
stayed on my shelf for six months I might not even have

bothered to glance at it. The return of the book has made

me focus my beam of interest, like an athlete gathering for

a leap.
When something occupies my full attention, it is very

real to me. When I have put the book back on the shelf, I
have un-realised it, to some extent. I have pushed it back

to a more abstract level of reality. But I have the power to

realise it again. Consider the mental act I make when I feel

glad to see the book again. I ‘reach out’ my invisible

mental tentacles to it, as I might reach out my hand to a

friend I am delighted to see, and I focus my beam of

interest on it with a kind of intensity—the kind of

intentness with which a sapper de-fuses an unexploded
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bomb.

We do this ‘real-ising’ and ‘un-real-ising’ all the

time—so automatically that we fail to notice that we are

doing it. It is not just ‘happening’. Like the athlete

gathering himself to leap, it is the deliberate compression

of mental muscles.

All this suggests that Maslow is mistaken to believe that
peak experiences have to ‘come’ without being sought. A

little phenomenological analysis, like the kind we have

conducted above, reveals that the P .E. has a structure

that can be duplicated. It is the culmination of a series of

mental acts, each of which can be clearly defined.

The first pre-condition is ‘energy’, because the P .E. is
essentially an overflowing of energy. This does not mean

ordinary physical energy; Maslow points out that sick

people can have P.E’s as easily as healthy ones, if the

conditions are right. If you say to a child: ‘I’ll take you to

the pantomime tonight if you’ll tidy your bedroom’, he

immediately seethes with a bustling energy. The normally
boring act of tidying a room is performed with enthusiasm.

And this is because he—figuratively—‘takes a deep breath’.

He is so determined that the tidying shall be satisfactory

that he is prepared to devote attention to every square
inch of the floor. And the ‘mental act’ that lies behind this

is a certain concentration and ‘summoning of energy’, like
calling ‘All hands on deck’. If I am asked to do a job that

bores me, I summon only a small quantity of energy, and

if the job is complicated, I skimp it. If I am determined to

do it thoroughly, I place the whole of my interior army and

navy ‘on call’. It is this state—of vigilance, alertness,

preparedness—that is the basis of the peak experience.

Healthy people—like Maslow’s housewife—are people

with a high level of ‘preparedness’? This can be expressed
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in a simple image. My ‘surplus energy’ is stored in my

subconscious mind, in the realm of the robot: this is like

money that has been invested in stocks and shares. Nearer

the surface of everyday consciousness, there are ‘surplus

energy tanks’, energy which is ready-for-use, like money

in my personal account at the bank. When I anticipate

some emergency, or some delightful event (like a holiday)
which I shall need energy to enjoy to the full, I transfer

large quantities of ‘ready energy’ to these surface tanks,

just as I might draw a large sum out of the bank before I go

on holiday.

‘Peakers’ are people with large quantities of energy in

the ready-energy tanks. Bored or miserable people are
people who keep only small amounts of energy for

immediate use.

But it must be borne in mind that both types of people

have large amounts of energy available in their ‘deep

storage tanks’ in the realm of the robot. It is merely a

matter of transferring it to your ‘current account.
In a paper called ‘The Need to Know and the Fear of

Knowing’, Maslow describes one of his crucial cases.

‘Around 1938, a college girl patient presented herself

complaining vaguely of insomnia, lack of appetite,
disturbed menstruation, sexual frigidity, and a general

malaise which soon turned into a complaint of boredom
with life and an inability to enjoy anything. Life seemed

meaningless to her. Her symptoms closely paralleled those

described by Abraham Myerson in his book When Life Loses

Its Zest ... As she went on talking, she seemed puzzled.

She had graduated about a year ago and by a fantastic

stroke of luck—this was the depression, remember—she

had immediately got a job. And what a job! Fifty dollars a

week! She was taking care of her whole unemployed family
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with the money and was the envy of all her friends. But

what was the job? She worked as a sub-personnel manager

in a chewing-gum factory. And after some hours of talking,

it became more and more clear that she felt she was

wasting her life. She had been a brilliant student of

psychology and was very happy and successful in college,

but her family’s financial situation made it impossible for
her to go on into graduate studies. She was greatly drawn

to intellectual work, not altogether consciously at first

because she felt she ought to feel fortunate with her job

and the money it brought her. Half-consciously then she

saw a whole lifetime of greyness stretching out ahead of

her. I suggested that she might be feeling profoundly
frustrated and angry simply because she was not being her

own very intelligent self, that she was not using her

intelligence and her talent for psychology and that this

might well be a major reason for her boredom with life

and her body’s boredom with the normal pleasures of life.

Any talent, any capacity, I thought, was also a motivation,
a need, an impulse. With this she agreed, and I suggested

that she could continue her graduate studies at night after

her work. In brief, she was able to arrange this and it

worked well. She became more alive, more happy and
zestful, and most of her physical symptoms had

disappeared at my last contact with her.’
It is significant that Maslow, although trained as a

Freudian, did not try to get back into the subject’s

childhood and find out whether she experienced penis envy

of her brothers or a desire to murder her mother and

marry her father. He followed his instinct—his feeling that

creativeness and the desire for a meaningful existence are

as important as any subconscious sexual drives.

Anyone who knows my own work will see why Maslow’s



NEW  PATHWAYS  IN  PSYCHOLOGY   21

approach appealed so much to me—and why mine,

apparently, appealed to Maslow. My first book, The

Outsider, written when I was 23, was about people like

Maslow’s girl patient-men driven by an obscure creative

urge that made them dissatisfied with everyday life, and

which in some cases—T. E. Lawrence, for example—caused

them to behave in a manner that seemed masochistic. The
book sprang from my own obsession with the problem of

‘life failure’. Auden wrote:

‘Put the car away; when life fails

What’s the good of going to Wales?’

Eliot asks in The Rock: ‘Where is the life we have lost in

living?’ And Shaw says of the Ancients in Back to

Methuselah: ‘Even at the moment of death, their life does

not fail them.’ Maslow’s patient was suicidal because she

felt she was losing her life in the process of living it. Quite

clearly, we were talking about the same thing. I had asked
repeatedly in The Outsider: ‘Why does life fail?’ Maslow

was replying, in effect: Because human beings have needs

and cravings that go beyond the need for security, sex,

territory. He states it clearly in the preface to the
Japanese edition of Eupsychian Management, asserting

that ‘human nature has been sold short, that man has a
higher nature which is just as “instinctoid” as his lower

nature, and that this higher nature includes the need for

meaningful work, for responsibility, for creativeness, for

being fair and just, for doing what is worthwhile and for

preferring to do it well.’

I must outline my own approach to this problem, as I

explained it in subsequent correspondence with Maslow.

The Outsider had developed from my interest in the
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romantics of the 19th century—Goethe, Schiller, Novalis,

Wagner, Nietzsche, Van Gogh. What fascinated me was

their world rejection. It was summed up by Villiers de

1’lsle—Adam’s hero Axel in the words ‘Live?  Our servants

can do that for us.’ Axel asserted that ‘real life’ is always

a disappointment. The heroine, Sarah, has a long speech

in which she speaks of all the marvellous places they might
visit now they have found the treasure. Axel replies that

the cold snows of Norway sound marvellous, but when you

actually get there, it’s just cold and wet” L. H. Myers had

made the same point with fine precision in The Near and

the Far, where the young Prince Jali stares at a splendid

sunset over the desert, and reflects that there are two
deserts: one that is a glory to the eye, and one that is a

weariness to the feet. If you tried rushing towards that

sunset, you would only get your shoes full of sand. It seems

impossible to grasp ‘the promise of the horizon’. And it

was this feeling of despair about the near and the far—the

feeling that they can never be reconciled—that led to so
many early deaths among the romantics: suicide, insanity,

tuberculosis. Obermann, in Senancour’s novel of that

name, says that the rain depresses him, yet when the sun

comes out it strikes him as ‘useless’. This is life-failure.
But man’s achievement is to have created a world of

the mind, of the intellect and imagination, which is as real
in its way as any actual country on the map. Sir Karl

Popper, in one of his most important papers, calls it ‘the

third world.’{4} The first world is the objective world of

things. The second world is my inner subjective world. But,

says Popper, there is a third world, the world of objective

contents of thoughts. If some catastrophe destroyed all

the machines and tools on this earth, but not the libraries,

a new generation would slowly rebuild civilisation. If the
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libraries are all destroyed too, there could be no re-

emergence of civilisation, for all our carefully stored

knowledge would have gone, and man would have to start

regaining it from scratch. Teilhard de Chardin calls this

‘third world’ the noosphere—the world of mind. I t

includes the works of Newton, Einstein, Beethoven,

Tolstoy, Plato; it is the most important part of our human
heritage.

A cow inhabits the physical world. It has almost no

mind, to speak of. Man also inhabits the physical world,

and has to cope with its problems. But he has built

civilisation because the physical world is not enough.

Nothing is so boring as to be stuck in the present. Primitive
man loved stories for the same reason that young children

do. Because they afforded an escape from the present,

because they freed his memory and imagination from mere

‘reality’. Einstein made the same point: ‘. . . one of the

strongest motives that lead men to art and science is to

escape from everyday life, with its painful crudity and
hopeless dreariness. . . A finely tempered nature longs to

escape from personal life into the world of objective

perception and thought; this desire may be compared to

the townsman’s irresistible longing to escape from his
noisy, cramped surroundings into the silence of high

mountains. . .’{5}
But my central point is this. Man is a very young

creature: his remotest ancestors only date back two

million years. (The shark has remained unchanged for

15,000,000 years.) And although he longs for this ‘third

world’ as his natural home, he only catches brief glimpses

of it. For it can only be ‘focused’ by a kind of mental eye.

This morning, as I cleaned my teeth in the bathroom a

fragment of Brahms drifted through my head and caused
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that sudden feeling of inner-warmth. The person labelled

‘Colin Wilson’ ceased to matter: it was almost as if I had

floated out of my body and left him behind, as if the real

‘I’ had taken up a position somewhere midway between

myself and Brahms. In the same way, when I am working

well, I seem to lose my identity, ‘identifying’ instead with

the ideas or people I am writing about. But very often, I
cannot even begin to focus the ‘third world’; the real

world distracts me, and keeps my attention fixed on its

banal ‘actualities’ like some idiot on a train who prevents

you from reading by talking in a loud voice.

All the same, this ‘third world’ is a place; it is there all

the time, like China or the moon; and it ought to be
possible for me to go there at any time, leaving behind the

boring person who is called by my name. It is

fundamentally a world of pure meaning. It is true that my

small personal world is also a world of meaning; but of

trivial, personal meaning, distorted and one-sided, a

worm’s eye view of meaning. 
It is man’s evolutionary destiny to become a citizen of

the third world, to explore it as he might now explore

Switzerland on a holiday.

It is impossible to predict what will happen to human
beings when that time comes: for this reason. Meaning

stimulates the will, fills one with a desire to reach out to
new horizons. When a man in love sees the girl

approaching, his heart ‘leaps’. When I hear a phrase of

music that means something to me, my heart leaps. That

‘leap’ is vitality from my depths, leaping up to meet the

‘meaning’. And the more ‘meaning’ I perceive, the more

vitality rushes up to meet it. As his access to the world of

meaning increases, man’s vitality will increase towards the

superman level; that much seems clear .
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Boredom cripples the will. Meaning stimulates it. The

peak experience is a sudden surge of meaning. The

question that arises now is: how can I choose meaning? If

Maslow is correct, I can’t. I must be ‘surprised’ by it. It is

a by-product of effort.

At this point, I was able to point out to Maslow a

possibility that he had overlooked, a concept I called ‘the
indifference threshold’ or ‘St Neot margin’. It is

fundamentally a recognition that crises or difficulties can

often produce a sense of meaning when more pleasant

stimuli have failed. Sartre remarks that he had never felt

so free as during the war when, as a member of the French

Resistance, he was likely to be arrested and shot at any
time. It seems a paradox: that danger can make you feel

free when peace and serenity fail to arouse any response.

It does this by forcing you to concentrate.

I stumbled on this concept in the following manner. In

1954, I was hitchhiking to Peterborough on a hot Saturday

afternoon. I felt listless, bored and resentful: I didn’t want
to go to Peterborough—it was a kind of business trip—and

I didn’t particularly long to be back in London either.

There was hardly any traffic on the road, but eventually I

got a lift. Within ten minutes, there was an odd noise in
the engine of the lorry. The driver said: ‘I’m afraid

something’s gone wrong—I’ll have to drop you off at the
next garage.’ I was too listless to care. I walked on, and

eventually a second lorry stopped for me. Then occurred

the absurd coincidence. After ten minutes or so, there was

a knocking noise from his gearbox. When he said: ‘It

sounds as if something’s wrong’, I thought: ‘Oh no!’ and

then caught myself thinking it, and thought: ‘That’s the

first definite reaction I’ve experienced today.’ We drove

on slowly—he was anxious to get to Peterborough, and by
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this time ...  so was I. He found that if he dropped speed

to just under twenty miles an hour, the knocking noise

stopped; as soon as he exceeded it, it started again. We

both listened intently for any resumption of the trouble.

Finally, as we were passing through a town called St Neots,

he said: ‘Well, I think if we stay at this speed, we should

make it.’ And I felt a surge of delight. Then I thought:
‘This is absurd. My situation hasn’t improved since I got

into the lorry—in fact, it has got worse, since he is now

crawling along. All that has happened is that an

inconvenience has been threatened, and then the threat

withdrawn. And suddenly, my boredom and indifference

have vanished.’ I formulated then the notion that there is
a borderland or threshold of the mind that can be

stimulated by pain or inconvenience, but not pleasure.

(After all, the lorry originally stopping for me failed to

arouse a response of gratitude.) I labelled it ‘the

indifference threshold’ or-after the place I was travelling

through at the time-the St Neot margin.
All that had happened, of course, was that the threat of

a second breakdown had made me concentrate my

attention. I spent a quarter of an hour listening intently to

the engine. The threatened ‘crisis’ made me use my
focusing-muscle, instead of allowing it to remain passive.

Relaxing it—when he said we could probably make
it—caused a rush of pleasure.

The same applies to Sartre. The constant danger of

arrest kept him at a high level of alertness, of tension.

Maslow’s girl patient became so bored with her job in the

chewing gum factory that she allowing the focusing-muscle

to go permanently flaccid.

If you allow the will to remain passive for long periods,

it has the same effect as leaving your car in the garage for
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the winter. The batteries go flat. When the batteries go

flat, ‘life fails’. These ‘focusing muscles’ must be used if

we are to stay healthy, for they are the means by which

the mind focuses on values, just as the eye muscles enable

the eye to focus on distant objects. If we fail to use them

for long periods, the result is a kind of mental

shortsightedness, a gradual loss of the feeling of the
reality of values, of meaning. This explains what happens

if you watch television for too long, or read a very long

book on a dull winter day until your eyes are aching. Your

‘meaning focus’ relaxes as your interest flags, and if you

then go for a walk, everything seems oddly meaningless

and dull. It just ‘is’, and it doesn’t arouse any response.
The Greek poet Demetrios Capetanakis wrote in the

early forties: ‘ “Well,” I thought when the war started,

trying to hope for the best, “it will be horrible, but if it

will be so horrible as to frighten and wake up the mind, it

will be the salvation of many. Many are going to die, but

those who are going to survive will have a real life, with
the mind awake” . . . But I was mistaken . . . The war is

very frightening, but it is not frightening enough.’ 

The same thought struck me when I read the article

Camus wrote for the resistance paper Combat when the
Germans were being driven out of Paris.(6} It is called ‘The

Night of Truth’ and is full of noble phrases. The skyline of
Paris is blazing, he says, but these are the flames of

freedom. ‘Those who never despaired of themselves or of

their country find their reward under this sky . . . the

great virile brotherhood of recent years will never forsake

us . . . man’s greatness . . . lies in his decision to be

stronger than his condition’, and so on. But Simone de

Beauvoir’s novel The Mandarins begins shortly after the

liberation, and Camus is one of the characters. And they
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drift around the nightspots of St Germain and drink too

much and smoke too much and waste time on pointless

adulteries. What had happened to the Night of Truth?

The answer is simple. Without the danger and injustice

to keep the mind alert, they allowed a kind of inner-

laziness to descend.

But didn’t Camus remember their feelings about a
completely different kind of future? The answer is: in the

real sense of the word, no. Real memory brings a sense of

meanings and values with it. False memory recalls the

‘facts’, but without their inner content of meaning. It must

be squarely recognised that man suffers from a very real

form of amnesia. This is not a figure of speech but a
reality. For the ‘meaning’ depends upon the mind’s power

of ‘focusing’.

Must we, then, draw the pessimistic conclusion that

mankind needs war and injustice to prevent him from

lapsing into a condition of boredom, or at least, of

preoccupation with trivialities? The answer, fortunately, is
no. ‘Focusing’ is a muscle, and it can be strengthened like

any other muscle. Graham Greene, in an essay I have often

quoted, describes how, in his teens, he sank into a

condition of extreme boredom and depression, during
which life became meaningless. He tried playing Russian

roulette with his brother’s revolver, inserting only one
bullet, spinning the chambers, pointing it at his head and

pulling the trigger. When there was just a click, he was

overwhelmed by a feeling of delight, and a sense of the

meaningfulness of life. The situation is fundamentally the

same as in my ‘St Neot margin’ experience in the lorry,

except that Greene’s concentration was more intense,

because the negative stimulus was greater. At a later

stage, I discovered that a mild peak experience could
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easily be induced merely by concentrating hard on a

pencil, then relaxing the attention, then concentrating

again ...After doing this a dozen or so times, the attention

becomes fatigued—if you are doing it with the right degree

of concentration—and a few more efforts—deliberately

ignoring the fatigue—trigger the peak experience. After

all, concentration has the effect of summoning energy
from your depths. It is the ‘pumping’ motion—of expanding

and contracting the attention—that causes the peak

experience.

Another interesting point arose when I was lecturing to

Maslow’s class at Brandeis University in early 1967. I was
speaking about the peculiar power of the human

imagination. I can imagine trapping my thumb in the door,

and wince as if I had actually done it. I can go to see a

film, and come out of the cinema feeling as if I have been

on a long journey. Even so, it must be admitted that

imagination only provides a dim carbon copy of the original
experience. I may try to recall a particularly happy day,

and even re-experience some of its pleasures; but

compared to the original experience, it is like paste

jewellery compared to the real thing. The hero of
Barbusse’s novel Hell, trying to recall the experience of

watching a woman undress, admits: ‘These words are all
dead. They leave untouched, powerless to affect it, the

intensity of what was’. Proust, tasting a madeleine dipped

in tea, recalls with sudden intensity the reality of his

childhood: but that is a fluke. He cannot do it by an

ordinary act of imagination.

Yet the matter of sex appears to be an exception to this

rule. A man can conjure up some imaginary scene with a

girl undressing, and he responds physically as if there were
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a girl undressing in the room: his imagination can even

carry him to the point of a sexual climax. In this one

respect, man has completely surpassed the animals: here

is a case where the mental ‘act’ needs no object . . .

At this point, Maslow interrupted me to point out that

this is not quite true; monkeys often masturbate. I asked

him if he had ever seen a monkey masturbating in total
isolation, without the stimulus of a female monkey

anywhere in the vicinity. He thought for a moment, then

said he hadn’t.

Even if he had, it would not have basically affected my

point. If monkeys can do problems for fun, perhaps they

have more  imagination than we give them credit for. But
the interesting point is that in the matter of sex, man can

achieve repeatedly what Proust achieved momentarily

tasting the madeleine: a physical response as if to reality.

Absurd as it sounds, masturbation is one of the highest

faculties mankind has yet achieved. But its importance is

in what it presages: that one day, the imagination will be
able to achieve this result in all fields. If all perception is

‘intentional’, due to a ‘reaching out’, a ‘focusing’, on the

part of the perceiver, then it ought to be possible to

reconstruct any reality by making the necessary effort of
focusing. We have only been kept from this recognition by

the old, false theory of ‘passive perception’ .

Anyone who did chemistry at school will recall what

happens if you mix sulphur and iron filings, and then heat

them in a crucible. A small area of the sulphur melts and

fuses with the iron. At that point, you can remove the

flame of the Bunsen burner; the reaction will continue of

its own accord; the glow slowly spreads throughout the

mixture until the whole crucible is red hot, and the end
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result is a chunk of iron sulphide. The same process goes

on in the mind when we become deeply interested in

anything. The warm glow produced by favourite poetry or

music is often the beginning of this fusing process.

 We are all familiar with the process of a wider glimpse

of ‘meaning’ leading to the revitalising of the will. This, in

fact, is why people need holidays. As life drags on
repetitively, they get tired; they stop making effort; it is

the will that gets run down. The holiday ‘reminds’ them of

wider meanings, reminds them that the universe is a vast

spider’s web of meaning, stretching infinitely in all

directions. And quite suddenly they are enjoying

everything more: eating, reading, walking, listening to
music, having a beer before dinner. The ‘meaning’

sharpens the appetite for life—that is, the will to live.

It is our misfortune that we are not equally familiar

with the reverse process: that a deliberate increase in

willed concentration can also start the ‘fusion’ process

working. This is, in fact, common sense. The deeper my
sense of the ‘meaningfulness’ of the world, the fiercer and

more persistent my will. And increased effort of will leads

in turn to increased sense of meaning . It is a chain

reaction. So is the reverse, when ‘discouragement’ leads
me to stop willing, and the passivity leads to a narrowed

sense of meaning, and the gradual loss of ‘meaning’ leads
to further relaxation of the will. The result is a kind of

‘down staircase’ of apathy. On the other hand, any intense

glimpse of meaning can cause a transfer to the ‘up

staircase’. This is most strikingly illustrated in an

experiment that Maslow’s colleague, Dr. A Hoffer, carried

out with alcoholics.{7} Hoffer reasoned that alcoholics may

be people of more-than-average intelligence and

sensitivity. Because of this, they find that life is too much



NEW  PATHWAYS  IN  PSYCHOLOGY   32

for them, and they drink because at first it produces peak

experiences. But as often as not it doesn’t; then they drink

more to increase the stimulus, and become involved in

guilt and depression. Hoffer tried giving these alcoholics

mescalin-producing a far more powerful ‘lift’ than

alcohol—and then deliberately induced peak experiences

by means of music, poetry, painting—whatever used to
produce P.E’s before the subject became alcoholic. The

startling result was that more than 50 % were cured. The

peak experience is an explosion of meaning, and meaning

arouses the will, which in turn reaches out towards further

horizons of meaning. The alcoholic drinks because he

wants peak experiences, but he is, in fact, running away
from them as fast as he can go. Once his sense of direction

had been restored, he ceased to be alcoholic, recognising

that peak experiences are in direct proportion to the

intensity of the will.

And what should be quite clear is that there is no

theoretical limit to the ‘chain reaction’. Why does a man
get depressed? Because at a certain point, he feels that a

certain difficulty is ‘not worth the effort’. As he becomes

more discouraged, molehills turn into mountains until, as

William James says, life turns into one tissue of
impossibilities, and the process called nervous breakdown

begins. Having recognised that the cause of the trouble lies
in the collapse of the will, there is no theoretical reason

why the ex-alcoholic should come to a halt with the

achievement of ‘normality’.

There is, of course, a practical reason. The will needs

a purpose. Why do we feel so cheerful when we are

planning a holiday—looking at maps, working out what to

pack? Because we have long-distance purpose. One can

understand how Balzac must have felt when he first
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conceived the idea of creating the Comédie Humaine, the

excitement of working out a series of novels about military

life, a series about provincial life, a series about the

aristocracy. . . ‘Building castles in the air’, this activity is

called; but with a little effort, they actually get built. Man

seems to need long-range purpose to get the best out of

himself. And once the alcoholic has achieved ‘normality’
again, he may well say: ‘All right, where do I go from

here?’

If this were true, it would represent a kind of dead end.

For undoubtedly, our civilisation tends to deprive us of the

kind of long-range purpose that our pioneer ancestors must

have enjoyed. But it provides us with something else: the
ability to live on the plane of the mind, the imagination.

And there is a still more important matter we have

over-looked: the mind’s capacity to reach out for meaning.

This is perfectly illustrated by a story told in Romain

Gary’s novel The Roots of Heaven. In a German

concentration camp during the war, the French prisoners
are becoming increasingly demoralised: they are on a

down-staircase. A man called Robert devises a way to

arrest the decline. He suggests that they imagine an

invisible girl in the billet. If one of them swears or farts,
he must bow and apologise to the ‘girl’; when they

undress, they must hang up a blanket so she can’t see
them. Oddly enough, this absurd game works: they enter

into the spirit of the thing, and morale suddenly rises. The

Germans become suspicious of the men, and by

eavesdropping they find out about the invisible girl. The

Commandant fancies himself as a psychologist. He goes

along to the billet with two guards, and tells the men: ‘I

know you have a girl here. That is forbidden. Tomorrow,

I shall come here with these guards, and you will hand her
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over to me. She will be taken to the local brothel for

German officers.’ When he has gone, the men are

dismayed; they know that if they ‘hand her over’, they

won’t be able to re-create her. The next day the

Commandant appears with his two soldiers. Robert, as the

spokesman, says: ‘We have decided not to hand her over’.

And the Commandant knows he is beaten: nothing he can
do can force them to hand her over. Robert is arrested and

placed in solitary confinement; they all think they have

seen the last of him, but weeks later, he reappears, very

thin and worn. He explains that he has found the way to

resist solitary confinement—their game with the invisible

girl has taught him that the imagination is the power to
reach out to other realities. realities not physically

present. He has kept himself from breakdown by imagining

great herds of elephants trampling over endless plains . .

.  The irony, in the novel, is that it is Robert who later

becomes a hunter of elephants. But that is beside the

point. The point is that the will can make an act of
reaching towards meaning, towards ‘other realities’.

In phenomenological terms, what actually happened

when the prisoners began apologising to the imaginary girl?

First of all, they threw off their apathy and entered into a
communal game. It was like a coach-load of football fans

whiling away a tedious journey with community singing.
But having raised their spirits by entering into the game,

they also reminded themselves of circumstances in which

they would normally be ‘at their best’. Gorky’s story

Twenty Six Men and a Girl may be regarded as a parable

about the same thing: the twenty-six over-worked bakers

keep up their spirits by idealising the girl, treating her as

a goddess. . . . And thereby reminding themselves of the

response appropriate to a goddess.
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And this leads naturally to a concept that has become

the core of my own existential psychology: the Self-Image.

A man could not climb a vertical cliff without cutting

handholds in the rock. Similarly, I cannot achieve a state

of ‘intenser consciousness’ merely by wanting to; at least,

it is extremely difficult without training. We tend to climb

towards higher states of self-awareness by means of a
series of self-images. We create a certain imaginary image

of the sort of person we would like to be, and then try to

live up to the image. ‘The great man is the play-actor of

his ideals,’ says Nietzsche.

One of the clearest expositions of the self-image idea

can be found in a story called The Looking Glass by the
Brazilian novelist Machado de Assis. A young man who has

lived all his life in a small village in Brazil is called up for

military service. In due course he becomes a lieutenant.

When he returns home in his uniform he is the envy of the

village; his mother calls him ‘My lieutenant’. One of his

aunts is particularly delighted with him: she invites him to
her remote farm, and insists on addressing him as ‘Senhor

Lieutenant’. Her brother-in-law and all the slaves follow

suit. At first, the youth is embarrassed; he doesn’t feel

like a lieutenant. But gradually he gets used to the idea.
‘The petting, the attention, the deference, produced a

transformation in me. . .’ He begins to feel like a
lieutenant. But one day, the aunt goes away to the bedside

of a sick daughter, and takes the brother-in-law with her.

The lieutenant is left alone with the slaves. And the next

morning, they have all deserted, leaving him alone.

Suddenly, there is no one to feed his ego. He feels lost.

In his room there is an enormous mirror, placed there by

his aunt. One day he looks in the mirror—and his outline

seems blurred and confused. The sense of unreality
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increases until he is afraid he is going insane. And then he

has an inspiration. He takes his lieutenant’s uniform from

the wardrobe and puts it on. And immediately, his image

in the mirror becomes solid and clear. His feeling of sanity

and self-respect returns.

Every day thereafter, he puts on the uniform, and sits

in front of the mirror. And he is able to stay sane through
the remaining week before his aunt returns . . .{8}

Machado subtitles his story ‘Rough draft of a new theory

of the human soul’. And so it is, for a story written in

1882. His hero explains to his auditors that he believes

man has two souls: one inside, looking out, the other

outside, looking in. But this is crude psychology. He means
that the subjective ‘I’ gains its sense of identity from

actions and outward objects. But this implies that the

‘inner me’ remains unchanged. This in turn implies that

the shy, nervous ‘inner self’ is the permanent substratum

of one’s more confident layers of personality, and this is

obviously untrue. Shyness is simply a disinclination to
express oneself out of fear that it will turn out badly;

confidence—such as he gained through the petting and

admiration—is the ability to act decisively.

The key sentence is: ‘The petting, the attention, the
deference, produced a transformation in me.’ For this type

of transformation, I coined the word ‘promotion’. It is, in
effect, a promotion of the personality to a higher level. All

poetic experience is a ‘promotion’ experience, since it

raises the personality to a higher level. One has a sense of

becoming a stronger, or more mature, or more competent,

or more serious person.

If he had been a lieutenant for several years, being

alone in the house would not have eroded his sense of

identity. The trouble is that he is young, and that he is
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only just trying-on a new personality, the ‘Senhor

Lieutenant’. The image of himself in the looking glass

provides the reinforcement he needs.

The resemblance between this story and Romain Gary’s

story of the prison camp need hardly be pointed out. In

both cases, moral decline is arrested by reminding oneself

of something that re-creates the self-image. The weakness
of Machado’s theory of two souls becomes clear when we

consider that Robert keeps himself sane in solitary

confinement by an effort of inner-strength, of imagination,

not by evoking a more ‘successful’ level of his personality.

The elephants are an image of freedom. The sensation of

freedom is always accompanied by a feeling of contraction
of one’s inner-being. Such a contraction occurs when we

concentrate intently upon anything. It also occurs in sexual

excitement, and explains why the orgasm is perhaps the

most fundamental—at least the most common—‘promotion’

experience.

Donald Aldous, the technical editor of a well-known
record magazine, told me a story that makes the role of

the self-image even clearer. Before the war, the B.B.C.

hired a famous conductor to broadcast a series of concerts.

They were to be relayed from the new soundproof studios.
The orchestra had never played there before, and the

rehearsals lacked vitality. They explained that the studio
was too dead: they could not hear the echo of their own

playing. Donald Aldous was given the interesting job of

arranging a system of loudspeakers around the walls that

relayed the sound back to the orchestra a split second

after they had played it, like an echo. As soon as they

could ‘hear themselves’, the playing of the orchestra

improved enormously.

What is at issue in all such cases is a certain inner-
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strength. Captain Shotover in Heartbreak House tells Ellie

Dunne that as a young man, he ‘sought danger, hardship,

horror and death’—as captain of a whaler—‘that I might

feel the life in me more intensely’. That is to say, he

sought conditions that would keep him at a high level of

tension and alertness, so as to develop the inner-muscle of

concentration. And note that the function of this muscle is
to produce a sense of inner-freedom. When it is feeble, I

am easily bored, depressed, made to feel sorry for myself.

I am a moral hypochondriac. When it has been

strengthened by a long period of alertness and effort) I

feel equal to most emergencies, and this is the same as to

say that I feel inner-freedom .

The self-image notion is of immediate relevance to

Maslovian psychology. And here we touch upon the very

heart of the matter, the most important point of all.

Let us consider the question: what is the mechanism by

which a ‘self-image’ produces ‘promotion’? The answer is:
it provides me with a kind of artificial standard of

objective values. It gives me a sense of external meaning.

Why did the peak experience under mescalin cure the

alcoholics? Because the peak experience is a flood of
meaning, obviously pouring in from outside. As it pours in,

you ask yourself the question: Why doesn’t this happen all
the time, if the meaning is always there? And the answer

is obvious: because I allow the will to become passive, and

the senses close up. If I want more meaning, then I must

force my senses wide open by an increased effort of will.

We might think of the senses as spring-loaded shutters that

must be forced open, and which close again when you let

them go.

It must be clearly understood that we live in a kind of
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room of subjective emotions and values. If I am not very

careful, the shutters close, and I lose my objective

standards. At this point, I may wildly exaggerate the

importance of my emotions, my private ups and downs,

and there is no feeling of objective reality to contradict

me. A child beset by misery is more bewildered than an

adult because he has nothing to measure it by; he doesn’t
know how serious it is. As soon as his mother kisses him

and says, ‘There, it doesn’t really matter ... ‘, he relaxes.

If I get myself ‘into a state’ about some trivial worry, and

then I hear that some old friend has died of cancer, I

instantly ‘snap out’ of my black mood, for my emotions are

cut down to their proper size by comparison with a more
serious reality.

Moods and emotions are a kind of fever produced by

lack of  contact with reality. The shutters are closed, and

the temperature in the rooms rises. It can rise to a degree

where it becomes a serious fever, where the emotions

have got so out-of-control that reality cannot break in.
These are states of psychotic delusion—or perhaps merely

of nervous overstrain. The characteristic of these states is

exaggeration: every minor worry turns into a monstrous

bogey. Inevitably, I cease to make efforts of will—for the
will is at its healthiest when I have a firm sense of reality

and of purpose. And we have seen what happens when the
will becomes passive: the vital forces sink, and, at a

certain point, physical health is affected. The ‘existential

psychologist’ Viktor Frankl—of whom I shall speak at length

later—remarked on ‘how close is the connection between

a man’s state of mind—his courage and hope, or lack of

them—and the state of immunity of his body’, and tells a

story that makes the point forcefully. Frankl was a Jew

who spent most of the war in a German concentration
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camp:

‘I once had a dramatic demonstration of the close link

between the loss of faith in the future and this dangerous

giving up. F—, my senior block warden, a fairly well known

composer and librettist, confided in me one day: “I would

like to tell you something, Doctor. I have had a strange

dream. A voice told me that I could wish for something,
that I should only say what I wanted to know, and all my

questions would be answered. What do you think I asked?

That I would like to know when the war would be over for

me. You know what I mean, Doctor—for me! I wanted to

know when we, when our camp, would be liberated and

our sufferings come to an end.” “‘And when did you have
this dream?” I asked.

“‘In February, 1945”, he answered. It was then the

beginning of March.

“‘What did your dream voice answer?”

‘Furtively he whispered to me, “March thirtieth.”

‘When F— told me about his dream, he was still full of
hope and convinced that the voice of his dream would be

right. But as the promised day drew nearer, the war news

which reached our camp made it appear very unlikely that

we would be free on the promised date. On March twenty-
ninth, F— suddenly became very ill and ran a high

temperature. On March thirtieth, the day his prophecy had
told him that the war and suffering would be over for him,

he became delirious and lost consciousness.

On March thirty-first, he was dead. To all outward

appearances he had died of typhus.’{9}

Frankl’s composer friend was physically near the end of

his resources; this is why the collapse of his will made such

a difference. (Frankl also mentions the unprecedentedly

high death rate in the camp between Christmas 1944 and
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New Year 1945, because so many prisoners had pinned

their hopes on being home for Christmas.) It took a year of

work in the chewing-gum factory to deplete Maslow’s girl

patient to the point where she ceased to menstruate.

Normally healthy people possess a ‘cushion’ of energy to

absorb shocks and disappointments, and this cushion is

identical to the ‘surplus energy tanks’ of which we have
spoken. It is maintained by will power fired by the sense of

meaning. We are only aware of this direct action of the

will upon the body in physical extremes: for example, if I

am feeling sick, I can disperse the sickness by ‘snapping

out’ of my feeling of nausea and summoning subconscious

forces of health. If we were more clearly aware of this
connection between ‘positive consciousness’ and physical

health, we would treat mental passivity as a form of

illness. Another anecdote of Frankl’s—from the same

book—may be said to provide the foundation of an

‘attitude psychology’ closely related to Maslow’s. The

prisoners were transferred from Auschwitz to Dachau. The
journey took two days and three nights, during which they

were packed so tight that few could sit down, and half

starved. At Dachau, they had to stand in line all night and

throughout the next morning in freezing rain, as
punishment because one man had fallen asleep and missed

the roll call. Yet they were all immensely happy, laughing
and making jokes: because Dachau had no incinerator

chimney.

To summarise: man evolves through a sense of external

meaning. When his sense of meaning is strong, he

maintains a high level of will-drive and of general health.

Without this sense of external meaning, he becomes the

victim of subjective emotions, a kind of dream that tends

to degenerate into nightmare. His uncontrolled fantasies
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and worries turn into an octopus that strangles him.

Man has evolved various ways of preventing this from

happening. The most important is religion. This tells a man

that certain objective standards are permanently true, and

that his own nature is weak and sinful. The chief trouble

with authoritarian religion is that it works best for

intellectually-uncomplicated people, and fails to carry
much conviction for the highly sophisticated and

neurotic—who are the very ones who need it most.

In certain respects, art succeeds where religion fails. A

great symphony or poem is an active reminder of the

reality of meaning: it provides a stimulus like an electric

shock, re-animating the will and the appetite for life. Its
disadvantage is that we all assume that art is ‘subjective’

by nature, that it tells us about the emotions of the artist,

not about the objective world. And so ‘when life fails’, the

effectiveness of art diminishes.

Men of imagination have always tended to use the self-

image method to prevent them from becoming victims of
the octopus of subjectivity. It is essentially a method for

pushing problems and disappointments to arm’s length.

Yeats has described how, when he was sure no one was

looking, he used to walk about London with the peculiar
strut of Henry Irving’s Hamlet. In Heartbreak House,

Hector whiles away an idle moment by pretending to fight
a duel with an imaginary antagonist and then making love

to an imaginary woman. But the self-image also plays a

central role in all human creativity. The young artist,

lacking certainty of his own identity, projects a mental

image of himself that blurs into an image of the artist he

most admires. Brahms’s self-image is half-Beethoven;

Yeats’s is half-Shelley. And the ultimate value of their

work—its inner-consistency and strength—depends upon
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how deeply they commit themselves to acting out the self-

image.

According to Freud and Karl Marx, fantasy is an escape

from reality and responsibility. According to Maslow,

fantasy is the means by which a determined man masters

reality. ‘Reality’ is the key word in existential psychology.

It poses no philosophical problems. It means objective
meaning, as opposed to subjective values. Eliot wrote: ‘We

each think of the key, each in his prison’, implying that

there is no escape from one’s subjective prison. Blake

knew better: he agreed that ‘five windows light the

caverned man’, but added that through one of them, he

can pass out whenever he wants to. That is to say that by
an effort of reaching out to meaning, he can re-establish

contact with reality. The situation could be compared to

a child who becomes confused during a game of blind

man’s buff, but who has only to remove the bandage in

order to re-orient himself to the room. And the most

important point for psychotherapy is that he can do this by
an act of will. Mental illness is a kind of amnesia, in which

the patient has forgotten his own powers. The task of the

therapist is to somehow renew the patient’s contact with

reality.

The first thing that will be observed about this ‘third
force psychology’ I have outlined is that it is a great deal

more optimistic than that of Freud, or even Jung. It

implies that all human beings are closer to more intense

states of consciousness than they realise. Somewhere in his

autobiography, Stephen Spender remarks that everyone

nowadays is neurotic, because it is inevitable at this stage

in civilisation. Maslow’s feeling seems to be that neurosis

is definitely abnormal, and that there is no reason why
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most people should not be capable of a high level of

mental health and of peak experiences.

Among intelligent people, our cultural premises are

certainly largely responsible for the prevailing pessimism.

The Victorians went in for moral uplift and the belief in

man’s higher nature. Darwin and Freud changed all that.

Darwin showed that we do not need the postulate of a
creator to explain why man is superior to the ape. Freud

denounced religion as a delusion based upon the child’s

fear of the father, and asserted that neurosis is due to the

frustration of man’s animal nature—specifically, his sex

drives. After the First World War, despair and frustration

became the keynote of literature; the optimists of the
previous decade—Shaw, Wells, Chesterton—became almost

unmentionable. In science, philosophy, psychology, there

was an increasing tendency to ‘reductionism’—which

Arthur Koestler has defined as the belief that all human

activities can be explained in terms of the elementary

responses of the lower animals, such as the psychologist’s
laboratory rat. This reductionism should not be construed

as a materialistic jibe at idealism—although it often looks

like that—but as a desire to get things done) accompanied

by the fear that nothing will get done if too much is
attempted. Maslow told me once that a respectable

psychologist had leapt to his feet at a meeting of the
American Psychological Association, and shouted at

him—Maslow—‘You are an evil man. You want to destroy

psychology.’ The irony of the story is that by the time

Maslow told it to me, he was president of the American

Psychological Association! The old reductionist climate

began to change in the early sixties. In Europe, the school

of existential psychology was already well established. Sir

Karl Popper—one of the original founders of the school of
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Logical Positivism—was arguing that science is not a

plodding, logical, investigation of the universe, but that it

proceeds by flashes of intuition, like poetry. Popper’s most

distinguished follower, Michael Polanyi, published in 1958

his revolutionary book Personal Knowledge, a carefully

reasoned attack on the ‘timetable or telephone directory

conception of science’—i.e. the view that all future books
on science could be written by an electronic brain, if it

was big enough. Polanyi stated that what drives the

scientist is an increasing sense of contact with

reality—that is to say, precisely what drives the poet or

the saint. In biology, the old rigid Darwinism began to

relax; in 1965, Sir Alister Hardy, an orthodox Darwinian,
and Professor of Zoology at Oxford, asserted in his Gifford

Lectures that the genes might be influenced by telepathy,

and that certain biological phenomena are only explainable

on the assumption of some kind of ‘group mind’.

‘Reductionism’ was breaking apart. It was in 1968 that an

American publisher suggested to me that I should write a
book about Maslow. I asked him how he felt about the

idea, and he approved—pointing out, at the same time,

that another friend, Frank Goble, was also writing one. I

decided to go ahead all the same, and Maslow patiently
answered the questions I threw at him through 1969,

although a heart attack had slowed him up considerably.
At my suggestion, he made a pile of tapes, full of

biographical and personal details, some for publication,

some not. Meanwhile, I was reading my way steadily

through a hundred or so papers he had sent me, dating

back to the early thirties, when he was working on

monkeys with Harry Harlow. But when I started writing the

book, in Majorca, in the autumn of 1969, I realised that it

was going to be more difficult than I had expected. I had
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intended to make it a straight account of Maslow’s life and

work, a short book that would stick to my subject. But,

after all, Viktor Frankl was also part of the subject, and so

were Erwin Straus, Medard Boss, William Glasser, Ronald

Laing, and many other existential psychologists. Worse

still, it was hard to keep myself out of it, since Maslow’s

work had exerted so much influence on my own ideas, and
since we had been engaged in a fragmentary dialogue for

the past ten years.

In June, 1969, I told Maslow in a letter that it looked as

if my book about him was going to be part of a larger book

about the revolution in psychology, and asked more

questions, which he answered on tape. A few days before
this last batch of tapes arrived, I received a letter from his

secretary telling me that he had died of a heart attack on

June 8, 1970. Listening to his voice, it was hard to get used

to the idea that he was dead.

I am still not certain whether this is the best way to
write the book; but I can see no other. In this introduction

I have tried to give a sketchy outline of the ideas that

preoccupied Maslow—and myself—during the past ten

years. In the first part of the book, I have tried to give a
picture of the major trends in psychology from its

beginnings in the 19th century, through the Freudian
revolution, down to Maslow. Part Two deals exclusively

with Maslow; it is the book I intended to write to begin

with. Part Three discusses existential psychology in

general, and attempts to state some general conclusions

about the movement. Inevitably, this is the most personal

part of the book, and may be regarded as a continuation of

this introduction. The ultimate question is not one of

psychology so much as of philosophy, or even religion.
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Viktor Frankl talks about ‘the existential vacuum’, writing:

‘More and more patients are crowding our clinics and

consulting rooms complaining of an inner emptiness, a

sense of total and ultimate meaninglessness of their lives’.

I coined the term ‘nothingness neurosis’ to describe this

state. But in discussing it, I have tried to avoid

generalisations, and to remain faithful to the
phenomenological—the descriptive—method. That was

always Maslow’s own approach.
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II

Higher Ceilings for Human Nature

‘MY STORY BEGINS in 1932 when I was working with Harry

Harlow on delayed reactions in monkeys’, says Maslow, in

his paper on ‘The Need to Know and the Fear of Knowing’.

‘Why did they work at this boring problem? It soon became

clear that it wasn’t just the bit of food that they got as a
reward for their patience. They would work almost as

successfully for a bit of bread that they didn’t much care

for. . . Furthermore, often they would successfully solve

the problem and then casually throwaway the food reward,
which, according to the motivation theory of that time,

was the only reason for working at the problem and seeing

it through. From conversations about these puzzling

happenings emerged Dr Harlow’s suggestion that I try little
blocks of wood as a lure instead of food. When I did this it

was found that the monkeys worked almost as well, though

for a shorter period of time. Apparently we could count on

the animals to work at these problems and solve them for

reasons that had little to do with hunger and food. . .

Later on Harlow and various of his students [performed] a
brilliant series of experiments which showed that monkeys

would work hard and persistently to solve simple puzzles

without any external reward; that is, just for whatever

satisfactions are inherent in the puzzle-solving itself.’

This was not only counter to the various motivation

theories of the time: it seems to contradict our ordinary
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human common sense. The sort of people who enjoy

solving mathematical problems, or even doing The Times

crossword puzzle, are of a certain type—intellectuals you

might call them. The majority of human beings find this

kind of problem-solving a bore. As to animals, their major

interest seems to be in food and other such physical

matters. Says Grey Walter in his book The Living Brain
(1953), ‘The nearest creature to us, the chimpanzee,

cannot retain an image long enough to reflect on it,

however clever it may be at learning tricks or getting food.

. .’ And the same assumption is inherent in Sir Julian

Huxley’s distinction between three levels of existence:

first, dead matter, which possesses no freedom or capacity
to change itself: next, living matter, from amoebas to

chimpanzees, which possesses a certain degree of

freedom, but which is trapped by its environment,

completely dependent upon it for stimuli; third, the

human level, which possesses a new dimension of

freedom, the ability to think, to imagine, to plan. ‘Unable
to rehearse the possible consequences of different

responses to a stimulus, without any faculty of planning,

the apes and other animals cannot learn to control their

feelings, the first step towards independence of
environment and eventual control of it’, says Grey Walter,

underlining Huxley’s point. Sartre says about a character
in Nausea: ‘When his cafe empties, his head empties too.’

And that, according to Huxley and Walter, describes the

lower animals. How can we reconcile all this with monkeys

who will solve problems for the fun of it?

And this trait—consuming curiosity—was not confined to

monkeys. Maslow observed that young pigs show similar

tendencies. The weaker ones—who had difficulty

commandeering a teat at feeding time—hung around the
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mother and behaved in a generally timid manner. But the

stronger and healthier pigs seemed to take pleasure in

exploring. If the door of the pen was left open, they would

venture outside and poke around. If the door was closed

they became alarmed and frantically tried to get back in;

but the discouragement never lasted for long; when the

door was left open again, they couldn’t resist it. Closely
related to this is an observation made by W. F. Dove:{36}

that if chickens are allowed to choose their own diet, a

small percentage of them prove to be good choosers; they

instinctively select the food that they need in order to

grow. The poor choosers would choose food that looked or

smelled good, but which was, in fact, bad for them. If the
food chosen by the good choosers is forced on the poor

choosers, they also begin to grow large, healthy and more

dominant, although they never reach the same level as the

good choosers.

What seems to emerge from these observations about

monkeys, pigs and chickens is that there is a fundamental
drive in healthy creatures towards knowledge, power,

insight. It seems natural for the healthy creature to strive

to get healthier, and its choices are, in general, good for

the rest of the species. Neurosis must be regarded as a
kind of ‘stabilising’ of these vital impulses, in the worst

sense; they reach a state of balance, of stasis.

But although he knew about the curious behaviour of

Harlow’s monkeys in 1932, his training and outlook

prevented him from grasping its significance. Harlow was

one of Maslow’s professors. ‘He hired me to do this very

dull and repetitive work’—intelligence-testing various

primates, from lemurs to orang-outangs. The method was

simple. In front of the apes’ cage a table was placed, so
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the animal could reach it. On this table were two cups,

turned upside down. The ape was shown a piece of food—a

banana, perhaps—and then it was placed under one of the

two cups, which were out of the animal’s reach. Then,

after a certain time, the cups were pushed within its

reach. If the animal lifted the right cup, it was given the

banana; if it chose the wrong one, it wasn’t. This ‘delayed
reaction test’ was a rough measure of intelligence, and it

was tried out on dozens of animals dozens of times. The

paper was published in the Journal of Comparative

Psychology in 1932, with the names of Harlow, Maslow and

Harold Uehling on it. The twenty-four-year-old Maslow was

delighted to find his name in print. ‘This was a great
moment, and I think then I got hooked . . . The awesome

feeling of having contributed to the advancement of

knowledge, even if it was the tiniest bit—just one coral in

a whole coral reef of knowledge.’ It may be that we owe

the inception of Maslow’s life work to the generosity of

Harry Harlow in naming him as co-author of the paper, for
before that, he found the work thoroughly boring, and

now, with this ‘reinforcement stimulus’ (as Watson would

call it), he went back to New York, and spent the whole

summer holiday repeating the experiments—hundreds of
them—with every primate in the Bronx Park Zoo. (Bertha,

who helped him, must have been surprised by this sudden
access of enthusiasm.) He had tasted print, and the

sensation was pleasant: he wrote up his findings, and the

paper appeared later that year, again with Harlow’s name

on it (although Harlow did no work on it). Maslow was

interested to note that baboons, although anatomically

lower than many other forms of ape, showed a surprising

level of intelligence; perhaps this ranks as his first original

‘discovery’. His next experiment was to cross-check an
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observation made by C. S. Sherrington, that dogs would

not eat dog meat. Maslow didn’t believe it, but it proved

to be true—most dogs would eat horse meat or practically

any other kind, but not dog meat. When the flavour was

disguised in various ways, about 50% would eat it. But

Maslow concluded that there was no evidence of an

‘emotion of disgust’ behind the rejection, and that
therefore there was so far no evidence that dogs could

experience the emotion of disgust. This conservative

conclusion seems to tell us something about Maslow at the

time. For the moment, he was in love with science, with

its cool, clean, odourless world of objective knowledge, its

freedom from the trivialities of human emotion. After the
emotional problems of his childhood and teens, it must

have seemed to possess the beauty of a religion. What did

it matter if the experiment led to no particular conclusion,

if it was just an isolated fragment of knowledge that was

never fated to join a coral reef? The pleasure lay in the

knowledge itself.
I do not wish to labour this point, but it deserves a

certain emphasis. The non-scientist tends to feel a total

lack of sympathy for the ‘purist’ type of scientist, the kind

who wants knowledge for its own sake, and does not
object to being called a materialist. Such a man seems to

have more than a touch of the monster about him. But this
is a failure to recognise that there is an emotional relief in

being cool and objective, in leaving behind the messy

confusion of everyday life and contemplating the world of

facts and ideas; it brings a momentary touch of

immortality. Facts ignite the imagination, as the young H.

G. Wells discovered. And the facts of psychology fired

Maslow’s imagination.

The next two papers continued the monkey studies in
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the same plodding way; one concerned the food primates

preferred—oranges, nuts, bananas, etc.—and the other

confirmed that primates learned better and more quickly

if the reward was one of their favourite foods. This is the

kind of experiment that made Bernard Shaw remark

scornfully that scientists spend weeks proving in the

laboratory what ordinary people know by common sense.
But Maslow regarded it as a step forward, since it showed

him that a reaction that he had taken for lack of

intelligence may actually be indifference to the offered

reward. His next paper was what he called ‘a stupid

master’s dissertation’ on memory, the kind of thing that

Ebbinghaus did with nonsense words. Maslow had wanted
to do something on language—he had been excited by The

Meaning of Meaning—some kind of study of ‘exciting’ and

‘unexciting’ words. His professor—Cason—turned this down

flat, because it wasn’t ‘psychological’ enough. He also

turned down the idea of a dissertation on the effects of

music. Maslow asked him to suggest something, and the
‘Learning retention’ paper was the result. It is interesting

solely as illustrating what an academic psychologist

considered to be ‘good psychology’ in 1932; Maslow had to

make lists of three-’letter words on a hundred cards—nine
to a card. His students were shown each card for ten

seconds, then a white card for five seconds, then asked to
repeat the nine words he had just read. A bell was rung

occasionally, to see how far it destroyed concentration.

The conclusion drawn from all this was that when students

did their learning and repeating under the same

conditions, they did better than if conditions varied:

another way of saying that students learn better when not

distracted. Maslow was understandably sceptical about the

value of his paper, but submitted it for publication when
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Cason nagged him about it. ‘I didn’t want to publish it

because it was too crappy’, but to his embarrassment, the

editor accepted it, ‘which shows how crappy the

publications were in those days’. He sneaked into the

library one day, extracted his dissertation, and threw it

out of the window; he even tore out the file card. The first

really original piece of research arose out of the early
monkey experiments. By this time, he had met Adler; but

he was by no means sure in his mind whether Adler’s

dominance theory went deeper than Freud’s sexual theory.

‘Somehow which one I had read last seemed more

convincing.’ While testing the monkeys for intelligence,

food preferences and so on, he had filled pages with
observations of their behaviour. And the two things that

struck him most were the dominance behaviour and the

non-stop sex: ‘the screwing. . . went on all the time.’

There was a strict hierarchical structure, with a highly

dominant monkey, and then less dominant monkeys, in a

descending scale, with the more dominant bullying the less
dominant. The sexual behaviour was unusual, in that it

seemed so indiscriminate: males mounted females or other

males, and females mounted males and other females. And

one day, when brooding on the problems of this simian
Sodom, the answer burst on him—a perfect example of

what Koestler calls ‘the Eureka process’: the sexual
behaviour was dominance behaviour. The dominant

monkeys mounted the less dominant ones, and the sex

made no difference. Maslow concluded that Adler’s

psychology covered the facts more convincingly than

Freud’s. When he told Adler about his observations, Adler

urged him to publish them. The paper, ‘Individual

Psychology and the Social Behaviour of Monkeys and Apes’

is perhaps the most interesting of all these early papers,
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and may be regarded as the logical first step in the

development of Maslow’s own psychology. There had been

plenty of minute observation of the behaviour of

apes—Kohler’s classic Mentality of Apes had appeared as

early as 1918—but very little on dominance, and still less

on sex. In American universities, at any rate, sex was

regarded with puritanical distaste, and a professor had
been dismissed at Wisconsin not long before, for having

sexual questionnaires. In spite of this atmosphere of

disapproval, Maslow went ahead. He made some curious

observations of the patterns of dominance. If two monkeys

were left together, one established dominance, and if food

was dropped down a pipe into the cage, it was the
dominant monkey who got it. In groups of three, the

dominant monkey bullies the next dominant one, who

immediately takes it out on the least dominant of the

group. If a highly dominant monkey is added to a group of

two, the ‘middle’ monkey becomes far more pugnacious

towards his inferior, even if he wasn’t so before.
Significantly, it is the middle animal who initiates the

bullying of the subordinate animal; (parallels with human

behaviour immediately suggest themselves.) When a fourth

animal is added to the group, the behaviour is even more
significant. The first three show a tendency to gang-up on

the new arrival, unless he is exceptionally dominant. A
normally non-dominant monkey (perhaps a young one) may

lead an attack on the new arrival—even though the new

arrival may have been previously the dominant one of the

two. In the event of the newcomer being beaten-up by the

rest of the group, he would then remain subordinate to all

the monkeys in the group. In that case, Maslow observed,

the previously inferior monkey would behave with extreme

ferocity, ‘as if making up for all the enforced and irksome
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dominance to which she had been subjected for the entire

length of the experiment’. Altogether, the monkeys

seemed to exhibit traits that among human beings would

be called ‘fascist’. (Although it may be as well to

remember that Maslow was observing zoo monkeys, who

are inevitably frustrated; monkeys in their natural habitat

are a great deal less preoccupied with sex and
dominance.) Maslow concluded that, for monkeys at any

rate, ‘the Adlerian interpretation. . . is much closer to the

facts’ than Freud’s, and suggested that the reason the

primates—including man—do not go ‘into season’ like other

animals is that dominance behaviour has gradually

superimposed itself on behaviour determined by hormones.
(This may explain the high level of homosexuality among

men and apes; sexual genes and dominance genes have got

mixed up, so to speak.) He also pointed out that

homosexuality among monkeys is not to be regarded as a

‘perversion’ because it has nothing to do with the sex

drive, and that what previous observers had thought to be
prostitution among monkeys—a female allowing herself to

be mounted in exchange for food or other goods—was again

merely an example of dominance behaviour: she has made

it clear that she is subordinate, and is then permitted to
share the food.

The last section of this paper is the most significant for
Maslow’s future development. He observes that the higher

one goes up the monkey scale, the less ferocity is involved

in the dominance. Among baboons and monkeys, most of

the sex occurs in the usual animal position, with the

subordinate animal bent over. In the higher

apes—chimpanzees, orang-outangs, gorillas—face-to-face

sexual behaviour was more frequent. In chimpanzees,

where dominance is of a friendlier type, expressed by
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teasing rather than violence—the face-to-face position is

frequent. Whereas in monkeys the dominant animal uses

his position to tyranise, in chimpanzees the dominant

animal tends to be a protector .

Maslow had stumbled into a field that fascinated him:

what might be called the Nietzschean field—although he

thought in terms of Adler rather than Nietzsche. It could
be said that 1935 to 1940 were his Adlerian years. This

does not imply that he ever turned his back on Adler:

fundamentally, he remained an Adlerian; but a point came

where he passed beyond the dominance theory,

recognising that in ‘the upper reaches of human nature’,

it turns into something else.
During these years, 1935-37, he was in a state of

inspired excitement, feeling that he had now discovered

what psychology is really about—it is not surprising that he

felt no interest in Thorndike’s researches on genes and

culture. ‘I worked my ass off—just working, working,

working, day and night.’ ‘I had all these dreams about
being famous, shaking the world and so on. And then just

while I was writing up these papers for publication, Solly

Zuckerman’s book came out in England—The Social Life of

Monkeys and Apes—and my judgement was right; it did
make a big splash—it was a famous book, terribly

important one. The only thing I can say is my work was a
hell of a lot better. Because he did his in that one

situation, which has now proven to be quite artificial . . .’

Maslow seems to have confused his dates slightly here; his

work on monkeys was done between 1931 and 1935;

Zuckerman’s book appeared in 1932, three years before

Maslow’s important paper on Individual Psychology and

monkeys. But no doubt Maslow is expressing the basic truth

of the matter—that Zuckerman had beaten him past the
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post, and that his own work, in many respects, went

deeper than Zuckerman’s; this must have been a

frustrating feeling for a young psychologist hoping to shake

the world. In any case, the knowledge of the value of his

own work increased his self-confidence. ‘I could hardly

talk myself out of the fact that this was the best thing that

had been done in that department, and that I was a bright
young man.’ And in 1969, he still felt that the full

significance of his work had not yet been grasped. ‘What

these data reveal, I think is still not visible. . . for

instance, to Bob Ardrey{37} or to the ones who’ve written

about the naked ape and instinct and so on.’

The next major step came around 1936. He had evolved
a new theory of evolution from his researches, with

dominance playing the central role, rather than sexual

selection (although this was never published). Inevitably,

he began to speculate on how far there was a close

correlation between sexuality and dominance in human

beings. In spite of a certain amount of opposition from
professors who may have suspected his motives,{38} he

began a series of Kinsey-type interviews with college

women (although, of course, Kinsey’s first investigations

were not made until 1938, possibly inspired by Maslow). He
chose women rather than men because (a) men tended to

boast, and otherwise distort their evidence, and (b)
women proved to be capable of greater frankness than

men, once they had made up their minds to take the

plunge. Besides, ‘the whole thing was more fun-

illuminating for me, the nature of women, who were

certainly, to a shy boy, still mysterious. ...’ These results,

published as Dominance-feeling. Personality and Social

Behaviour in Women in the Journal of Social Psychology in

1939, and as Self-esteem and Sexuality in Women in the
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same journal in 1942, are certainly among Maslow’s most

fascinating and original work. What he set out to do was to

compare ratings for dominance with ratings for

sexuality—the latter including promiscuity, lesbian

experience, masturbation and sexual experimentalism

(fellatio, etc.) His basic finding can be baldly stated:

sexuality was directly related to dominance. Highly
dominant women were more likely to masturbate, sleep

with different men, have lesbian experience, and so on.

There was a closer correlation between these

things—promiscuity, masturbation, etc.—and dominance

feeling than between these things and sex-drive. A

medium-dominance or low-dominance woman might have
a high rating for sex drive, but her sexual experience was

usually limited. Low-dominance women (who were difficult

to get into the study group) tended to think of sex as being

mainly for child-bearing; one low-dominance woman who

knew she could not bear children refused sex to her

husband, even though she had a strong sex drive. Low-
dominance women tend to think of sex as disgusting, or as

an unfortunate necessity for producing children, to dislike

nudity and to regard the sexual organs as ugly. (High-

dominance women usually like seeing, touching and
thinking about the penis, and regard it as beautiful.)

The choice of men follows similar patterns. High-
dominance women like dominant males, and prefer

unsentimental, even violent, lovemaking—to be swept off

their feet rather than courted. She wishes to be forced

into the subordinate role. One highly dominant woman

(whom Maslow admitted to be his most neurotic subject),

spent years hunting for a man of superior dominance and

married him. Years later, she was as much in love with him

as at first. ‘She actually picks fights in which he becomes
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violent and which usually end in virtual rape. These

incidents provide her with her most exciting sexual

experiences.

Medium-dominance women tend to be scared of highly

dominant males, although some degree of dominance is

preferred; they want a husband and father rather than a

lover, a ‘homey’ man, adequate rather than outstanding.
The low-dominance women tended to be shy and

distrustful about men, while still wanting children; they

were found to prefer low-dominance males, ‘the gentle,

timid, shy man who will adore at a distance for years

before daring to speak.’ While high-dominance women

tend to be realists about sex, middle and low-dominance
women want romance, poetry, dim lights and illusions.

When these women are driven to promiscuity by high sex-

drive, feelings of guilt are tremendous and may lead to

thoughts of suicide.

The orgasm also seemed to be directly related to

dominance. Here again, the findings are fascinating. One
highly dominant nymphomaniac, who could have an orgasm

merely by looking at a man, admitted to not having had

orgasms with two lovers because they were weak. ‘I just

couldn’t give in to them.’ Another high-dominance woman
who scorned her husband, tried not to have orgasms with

him; when she had one—because her sex-drive was
high—she concealed it from him.

The sexual behaviour of a highly dominant lesbian

seemed entirely determined by dominance. She was a

female Don Juan, seducing a string of girls, preferring girls

who were taller than herself, and who were beautiful and

feminine. She was initially attracted to girls who disliked

her, or were aloof. ‘She systematically, over a long period

of time, gets them to tolerate holding hands, embracing,
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kissing, etc. The climax comes at the moment when she

first induces orgasm in her partner. ‘At such times I get a

feeling of smug power, and of great satisfaction.’ Her own

orgasms come much later in the history of the relationship

and are definitely not the primary goal in the seduction.

That is to say, once again, that homosexuality and

dominance seem to be closely related. Maslow also
observed in dominant males that the real satisfaction came

in causing an orgasm rather than in having one, dominance

being established by the partner’s ecstasy and loss of

control.

In medium and low-dominance women, the orgasm

tended to depend upon a feeling of being loved, upon
security. Medium-dominance women tended not to

experience orgasm with less dominant husbands. In two

cases, the husband had to be instructed in suitable

dominance behaviour—probably throwing her on the

bed—after which orgasm became possible.

In general, it seems women need to feel their position
to be subordinate to the man’s, to ensure sexual

satisfaction. High-dominance women reported

masturbation fantasies of being possessed by huge negroes,

athletic men, even animals—the latter, as it were,
imposing humiliation.

Some of Maslow’s casual asides, not directly related to
his theme, are of equal interest—for example, that among

Jewish women, dominance tended to be high, but so did

virginity. This was not a matter of religion—few of the

subjects were religious—but probably of ‘compensatory

dominance’ for belonging to a cultural sub-group. (I would

imagine there is also a purely genetic factor here: the

Jewish preoccupation with purity of race appears in the

form of puritanism, sexual self-control.) Of equal interest
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is the observation that although progressive education or

sophisticated parents may instill a more frank and open

attitude to sex, it did not seem to affect sexual behaviour

much: i.e. it would seem that sexual behaviour is an

inherent factor, dependent on place in the dominance

hierarchy rather than training or education.

All this tended to increase Maslow’s feeling that such
matters are ‘instinctoid’ rather than learned reflexes,

conditioned by training. What he was doing, in fact, was to

move steadily away from behaviourism, with its

assumption that the human being is a kind of machine that

can be conditioned to think or behave in any given way,

towards a view in which most human behaviour is
determined by factors coming from ‘inside’, so to speak.

This was a conclusion that had already been suggested by

the totally different personalities of his two children. The

view he was increasingly inclined to take was the ‘holistic’

one: that the human creature begins as a kind of acorn,

with all the characteristics of the fully grown tree already
inside it, so to speak.

But perhaps the most significant sentence in the whole

paper on female sexuality occurs in the section on

‘Security and Self-Esteem’:
‘Since our society tends to general insecurity, the

average citizen may be expected to be fairly insecure.
Wertheimer has pointed out that any discussion of

dominance must be a discussion of insecure people, that

is, of slightly sick people. Our data show this to be true.

Study of carefully selected psychologically secure

individuals indicates clearly that their sexual lives are

little determined by dominance-feeling’. (My italics.)

And this was the core of the problem that, from now

on, would dominate Maslow’s thinking. He had rejected
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the Freudian all-purpose sexual theory of neurosis in

favour of Adler. Now Freud, as we have seen, regarded

cultural activities as a sublimated form of sexuality,

‘psychosexuality’ (he might have said pseudo-sexuality),

and when Jung protested that this view would lead to an

annihilating view of culture, Freud replied: ‘And that is

just the curse of fate against which we are powerless to
contend.’ Adler was never such a severe reductionist as

Freud, but the struggle for dominance—what might be

called a sense of superiority—does occupy the central

place in his thinking. Should one, then, regard the friendly

teasing through which chimpanzees express dominance as

a sublimated form of the aggressive urge? And is human
culture psycho-aggressiveness? For Freud, neurosis is

repressed sexuality, for Adler, repressed will-to-power.

But did Adler’s view of neurosis cover all the facts any

better than Freud’s did? What about the monkeys who

solved problems for fun? Or, to get down to essentials, how

about Maslow himself? Socially speaking, his dominance
was in the medium bracket. Intellectually, it was

high—very high indeed. He kept asking himself—even in his

last years: ‘If I was so timid and frightened and depressed

and unhappy as a young man, how come I was able to have
courage enough to stick my neck out so much and to be a

revolutionary, and contradict everybody? One would think,
to read my stuff, that I was a very courageous man, but

not so.’ And this problem was as obvious to him in 1942 as

in 1969. And his intellectual honesty made him disinclined

to accept the simple hypothesis that this was sublimated

dominance. Besides, he had always noticed the way that

he seemed to possess a kind of instinct for seeking out

favourable conditions for his intellectual self-

expression—ever since he had ‘gravitated’ to the Brooklyn
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High School, the only good college preparatory school in

Brooklyn. (‘I bypassed all sorts of closer high schools, but

in some blind way I just sought this place out.’) This same

instinct had worked throughout his career. According to

any of the current psychologies, it was simply a misnomer

to call it an ‘instinct’. But if it wasn’t an instinct, what

was it? The problem, as he recognised later, was of
‘criteria for judging needs to be instinctoid’.

By this time—late 1942—the book Principles of Abnormal

Psychology had put Maslow on the map; it remained a

standard textbook for years. And since it aimed at being a

standard textbook, in the tradition of MacDougall’s Outline

of Abnormal Psychology (1926), it avoided any startling
innovation (although the fact that it contains a chapter on

the normal person can now be seen to be significant). The

sex research had caused remarkably little stir, and the

same was true for some absorbing work in ‘anthropological

psychology’—research into such questions as why Eskimoes

stay in the north and appear to actually prefer difficult
conditions. But in July, 1943, there appeared the first

thoroughly and typically ‘Maslovian’ paper, A Theory of

Human Motivation (in the Psychological Review for July),

and its impact was immediate. It was the paper in which
he expounded his theory of the ‘hierarchy of needs’; it

stated on the first page: ‘Human needs arrange themselves
in hierarchies of prepotency. That is to say, the

appearance of one need usually rests on the prior

satisfaction of another, more prepotent need. Man is a

perpetually wanting animal. . .’

What Maslow states in this paper is the essence of his

life work. First, there are basic needs. In order to be

comprehensive, he starts back in the physiological needs,

such as the salt content, sugar content, protein content of
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the blood stream. These physiological needs amount to the

need for food. A creature that has never had a full

stomach is incapable of conceiving any other need—and

conversely, is incapable of realising that the satisfaction of

the need for food would not lead to a state of permanent

bliss.

When hunger needs are satisfied, ‘safety needs’ now
emerge: the need for freedom from pain or fear, the need

for a regular routine that will give a sense of a

predictable, orderly world. (And here we come back to

Karen Horney, as Maslow points out that injustice or

unfairness in the parents make the child feel unsafe.)

Although adults can handle their fears better than children
can, various safety needs persist into adulthood—the need

for regularity of employment, protection from criminals,

etc. Maslow points out that compulsive-obsessive neuroses

are a result of the persistence of childish fears into

adulthood; a woman who cannot bear a speck of dust in

her house is a mild example of such a neurosis. The dust is
not really a danger or even a nuisance, but the safety need

remains at an exaggerated, childish level that demands

compulsive regularity and order. Next on the list come

love needs, which include the ‘belongingness needs’. A
person with a fair degree of security—let us say, with a

stable place of abode and a regular income—now begins to
feel keenly the need for friends, for a sweetheart or wife

or children, for a place in his group. Maslow observes that

it is the thwarting of these needs that is the chief cause of

maladjustment in our relatively well-fed and well-housed

society. 

Here Maslow seems to be apologising for Freud—for

after all, his diagnosis of sex as being at the root of

neurosis is 90% accurate in the modern world. Even so,
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Preface to The Ladder of Selves

by Chris Nelson

The following chapters are excerpted from Colin Wilson’s book
Mysteries, first published over twenty years ago and now out of
print.(1)  A sequel to Wilson’s best-selling The Occult, Mysteries
continues his examination of the paranormal, exploring subjects like
magic, multiple personality, ESP, ancient legends, UFOs,
psychology, and the nature of time. The work is encyclopedic in
scope, surveying whole fields of knowledge and spanning
mankind’s history. But a central theme runs through it all, an idea
that anyone familiar with Wilson’s work will recognize immediately.
To use one of Wilson’s own aphorisms: man is like a grandfather
clock driven by a watch spring. His potential is practically limitless,
yet more often than not he either squanders his energy or simply
never recognizes what he is capable of.  This straightforward
observation has led Wilson into just about every subject matter we
human beings find interesting: sex, crime, psychology, philosophy,
science, the supernatural, art, and even liquor in A Book of Booze.
The reason for the wide-ranging applicability of his central ideas is
simple: they represent a fundamental insight into the essential
nature of mankind, of what we are and what drives us. More
specifically, Wilson is a student of consciousness. In their essence
his ideas concern man’s psychology.

Since his first book, The Outsider, Wilson has been fascinated by
what the American psychologist Abraham Maslow called the "peak
experience". This is the moment when a flash of insight or a
moment of intensity infuses us with a sense of well-being and
provides a vantage point from which we become suddenly aware of
our tremendous potential. The "Ladder of Selves" discussed in the
following chapters is an image Wilson uses to conceptualize man’s
capacity to sink to depths of depression and rise to heights of
awareness that defy everyday comprehension.  Each rung of the
ladder represents a different degree of intensity of consciousness.
At the lower levels, consciousness is diffused and poorly focused. It
is in this state that depression sets in. At the higher levels, man’s
consciousness operates with much greater efficiency, and
perceptions are more profound, flavored with an awareness of the



richness and depth of life. Somewhere in the middle of the ladder,
perhaps nearer to the bottom, man’s everyday consciousness
resides.

There is little point in detailing the ladder of selves concept further
in this preface; the following chapters do this with the precision and
clarity that mark all of Wilson’s writing. But it is worth commenting
briefly on the relationship between his ideas and those of the
current psychological paradigm in order to underscore their
relevance.

The concept of consciousness has taken a back seat in modern
psychology.  Since its inception as a field of study, psychology has
struggled for acceptance as a science dealing in quantifiable data,
with practical applications yielding positive results. And from the
beginning it has been touch and go, with the field producing
conceptual paradigms that have a core of illuminating truth, but
which lack the exactitude of mathematical equations. No one can
reasonably claim that Freud’s theories of sexual repression are
remotely similar to laws of nature; we cannot say that all men have
oedipal complexes in the same way we say water always boils at
100/ C. Nevertheless, as much as we may argue the flaws in his
theories, Freud struck upon a general truth about the importance of
subconscious motivations in human beings. There is nothing
quantifiable about this recognition, but most people would agree it
has provided us with immensely valuable insights into human
nature.

But in their desperate scrabble for acceptance by a predominantly
materialistic science, psychology and psychiatry have become
increasingly fixated on physiology — and more specifically on
chemical reactions in the brain as the source of the whole spectrum
of characteristics that makes us human. One natural outcome of
this materialistic fixation is the increase in prescription psychotropic
drug use. There are drugs for depression (such as the popular
Prozac), anxiety and panic attacks, social phobia and
schizophrenia. And while there appears to be a relationship
between consciousness and the balance of neurotransmitters in the
brain, there are fundamental questions to be answered regarding
the nature of this relationship. 



For example, depression has been associated with low levels of the
neurotransmitter serotonin. A neurotransmitter is a kind of chemical
messenger that bridges the synapses between neurons in the
brain. Prozac, part of a family of drugs known as Selective
Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitors (SSRIs), prevents serotonin from
being reabsorbed too quickly by the brain, before it has time to
make the connections it needs to make with other areas of the
brain. For some people (but interestingly, not all), the drug
alleviates feelings of depression. 

But what is obvious from most everyone’s personal experience is
that depression often occurs as the result of an outside cause, such
as the death of a loved one. In such cases, it is clear that if the
experience of depression is expressed in the brain as a decrease in
the availability of serotonin, then it is the perception of loss on the
part of the affected individual that alters the chemical ratios in his
brain. In other words, perception itself alters brain chemistry. (2)
Consciousness is key in this equation, as it is in virtually every
aspect of human experience. But it is far more difficult to quantify
than the number of serotonin receptors in the brain, and so is
paradoxically ignored when it should be the primary object of study.

An article in the journal Science entitled, "Can the Placebo Be the
Cure?", highlights this problem.(3)  In 1998, the American
pharmaceutical company Merck announced its invention of an
antidepressant medication called MK-869. Promising early trials
indicated the drug would be a major medical and financial success.
Yet despite this, within a few months the company scrapped its
plans to release MK-869 as an antidepressant. The Science article
suggests that the "placebo effect", an obstacle frequently
encountered by researchers testing the efficacy of psychotropic
medications, was to blame. In Merck’s case, what happened was
that further studies indicated depressed patients given a placebo —
the equivalent of a "sugar pill" with no medical effect — improved
almost as much as those on MK-869. The results were significant
enough to fatally undermine confidence in the new drug.

Researchers Irving Kirsch and Guy Sapirstein suggest that even
"proven" antidepressants may owe at least part of their efficacy to
the placebo effect.(3,4)  But what exactly is the "placebo effect"?
This is a question of central importance, for its result is an



improvement in physical and mental condition without the aid of
materialistic intervention, even in the case of clearly physiological
diseases like cancer.(5) What seems clear is that the placebo effect
is an artifact of consciousness, an instance in which a patient’s
belief affects his physical well-being. As such it provides us with a
glimpse of the hidden powers of the mind. 

Yet, as one respondent to the Science article wrote: "The history of
medicine is strewn with examples of the ameliorative and curative
effects of suggestion, belief, and expectations, as punctuated by
such familiar figures as Anton Mesmer in the late 1700s. It is
difficult to find such a reliable phenomenon that has lacked
scientific attention."(6) The reason for this is that our materialistic
science experiences acute unease when confronted with
consciousness, which presents at least the appearance of having
non-material qualities. As mentioned earlier, it is much easier to
study interactions between known chemical compounds (for
example, Prozac and serotonin) than it is to isolate consciousness
and study its effects on the material world. Parapsychology has
begun to explore this relationship, and quantum physics has
acknowledged that it exists. Ironically, psychology, created
expressly to study consciousness, has shied away from the
challenge.

This is why the work of Colin Wilson is more important than ever.
The broad scope of books like Mysteries provides a far more
comprehensive tableau of human experience from which to form
theories than the more limited subject matter of modern science.
(And it is arguable that no psychological theory — no scientific
theory — will be complete until it incorporates the evidence for the
paranormal.) But what further distinguishes Wilson’s work from the
strictly materialistic approach is his emphasis on consciousness
itself, on the individual as an active, integral part of his own
experience. The philosopher Edmund Husserl’s idea of the
intentionality of consciousness, which Wilson discusses in the
following chapters, demonstrates that man’s mind does not have to
be passive. In fact, the mind is active whether we’re consciously
directing it or not.  In a state of misery, the mind is still actively
describing the world, projecting all sorts of philosophical
assumptions and selectively editing perceptions. The fallacy is that
we feel at the mercy of these perceptions. The truth is that



perception is much more pliable, much more suggestible than we
are prone to believe, and that if it is not taken in hand by a healthy
consciousness it is just as liable to go its own way and focus
exclusively on the misery in the world. 

This understanding of the mechanisms of consciousness is
absolutely essential for any treatment of mental illness, and it is
precisely what is missing from modern psychology.

Wilson’s work is excellent at giving the conscious mind a set of
instructions and a perspective from which to see the world — even
in times of misery and dejection. As the following chapters illustrate,
Wilson has used his own methods on himself to good effect. And in
the same vein, he writes in the final chapter of Mysteries:

"Edmund Husserl was the first major philosopher to realise that
concepts can enslave us only as long as we are unaware of their
existence. As soon as the philosopher has identified and 'stained'
them, as a biologist stains germs, they become harmless.
Moreover, he recognised that the ability to be enslaved by concepts
is a proof of the tremendous creativity of the human mind. And if we
can once grasp that creativity, we can use our concepts to set us
free." (7)

In the following chapters Wilson provides us with the concepts that
are key to this process of liberation.
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The Ladder of Selves

By Colin Wilson

At the time when I was still collecting materials for this book, I had a
nasty but curiously fascinating experience: a series of attacks of
‘panic anxiety’ that brought me close to nervous breakdown. What
surprised me most was that I was not depressed or worried at the
time. I was working hard, and therefore under a certain amount of
strain, but I seemed to be taking it all in my stride. For the past
eighteen months I had been involved on the editorial board of a
kind of encyclopedia of crime; but as every meeting ended in
disagreement, it began to look as if the whole project would have to
be abandoned. Then, at short notice, the publisher decided to go
ahead. Suddenly, everything had to be completed in a few months;
and I, as co-ordinator, was asked to produce around a hundred
articles — 3,000 words each — at a rate of seven a week. I began
to work at the typewriter for eight or nine hours every day and tried
to unwind in the evenings with a bottle of wine and a pile of
gramophone records.

One day, a couple of journalists came to interview me. In fact, they
did most of the talking. They were young and enthusiastic, with a
tendency to interrupt one another. When they left, at about two in
the morning, my eyes were glazed with boredom, and I felt as if I’d
been deafened with salvos of cannon fire. This, I later realised, was
the trouble. When you become bored, you ‘let go’; you sink into a
kind of mental torpor, allowing your inner-pressure to leak away as
if you were a punctured tyre. The next day they came back for
another session with the tape recorder. When they left I felt too dull
to do any work; instead I took the opportunity to perform a number
of routine household chores.

That night, about 4 a.m., I woke up feeling unrested and lay there
thinking about all the articles I still had to write, and the books I
ought to be writing instead. Anxiety hormones began to trickle into
my bloodstream, and my heartbeat accelerated. I actually
considered going to my workroom and starting another article —
then realised that if I did that, I’d really be letting things get on top of
me. Lying there, with nothing else to think about, I felt my energies



churning like a car being accelerated when the engine is in neutral.
It was rather like feeling physically sick, except it was the emotions
that were in revolt. When it was clear that I was not going to
improve the situation by ignoring it, I tried making a frontal assault
and suppressing the panic feeling by sheer will power. This proved
to be a mistake. My face became hot, and I felt a dangerous
tightness across the chest, while my heartbeat increased to a point
that terrified me. I got up, went to the kitchen and poured myself a
glass of orange juice. Then I sat down and tried to soothe myself as
I might try to calm a frightened horse. Gradually, I got myself under
control and went back to bed. As soon as I was in the dark, the
process started again: rising panic, accelerating heartbeat, the
feeling of being trapped. This time I got up and went into the sitting-
room. I was inclined to wonder if I was having a heart attack. Quite
clearly, something had gone wrong. The panic kept rising like
vomit; the calm, sane part of me kept saying that it was absurd,
some minor physical problem that would resolve itself within
twenty-four hours. Like nausea, it came in waves, and between
each wave there was a brief feeling of calm and relief.

The attack differed from nausea in that there was no point in giving
way to it and making myself sick. This panic caused energy to
disappear, like milk boiling over in a saucepan. There was a
vicious-circle effect; the anxiety produced panic, the panic
produced further anxiety, so the original fear was compounded by a
fear of fear. In this state, it seemed that any move I made to
counter the fear could be negated by more fear. In theory, the fear
could overrule every attempt I made to overrule it. Like a forest fire,
it had to be somehow contained before it destroyed large areas of
my inner-being.

I had experienced something of the sort in my teens, but without
this sense of physical danger. One day at school, a group of us had
been discussing where space ended, and I was suddenly shocked
to realise that the question seemed to be unanswerable. It felt like a
betrayal. It suddenly struck me that a child’s world is based on the
feeling that ‘Everything is OK.’ Crises arise, apparently threatening
your existence; then they’re behind you, in the past, and you’ve
survived. Or you wake up from a nightmare, and feel relieved to
realize that the world is really a decent, stable sort of place. The
universe looks baffling, but somebody, somewhere, knows all the



answers... Now it struck me that grown-ups are, in this respect, no
better than children; they are surrounded by uncertainty and
insecurity, but they go on living because that’s all there is to do.

For years after that insight, I had been oppressed by a sense of
some terrible, fundamental bad news, deeper than any social or
human problem. It would come back with a sudden shock when life
seemed secure and pleasant — for example, on a warm summer
afternoon when I saw a ewe feeding her lambs, looking a picture of
motherly solicitude, unaware that both she and her lambs were
destined for someone’s oven.

Now, as I sat in the armchair and tried to repress the panic, I
realised that it was important not to start brooding on these
fundamentals — our total ignorance, our lack of the smallest shred
of certainty about who we are and why we are here. That way, I
realised, lay insanity, a fall into a kind of mental Black Hole.

I suppose that what seemed most ironical was that I had always felt
that I understood the cause of mental illness. A couple of years
before I had written a book called New Pathways in Psychology in
which I had argued that mental illness is basically caused by the
collapse of the will. When you are making an effort, your will re-
charges your vital powers as a car re-charges its battery when you
drive it. If you cease to will, the battery goes flat, and life appears to
be futile and absurd. To emerge from this state, all that is
necessary is to maintain any kind of purposeful activity — even
without much conviction — and the batteries will slowly become re-
charged. That is what I had said. And now, struggling with the
panic, all the certainty had vanished. Instead I found myself thinking
of my novel The Mind Parasites, in which I had suggested that
there are creatures that live in the depths of our subconscious
minds, draining our vitality like leeches. That seemed altogether
closer to what I was now experiencing.

Finally, I felt sufficiently calm — and cold — to go back to bed. I lay
there, staring at the grey square of window to keep my mind from
turning inward on itself; some automatic resistance seemed to have
awakened in me, and I suspected that the daylight would make the
whole thing seem as unimportant as a bad dream. In fact, I woke
up feeling low and exhausted, and the ‘bad-news’ feeling persisted



at the back of my mind as I worked. But the effort of writing another
article made me feel better. In the evening I felt drained, and the
fear began to return. I suspected myself of wanting to ignore
something frightening and felt myself sinking into depression as into
a swamp. I would make an effort, rouse myself to mental activity,
and suddenly feel better. Then something on television or in what I
was reading, would ‘remind’ me of the fear; there was a kind of
inner jerk, like a car slipping out of gear, and the panic was back.

The articles still had to be written; in fact, a few days later, the
editor rang me to ask if I could produce ten during the next week
instead of the usual seven. An American backer was waving his
chequebook and demanding speed. Since I had decided against
the temptation to back out of the project, I stepped up my
production to an article and a half a day. I was treating myself like a
man with snake-bite, forcing myself to keep walking. Gradually, I
was learning the tricks of this strange war against myself. It was
rather like steering a glider. An unexpected flash of fear could send
me into a nose dive; a mental effort could turn the nose upward
again; sometimes this could happen a dozen times in an hour, until
continued vigilance produced a feeling of inner-strength, even a
kind of exhilaration. It was likely to be worst when I let myself get
over-tired. Three months later, on a night-sleeper from London, I
woke up with a shock, and the panic was so overpowering that I
was afraid I might suffer cardiac arrest. At one point, I seriously
considered getting off the train at the next stop and walking — no
matter where. Then, in one of the periodic ebbs of panic, I forced
myself to repeat a process I had taught myself in previous attacks;
to reach inside myself to try to untie the mental knots. While I was
doing this, it struck me that if I could soothe myself from panic into
‘normality’, then surely there was no reason why I shouldn’t soothe
myself beyond this point, into a still deeper state of calm. As I made
the effort to relax more and more deeply, I felt the inner turmoil
gradually subside, until the spasms ceased; then I pressed on,
breathing deeply, inducing still greater relaxation. At the same time,
I told myself that I was sick of being bullied by these stupid attacks,
and that when I got home the next day I was going to do a perfectly
normal day’s work. My breathing became shallow and almost
ceased. Suddenly, it was as if a boat had been lifted off a sandbank
by the tide; I felt a kind of inner jerk and floated into a state of deep
quiescence. When I though about this later, it struck me that I had



achieved a state that is one of the basic aims of yoga: Rilke’s
‘stillness like the heart of a rose’.

Slowly, I began to understand the basic mechanism of the attacks.
They began with a fatigue that quickly turned into a general feeling
of mistrust of life, a loss of our usual feeling that all is (more or less)
well. Then the whole thing was compounded by the old problem of
self-consciousness. If you think about itching, you begin to itch. If
you brood on a feeling of sickness, you feel sicker. Consciousness
directed back on itself produces the ‘amplification effect’ which is
the basis of all neurosis (i.e. the harder a stutterer tries not to
stutter, the worse he becomes). If I woke in the middle of the night
and tried not to feel tense, my heartbeat would accelerate and the
panic would begin. I had to develop the trick of turning my attention
to some everyday problem, as if saying to myself, ‘Ah yes, how
interesting’. Once I had learned to do this, the attacks became
easier to avert. It was a great comfort to me when a friend who had
been through the same kind of thing told me that, even without
treatment, the condition cures itself after eighteen months.

When I tried to think out the basic reasons for the panic, I had to
acknowledge that my trouble was a certain ‘childishness.’ When a
child is pushed beyond a certain limit of fatigue or tension, its will
surrenders. Some instinctive sense of fair-play is outraged, and it
declines to make any further effort. An adult may also feel like
surrendering to a problem, but common sense and stubbornness
force the will to further effort. As an obsessive worker, I am
accustomed to drive myself hard. Experience has taught me that
when I get over-tired, the quickest way to recovery is often to drive
myself on until I get ‘second wind.’ But to do this effectively, you
need the full support of your subconscious mind, your deep sense
of inner-purpose and meaning. In this case, I was trying to push
myself beyond my normal limits — by writing the equivalent of a
full-length book every three weeks — and some childish element in
my subconscious had gone on strike. It was sitting with folded arms
and a sullen expression, declining to do its proper work of re-
charging my vital batteries. And so, when I passed a certain point of
fatigue, I would discover that there was no more energy to call on. It
was like descending a ladder and discovering that the last half
dozen rungs are missing. At which point I would force my conscious
will to interfere; a thing it is reluctant to do, since the subconscious



usually knows best. I had to tell myself that I was being bloody
stupid; that in my younger days, I worked far harder as a navvy or
machine operator than I have ever worked as a writer, and that
writing for a living has made me lazy and spoilt.

The panic, then, was caused by a lower level of my being, an
incompetent and childish ‘me’. As long as I identified with this ‘me’,
I was in danger. But the rising tension could always be countered
by waking myself up fully and calling upon a more purposive ‘me.’ It
was like a school mistress walking into a room full of squabbling
children and clapping her hands. The chaos would subside
instantly, to be succeeded by a sheepish silence. I came to label
this ‘the schoolmistress effect.’

I had always known that Gurdjieff was right when he said that we
contain dozens of ‘I’s’. The aim of his method is to cause some of
these ‘I’s’ to fuse together, like fragments of broken glass subjected
to intense heat. As it is, consciousness passes from one to the
other of our ‘I’s’ like the ball in a Rugby game. Under these
conditions, no continuity is possible, and we are at the mercy of
every negative emotion.

The schoolmistress effect made me recognise a further fact about
these multiple ‘I’s’ — that they exist inside me not only on the
‘Rugby field’, or horizontal plane but also at different levels, like a
ladder. All forms of purposive activity evoke a higher ‘I’. William
James pointed out that a musician might play his instrument with a
certain technical virtuosity for years and then one day enter so
thoroughly into the spirit of the music that it is as if the music is
playing him; he reaches a kind of effortless perfection. A higher and
more efficient ‘I’ takes over. Gurdjieff’s ‘work’ is based on the same
recognition. His pupils were made to drive beyond their normal
limits until the moments of ‘effortless perfection’ became everyday
occurrences.

J. G. Bennett gives an interesting example in his autobiography
Witness. He was staying at Gurdjieff’s Fontainebleau Institute for
the Harmonious Development of Man, and Gurdjieff himself was in
charge of the ‘exercises’, based on Dervish dances. The aim of
these exercises is to arouse man to a higher degree of alertness, to
enable him to gain total control of his ‘moving centre’; they involve



an incredibly complicated series of movements — sometimes doing
quite different things with the feet, the hands and the head. (To get
an idea of the problem involved, try the old trick of rubbing your
stomach in a circular motion with one hand and patting yourself on
the head with the other.) Bennett was suffering from dysentery and
feeling physically exhausted. One day, he found himself shaking
with fever. ‘Just as I was saying to myself: “I will stay in bed today,”
I felt my body rising. I dressed and went to work as usual, but this
time with a queer sense of being held together by a superior Will
that was not my own.’ In spite of extreme exhaustion, he forced
himself to join in a new and particularly difficult series of exercises.
They were so complicated that the other students dropped out one
by one; Bennett felt that Gurdjieff was willing him to go on, even if it
killed him. And then: ‘Suddenly, I was filled with an influx of an
immense power. My body seemed to have turned into light. I could
not feel its presence in the usual ways. There was no effort, no
pain, no weariness, not even any sense of weight.’

The exercises were over, and the others went off for tea. Bennett
went into the garden and began to dig.

"I felt the need to test the power that had entered me, and I began
to dig in the fierce afternoon heat for more than an hour at a rate
that I ordinarily could not sustain for two minutes. I felt no fatigue,
and no sense of effort. My weak, rebellious, suffering body had
become strong and obedient. The diarrhoea had ceased and I no
longer felt the gnawing abdominal pains that had been with me for
days. Moreover, I experienced a clarity of thought that I had only
known involuntarily and at rare moments, but which was now at my
command. I returned in thought to the Grand Rue de Pera and
discovered that I could be aware of the fifth dimension. The phrase
‘in my mind’s eye’ took on a new meaning as I ‘saw’ the eternal
pattern of each thing I looked at; the trees, the plants, the water
flowing in the canal and even the spade, and lastly my own body. I
recognised the changing relationship between ‘myself’ and ‘my
pattern’. As my state of consciousness changed, ‘I’ and my ‘pattern’
grew closer together or separated and lost touch. Time and eternity
were the conditions of our experience, and the Harmonious
Development of Man, towards which Gurdjieff was leading us, was
the secret of true freedom. I remember saying aloud: ‘Now I see



why God hides Himself from us.’ But even now I cannot recall the
intuition behind this exclamation."

This vision of the ‘eternal pattern’ behind trees and plants brings to
mind Boehme’s mystical experience when he walked in the field
and saw ‘the signature of all things’, as if he could see the sap
rising in the trees and plants. But Bennett went one stage farther
still. He went for a walk in the forest and met Gurdjieff; Gurdjieff told
him:

"The real complete transformation of Being, that is indispensable
for a man who wishes to fulfill the purpose of his existence, requires
a very much greater concentration of Higher Emotional Energy than
that which comes to him by nature. There are some people in the
world, but they are very rare, who are connected to a Great
Reservoir or Accumulator of this energy. This Reservoir has no
limits. Those who can draw upon it can be a means of helping
others. Suppose a man needs a hundred units of this energy for his
own transformation, but he has only ten units and cannot make
more for himself. He is helpless. But with the help of someone who
can draw upon the Great Accumulator, he can borrow ninety more.
Then his work can be effective."

Farther in the forest, Bennett recalled a lecture of Gurdjieff’s
leading disciple, Ouspensky.

"He had spoken about the very narrow limits within which we can
control our own functions and added: ‘It is easy to verify that we
have no control over our emotions. Some people imagine that they
can be angry or pleased as they will, but anyone can verify that he
cannot be astonished at will.’ As I recalled these words I said to
myself: ‘I will be astonished.’ Instantly, I was overwhelmed with
amazement, not only at my own state, but at everything I looked at
or thought of. Each tree was so uniquely itself that I felt I could walk
in the forest forever and never cease from wonderment. The
thought of ‘fear’ came to me. At once I was shaking with terror.
Unnamed horrors were menacing me on every side. I thought of
‘joy’, and felt that my heart would burst from rapture. the word ‘love’
came to me, and I was pervaded with such fine shades of
tenderness and compassion that I saw that I had not the remotest
idea of the depth and range of love. Love was everywhere and in



everything. It was infinitely adaptable to every shade of need. After
a time, it became too much for me; it seemed that if I plunged any
more deeply into the mystery of love, I would cease to exist. I
wanted to be free from this power to feel whatever I chose, and at
once it left me."

Bennett’s experience is a particularly striking example of what, in
The Occult, I have called ‘Faculty X’. When we say we know
something to be true, we are lying. ‘Ten people died last night in an
air crash.’ ‘Yes, I know.’ We don’t know. The rescuers trying to free
the bodies from the burning wreckage knew. For the rest of us, this
knowledge is a poor carbon copy. And how can I claim to ‘know’
that Mozart wrote the Jupiter symphony? I cannot even grasp that
Mozart really existed. If I walk into a room in Salzburg in which
Mozart actually played, I might, if I were in the right mood, come a
little closer to grasping that he actually lived. But I would still be a
long way from ‘knowing’ it.

There are two ways in which I might ‘know’ that Mozart existed. I
might sit in a room where he had played and deliberately induce a
mood of deep calm, perhaps by some form of ‘transcendental
mediation’. Then I could grasp it, for I would have slowed my sense
down, arrested their usual frantic forward rush. Or I might grasp it in
a sudden flash of intuition, as I run my fingers over the keyboard he
actually touched. To do this requires intense concentration; it is the
mental equivalent of leaping a six-foot fence. And there is a third
method, rather less satisfactory than those two, yet also less
difficult.  I might immerse myself in Mozart’s music, read books
about his life, study his letters. Art has the power of inducing a
degree of Faculty X. This is why human beings invented it. As we
immerse ourselves in some composer’s creative world, those inner
‘leaks’ that drain so much of our energy gradually close up, and our
inner-pressure rises. We experience the ‘magic carpet’ effect,
floating up above our own lives, seeing human existence as a
panorama spread out below. The main problem with this kind of
consciousness is that it makes it hard to come back to earth, and
we find everyday reality futile and disgusting. Undiluted Faculty X
has the reverse effect; it strengthens our power to cope with
everyday reality by raising our inner-pressure.



Gurdjieff clearly possessed some curious ability to arouse hidden
powers in other people. I have quoted elsewhere the episode in
which Ouspensky describes how Gurdjieff began to communicate
telepathically with him in Finland. (1) There can be no doubt that
Gurdjieff had achieved some degree of control over his Faculty X.
Yet this control seems to have been only partial. This becomes
plain from an anecdote in Gurdjieff Remembered by Fritz Peters,
who knew Gurdjieff from boyhood. During the war, Peters was an
American GI, and in 1945 he was experiencing severe strain and
depression. In Paris, he called on Gurdjieff in a state verging on
nervous breakdown. Gurdjieff persuaded him to lie down, but after
a few minutes Peters went to look for Gurdjieff in the kitchen.
Gurdjieff refused to give him aspirin, but began to make coffee.

""He then walked across the small room to stand in front of the
refrigerator and watch me. I could not take my eyes off him and
realised that he looked incredibly weary — I have never seen
anyone look so tired. I remember being slumped over the table,
sipping at my coffee, when I began to feel a strange uprising of
energy within myself — I stared at him, automatically straightened
up, and it was as if a violent electric blue light emanated from him
and entered into me. As this happened, I could feel the tiredness
drain out of me, but at the same moment his body slumped and his
face looked grey as if he was being drained of life. I looked at him,
amazed, and when he saw me sitting erect, smiling and full of
energy, he said quickly: ‘You all right now — watch food on stove
— I must go...’ "

He was gone for perhaps fifteen minutes while I watched the food,
feeling blank and amazed because I had never felt any better in my
life. I was convinced then — and am now — that he knew how to
transfer energy from himself to others; I was also convinced that it
could only be done at great cost to himself.

It also became obvious within the next few minutes that he knew
how to renew his own energy quickly, for I was equally amazed
when he returned to the kitchen to see the change in him; he
looked like a young man again, alert, smiling, sly and full of good
spirits. He said that this was a very fortunate meeting, and that
while I had forced him to make an almost impossible effort, it had
been — as I had witnessed — a very good thing for both of us.



Gurdjieff’s whole ‘method’ depends on forcing people to make
unusual efforts, to release their ‘vital reserves’. The effort of helping
Peters apparently reminded Gurdjieff of something he had partly
forgotten — how to call upon his own vital reserves. After his efforts
to help Peters he looked exhausted: ‘I have never seen anyone
look so tired.’ Being forced to help Peters awakened his own vital
energies. So it would seem that Gurdjieff — in spite of the
tremendous vitality that impressed everyone who met him — was
not in permanent and habitual control of his own ‘strange powers’.

It seems clear that, as Peters believed, Gurdjieff knew the secret of
transmitting his energy directly to other people. Many ‘healers’
seem to possess this ability. There is a well-authenticated story
concerning the ‘monk’ Rasputin and the Tsarina’s friend Anna
Vyrubova. In January 1915, Anna Vyrubova was involved in a
railway accident; her head was trapped under an iron girder and
her legs badly crushed; in hospital, the doctor declared that there
was no hope for her life. Rasputin heard of the accident twenty-four
hours later — he was in disgrace at the time — and rushed to the
hospital. Ignoring the Tsar and Tsarina, who were by the bedside,
he went over to the unconscious woman and took her hands.
‘Annushka, look at me.’ Her eyes opened and she said: ‘Griogry,
thank God.’ Rasputin held her hands ad stared intently into her
eyes, concentrating hard. When he turned to the Tsar and Tsarina,
his face looked drained and exhausted. ‘She will live, but she will
always be a cripple.’ As he left the room, he collapsed in a faint. But
Anna Vyrubova’s recovery began from this moment.

The question we have raised here is of central importance in the life
of every human being: the question of how to gain access to our
‘vital reserves’. The tensions of modern life mean that most of us
suffer from a constriction in the pipeline that carries our vital energy
supply. My experiences of panic attack made me aware that it can
become a matter of life and death. The panic tends to feed on itself,
and I was like the driver of a car whose accelerator has jammed at
top speed. In this condition I was aware of the frightening possibility
of hypertension leading to ‘exhaust status’ and cardiac arrest. As I
learned the basic tricks of controlling the attacks, I also gained a
certain insight into the problem of vital reserves.



One of our highest human attributes is our power of concentration.
But it involves a major disadvantage. When I concentrate on
something, I ignore everything else in the universe. I lock myself
into a kind of prison. If I stay in this prison too long, I begin to
suffocate. This is what happens when we overwork or become
obsessed by some trivial worry. We forget the universe that exists
outside us until it becomes only a distant memory. Even when the
task is finished, we often forget to re-establish contact and open the
windows. The inner watch spring can get so overwound that we
become permanently blind and deaf.

This is one of the worst habits we have developed in the course of
our evolution. There is a parable of two Zen monks who encounter
a girl waiting at a ford; one of them picks her up and carries her
across the river, then sets her down on the farther bank. Ten miles
farther on, the other monk bursts out: ‘How could you do that? You
know we’re not allowed to touch women.’ ‘Put her down,’ says his
companion, ‘You’re still carrying her.’ Most human beings carry a
dozen invisible burdens.

The tendency is dangerous because our mental health depends on
the ‘meaning’ that comes from the world around us. Meaning is
something that walks in through the senses on a spring morning, or
when you arrive at the seaside and hear the cry of the seagulls. All
obsession cuts us off from meaning. My panic attacks began when
I had overwound the watch spring and lost the trick of unwinding it.
I was like a man slowly suffocating to death and, what is more,
suffering because I was gripping my own windpipe.

It is important to realise that this throttling effect is quite automatic.
It is the result of an aspect of the mind that I have called ‘the robot’,
that unconscious servant who performs all the automatic tasks of
everyday life. The ‘robot’ is now typing this page for me, while the
‘real me’ does the thinking. When I am feeling energetic and
cheerful, the robot stays in the background, and I walk around with
my senses wide awake. As I get tired, the robot takes over more
and more of my functions, and the reality around me becomes less
and less real. If I become nervously exhausted, the robot takes
over completely and life becomes a permanent unreality. If, in this
state, I am subjected to further pressures instead of being allowed



to unwind, anxiety escalates into panic. It is the robot whose
accelerator is jammed in the top-speed position.

I have always been fascinated by the way that shock or crisis can
release us from the ‘suffocation’, bursting open the locked windows
and often producing an almost mystical vision of meaning; my first
book, The Outsider, discussed many such cases. There was, for
example, the experience of Nietzsche on a hill called Leutsch; he
describes it in a letter to his friend von Gersdorff:

"Yesterday an oppressive storm hung over the sky and I hurried to
the top of a nearby hill... At the summit I found a hut, where a man
was killing a kid, while his son watched him. The storm broke with
tremendous force, gusting and hailing, and I had an indescribable
sense of well-being and zest, and realised that we actually
understood nature only when we must fly to her to escape our
cares and afflictions... Lightning and tempests are different worlds,
free powers, without morality. Pure will, without the confusion of
intellect — how happy, how free!"

Even more significant is the experience of the modern Hindu saint
Ramakrishna. He describes his first mystical ecstasy:

"I was suffering from excruciating pain because I had not been
blessed with a vision of the Divine Mother... life did not seem worth
living. Then my eyes fell on the sword that was kept in the Mother’s
temple. Determined to put an end to my life, I jumped up and
seized it, when suddenly the Mother revealed herself to me... the
buildings... the temple and all vanished, leaving no trace; instead
there was a limitless, infinite shining ocean of consciousness or
spirit. As far as the eye could see, its billows were rushing at me
from all sides... I was panting for breath. I was caught in the billows
and fell down senseless."

From this time onward, the mere name of the Divine Mother could
send Ramakrishna into samadhi, a trance of ecstasy.

In both these cases, the release was preceded by a sense of
oppression and narrowness, the ‘overwound watch spring’ effect.
Their senses were closed, so that both were suffering from
‘meaning starvation’. Human beings accept lack of meaning with



stolid fatalism, as an animal accepts illness and pain. So the
release comes like a thunderclap, like a sudden reprieve from
death, bringing a sense of overwhelming joy and gratitude, and the
recognition that meaning is always there. It is we who close our
senses to it.

Once a man has experienced this revelation, he can never wholly
forget it. He may still be subject to moods of fatigue and
depression; but always, at the back of his mind, there is the
memory of a paradoxical truth: that men are far stronger than they
suspect. Their energies seem limited, their powers circumscribed,
only because in some strange, unconscious way, they set the limits
themselves.

As my own energies became more constricted by the panic attacks,
I had to learn to become conscious of these mechanisms. I was
particularly intrigued by the ‘schoolmistress effect’. The
‘schoolmistress’ seemed to be a higher level of my being, which
became operative when I shook off my panic and forced myself into
a state of vigilance and wakefulness. It reminded me of the
experience of an academic friend who was subject to moods of
depression and self-doubt. One summer holiday, he came to see
us looking completely transformed; he had lost weight and radiated
vitality. I asked him what had happened. He explained that his
doctor had ordered him to lose weight and the thought had filled
him with a sense of defeat. However, he tried eating less and
walking to the university, and to his astonishment found it less
difficult than he had expected. As the weight melted away his
optimism increased; he began to feel that all problems could be
solved with a little common sense and determination. He looked
back on his earlier self with pitying condescension. A ‘higher level’
had taken control, and he felt it to be realer and truer than the old
self.

Obviously Ramakrishna’s attempt at suicide had produced a more
powerful version of the ‘schoolmistress effect’ and raised him to a
higher level still. On the other hand, boredom and lack of purpose
tend to produce the opposite effect: surrender to a conviction of
weakness and general unworthiness. (As all sociologists know, this
condition incubates crime.) If we revert to the image of a whole
series of ‘selves’, arranged like the rungs of a ladder, we may say



Three: What is Cosmic Consciousness?

In 1901, a British doctor named Richard Maurice Bucke published
one of the classics of mysticism, Cosmic Consciousness. In 1873,
Bucke (who was a close friend of Whitman) climbed into a hansom
cab to drive home after a long evening with friends, reading
Wordsworth, Shelley and Whitman. In a mood of deep serenity and
insight, he suddenly found himself surrounded by a ‘flame coloured
cloud’, which made him think for a moment that some building was
on fire. Then he realised the flame was inside himself, and
experienced a lightning flash of ‘illumination’, of the ‘Brahmic
splendour’ of the universe. In his book, he argues that animals
possess ‘mere’ consciousness, while only man possesses self-
consciousness. But there is another form of consciousness, as far
above that of self-consciousness as self-consciousness is above
the ordinary consciousness of animals. His book studies dozens of
examples of Cosmic consciousness, from the Buddha to Whitman.

But Bucke couldn’t actually define cosmic consciousness in any
meaningful way. Let’s see if we can do better.

William James quoted Bucke in his Varieties of Religious
Experience. But James himself has an excellent essay called ‘A
Suggestion about Mysticism’ which hits the nail on the head. James
suggests that mystical experience is not different in kind from
ordinary consciousness, but is merely an extension of ordinary
consciousness, and that even alcohol can produce a mild but valid
mystical experience. He gives three of his own experiences, of
which this is the most significant. ‘In one instance I was engaged in
conversation, but I doubt if my interlocutor noticed my abstraction.
What happened each time was that I seemed all at once to be
reminded of a past experience, and this reminiscence, ere I could
conceive or name it distinctly, developed into something further that
belonged with it, this in turn into something further still, leaving me
amazed at the sudden vision of increasing ranges of distant fact of
which I would give no articulate account.‘ (My italics.) He goes on to
say that his ‘vision’ increased so fast that words could not possibly
keep up with it.



Note also that he does not speak of seeing some distant ‘mystical’
vision, but of ranges of distant fact.

You could draw the lesson of James’s experience by saying that we
think of ‘consciousness’ as a perception of individual things — that
book, that teacup, etc. In fact, when we are bored, we seem to be
stuck among objects like a fly on fly paper. (Sartre calls this
‘nausea’. ) But James’s comments offer a new insight: that
consciousness is, by its very nature, relational, like a spider’s web.

In ‘normal consciousness’, it is as if we are aware of ourselves in
the centre of the web, and a few strands stretching around us,
connecting us to objects. But when we are happy and excited — for
example, setting out on holiday — our excitement seems to cause
vibrations to spread down the web, and we get this feeling of
connectedness. In moments of great illumination mystics feel that
everything in the universe is connected to us by invisible threads.

Now since this book is as much about myself as about other
people, let me add a personal anecdote. A few years ago I had
spent the night at Dartington school after lecturing, but made the
mistake of staying up too late discussing ideas, so that when I went
to bed I didn’t sleep a wink. Finally, at about 5.a.m, I decided that I
may as well sneak down to my car and drive home to Cornwall. But
when I turned the key, the engine turned over very sluggishly, and
went slower and slower, making me realise that a new battery I had
recently purchased was a dud. I thought: Oh well, I’ll just have to
sneak back indoors, try and doze until 8 o’clock, have breakfast,
then persuade someone to drive me to the nearest garage to buy a
battery... But first, I decided to sit there for a quarter of an hour,
allowing the battery to get its breath back, then try again. To my
delight, this time the engine 'caught', and with immense relief, I
drove away. 

Now I noticed that this relief caused a kind of mini-cosmic-
consciousness — that is, as the dawn brightened, everything
seemed unutterably fascinating, and my head buzzed with flashes
of insight that connected to other insights, and gave me a constant
sense of 'seeing further. ' I was  seething with ideas and insights.



I realised that if the engine had started with the first turn of the key,
I would have driven off, yawning and wondering how long it would
take me to get home, and not thinking beyond this. I.e. I would have
remained in 'worm's eye consciousness', a kind of tunnel vision. As
it was, the threatened inconvenience woke me up to wider
prospects and gave me a form of bird's eye consciousness.

The lesson was quite clear. The main reason we fail to achieve
'bird's eye consciousness' most of the time is that we keep our eyes
lowered to immediate problems. We need to remember to try and
raise them. This is obviously a point of major importance. Why did
Maslow’s students keep on having PEs once they began discussing 
them with one another? Because discussing these PEs made the
students raise their eyes beyond our usual worm’s eye view.

Perhaps the most important single discussion of’cosmic
consciousness’ ever written is a chapter in Ouspensky’s New Model
of the Universe called ‘Experimental Mysticism.‘ Ouspensky does
not reveal the way he achieved his states of ‘higher
consciousness’, but I suspect it was simply through nitrous oxide,
which William James also used.

Ouspensky also describes how, as soon as he went into a higher
level of consciousness, he found it quite impossible to say anything
about it because saying anything would require saying everything
— because everything is connected together: ‘everything is
explained by something else and in turn explains another thing.
There is nothing separate... In order to describe the fist
impressions, the first sensations, it is necessary to describe all at
once. The new world with which one comes into contact has no
sides, so that it is impossible to describe first one side and then the
other. All of it is visible at every point... ‘ I.e. bird’s eye
consciousness.

Another fascinating observation is that time seemed to slow down.
He began a sentence with the words ‘I said yesterday’, and the
word ‘I’ aroused a thousand ideas about the mystery of
individuality; the word ‘said’ aroused a thousand ideas about the
mystery of communication; the word ‘yesterday’ aroused a
thousand thoughts about time. And by that time, he had forgotten
what he was going to say anyway.



Looking at an ashtray, he felt that it was a kind of key to the
universe, and he tried to write down on paper what he was ‘seeing.’
Later, he discovered he had written a single sentence: 

‘One could go mad from one ashtray.'

There is much else in this chapter of Ouspensky that deserves
discussion, especially what he says about precognition, but I’ll
come to this later in speaking of the paranormal.

In his poem ‘Under Ben Bulben’, Yeats talks about how, ‘when a
man is fighting mad’ 

‘Something drops from eyes long blind,
 He completes his partial mind,
 For an instant stands at ease
 Laughs aloud, his heart at peace. ‘ (My italics.)

This is not unlike Dostoevsky’s experience when he was reprieved
from the firing squad. But it is so important because it recognises
that ordinary consciousness is somehow incomplete, like the moon
in its last quarter. You know the whole moon is really there, yet you
can stare as hard as you like and you still can’t see it. In these
moments of illumination, the whole moon suddenly becomes
visible: the ‘partial mind’ momentarily becomes the whole mind, and
we feel god-like. It is vitally important to realise that ‘ordinary
consciousness’ is incomplete. In fact, to put it more crudely,
everyday consciousness is a liar.

As a schoolboy, Robert Graves also experienced something of the
sort; he says that, sitting on the roller behind the cricket pavillion,
he quite suddenly ‘knew everything.‘ He says that he didn’t literally
‘know everything’ (i.e. the date of the battle of Borodino), but that
this was a point of view that made sense of everything (a bird’s eye
view.) It was still there when he woke up the next morning, but
when he tried to write it down, he began to correct and cross out,
and it gradually faded, giving way to ‘the light of common day. 

But Graves adds an important gloss to this experience. He speaks
of a boy in the class called Smilley who could instantaneously see
the answer to complex mathematical problems. The mathematics



master, Mr Gunn, hated this and caned him until he behaved more
‘normally.’

Now in fact, many such people exist, including two mentally
deficient twins in a New York hospital. They can go on quoting huge
prime numbers at one another for hours. A prime is a number that
cannot be divided exactly by any smaller number. 3, 5 and 7 are
primes; 9 isn’t because it can be divided by three. But there is no
way of working out whether some huge number is a prime, except
by painfully and slowly dividing every smaller number into it. Yet
these twins — like hundreds of other calculating prodigies — can sit
there quoting twenty digit primes at one another. In some odd way,
they are hovering over the whole number field, like a bird, and
doing something that is, scientifically speaking, impossible.

There is a part of our mind which knows things that the ordinary
conscious self does not know. I have experienced this many times.
In the 1960s, returning from Scotland and prepared for a very long
drive to the Scottish border, I suddenly realised that it was far
closer than I had imagined — by 50 miles — and that by mid-
afternoon I could probably reach the house of an old friend in
Leeds. This so filled me with pleasure and optimism that I again
went into a kind of mini-cosmic consciousness as I drove along, my
mind bubbling with exhilaration. But as we drove down through the
Lake District I had a very interesting experience. I could not only
see the vast hills on either side of the road, but in some odd way I
could sense the hills that lay beyond them, as if part of my mind
was a quarter of a mile up above the car. The sceptical
commentator will say: ‘Pure delusion’, or at least, mere ‘feeling.’ Yet
I had a very clear sense that it was far more than this: that in some
odd way, it was as if a spider web was stretching around me in all
directions, and that by focusing on any given ‘strand’, vibrations
would travel down the strand to provide me with objective
information.



Four: The Near and the Far

Now I want to return to our historical survey, for this book is an
attempt to place this ‘quest for transcendent consciousness’ in its
historical context, to explain why I feel so convinced that we are
now on the brink of a breakthrough in the evolution of
consciousness.

The 1890s saw the Romantic quest end in gloom and defeat. After
that marvellous beginning, when Wordsworth felt ‘bliss was it in that
dawn to be alive’, all the optimism evaporated. Dowson
summarised that mood of elegiac sadness when he wrote:

‘The fire is out, and spent the warmth thereof
 This is the end of every song man sings...’

The poets of Yeats’s ‘tragic generation’ certainly believed in those
glimpses of bliss that illuminate the human spirit, and bring a sense
of freedom; but they felt we have no control over them. The spirit of
man is like an oxy-acetylene flame that can burn under water. But
sooner or later, the water will close in and extinguish it.

In the 20th century, this mood of sadness and defeat turned into
something more like gloomy stoicism. In Villers de Lisle Adam’s
Axel, the hero says contemptuously: ‘As for living, our servants can
do that for us.’ He is declaring that ‘real life’ is too crude and stupid
to be worth the effort. In Ulysses, James Joyce seems to have ‘sold
out’ to brute matter; yet the Night Town scene is full of a kind of
violent rage, as if he is shaking his fist at the world of matter — like
Dylan Thomas raging against the dying of the light.

The dilemma is expressed with unusual clarity in L. H. Myers’ novel
The Near and the Far. In the opening chapter, the young Prince Jali
looks out from the battlements of a castle in the capital of Akbar the
Great; he and his family have travelled there for a great conference.
As he looks over the desert towards the magnificent sunset, Jali
reflects that there are two deserts, one of which is a glory to the
eye, and the other of which is a weariness to the foot. And there is
no way of bringing these two together. If he now rushed downstairs



and ran towards the sunset, he would merely get his shoes full of
sand. The ‘near and the far’ remain irreconcilable.

What happened in the first half of the 20th century was that the sad
defeatism of the 1890s gave way to a kind of stoicism. Camus says
that Sisyphus has to keep on rolling a rock uphill, and watch it roll
down again for ever — yet, he says, we must imagine Sisyphus
happy, because in spite of physical servitude, he still possesses
internal freedom. (He is echoing Byron’s Prisoner of Chillon:
‘Eternal spirit of the chainless mind/ Brightest in dungeons...’) In
short, you might say that existentialism — the name given to this
attempt to create a ‘philosophy of human existence’ — is
Romanticism Mark 2. It is based on a recognition of human
freedom — for example, Sartre made the interesting comment that
he had never felt so free as when he was in the French Resistance,
and was likely to be arrested and shot at any moment — but it
takes it for granted that human life is totally
meaningless.Hemingway summarised his own version of this
‘existential stoicism’ when he wrote ‘A man can be destroyed but
not defeated. '

But what if — like myself — we have a powerful bias in favour of
being neither destroyed nor defeated?

Philosophically speaking, I have devoted all my writing life to trying
to create a kind of ‘Romanticism Mark 3' — a positive
existentialism, that declines to accept this ‘premise of
meaninglessness’ that is found in Sartre, Camus, Foucault, Derrida
and other fashionable thinkers of the past fifty years. This ‘new
existentialism’, based upon the phenomenological method of
Husserl, is the intellectual foundation of my own ‘optimistic
existentialism. 

Before the end of this book, I will ask the reader to take a deep
breath plunge into the history of modern philosophy, to grasp
precisely what went wrong.



Five: The Paradoxes of Nihilism

In 1957, Kenneth Tynan reviewed Samuel Beckett’s play Endgame.
He obviously hated it, but his review consisted merely of an
amusing parody of Beckett’s style. Why? Obviously, because
Tynan did not even know where to begin to attack Beckett’s
pessimism. Being faced with pessimism is rather like finding your
path blocked by a large chunk of concrete. Unless you can get your
crowbar underneath it, it is virtually immoveable.

This is the main problem with nihilism. We attempt to refute most
propositions by trying to demonstrate their lack of logic, but the
assertion: ‘Life is self-evidently meaningless’ seems to defy logic.
Or at least, it is hard to see how to begin contradicting it. To the
comment ‘Well I don’t think so’, the pessimist replies: ‘No, you are
still suffering from the optimistic illusion — you don’t see as deep as
I do.’

You can find the essence of pessimism in a remark made the by
hero of Senancour’s Obermann, a famous 19th century novel about
a sensitive recluse: ‘The rain depresses me, yet the sunlight strikes
me as pointless.‘ Here we can see the problem. He is suffering
from Auden’s ‘life failure’ — ‘What’s the good of going to Wales?’
 
Around the turn of the century, two Russian writers went to
extremes of pessimism. Andreyev wrote a whole series of novels
and stories to demonstrate that life is grotesquely meaningless,
while in his novel Breaking Point, Artsybashev actually makes all
the characters commit suicide. But then, even the kindly humanist
Chekhov was deeply pessimistic; Leo Shestov says of him:
‘Stubbornly, despondently, monotonously, during his entire period
of literary activity, Chekhov did one thing only: in one way or
another he killed human hopes.’

The most massive attempt to create a philosophy of pessimism is
Schopenhauer’s World as Will and Idea. One of Schopenhauer’s
main arguments is that human beings are always experiencing
powerful desires, yet when they get what they want, they quickly
lose interest in it. (Shakespeare said much the same thing.)



Schopenhauer sees us all as driven by short-term emotions that
really amount to illusions, and which leave us empty and drained,
facing the sheer meaninglessness of the universe.

Yet note one thing: that although Schopenhauer and Beckett seem
to feel that life is about as bad as it can be, neither of them would
dream of putting his hand in the fire. They are pragmatic enough to
know that life with a burnt hand is a great deal worse than life
without one.

Now the truth is that we all swing between extremes of optimism
and pessimism every day. When we are bubbling with energy and
looking forward to some pleasant experience, it seems self-evident
that life is wonderful. When we get tired, it suddenly begins to seem
obvious that all effort is a waste of time. It is as if an invisible weight
oppressed our spirits. In a lovely poem called ‘Dejection — An Ode’
Coleridge writes about gazing at the moon and the stars, and adds:
 
 ‘I see them all, so excellently fair,
  I see, not feel, how beautiful they are.’
 
The problem is obviously a feeling — or rather, lack of feeling.

In an essay called ‘The Revolver in the Corner Cupboard’, Graham
Greene describes how, as a teenager, he also plunged into this
‘affectless’ state (as psychologists call it). He would look at
something that others describes as beautiful, and would see,
visually, that it was beautiful; but he would feel nothing whatever —
just a kind of grey dullness inside.

In this state, Greene found a revolver belonging to his brother, and
went out on the Berkhamsted Common and played Russian
Roulette — put one bullet in it, spun the chambers, then pointed it
at his head and pulled the trigger. When there was just a click, he
describes experiencing an overwhelming feeling of joy and relief. ‘It
was as if a light had been turned on...and I felt that life contained an
infinite number of possibilities. 

In other words, the shock induced an episode of mini-cosmic
consciousness.



But the really interesting phrase is: ‘It was as if a light had been
turned on.‘ If you go into a dark room and turn on the light, you see
what was there all the time. In the same way, in The Lawless
Roads, Greene admits that some situation of crisis — ‘induced in
me something I had not even suspected — a love of life.’
 
And his whiskey-priest, on the point of being shot by a firing squad,
suddenly realises: ‘It would have been so easy to be a saint.’

If you go into an art gallery that is badly lit, you can’t see the
pictures properly. Yet you don’t declare that they are therefore bad
pictures. This is what the pessimistic philosopher asserts about life.
Edmund Husserl grasped the basic answer when he recognised
that consciousness is intentional. When you ‘see’ something, it
doesn’t just walk in through your eyes. You have to fire your
attention at it, like an arrow. If you look at your watch without this
act of ‘intentionality’ (i.e. absent mindedly) you don’t see the time,
and you have to look again. (Husserl will be discussed at length
later.)

When Greene said that he saw that life contained an infinite
number of possibilities, he meant that he felt free to choose
between them. Tiredness diminishes our consciousness of
freedom, and extreme tiredness — combined with depression or
‘negative feedback’ — makes us feel that there are no possibilities,
that freedom is an illusion. 

In The Myth of Sisyphus, Camus states that the most fundamental
problem of man is whether we all ought to commit suicide. He
states his feeling that life is basically ‘absurd’ (i.e. meaningless.) He
explains what he means when he says that we go to work, come
home, go to work, come home, Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday...
etc., until one day, the consciousness of ‘the Absurd’ dawns upon
us. But clearly, all that he means is that when we suddenly feel
tired and discouraged, it all seems futile. (Sartre calls it ‘nausea.')

But then, when we get into this state, we are simply failing to put
into it what Granville Barker calls ‘the secret life.' When Graham
Greene pulled the trigger, he was suddenly flooded with the secret
life. This is what Chesterton calls ‘absurd good news. ‘ It is the
recognition of freedom.



Samuel Beckett remarked that, as a young man, he stayed in bed
all day because he couldn’t see any reason for getting up. This
reveals clearly that his pessimism is closely connected with lack of
energy. Similarly, T. S. Eliot suffered from deep depressions about
a disastrous marriage, and added to his natural tendency to
aesthetic ‘world rejection’, this produced The Waste Land and The
Hollow Men.

In fact, the ‘mechanisms of pessimism’ are very   simple and
obvious.  

Each of us has a robot inside us who acts as a kind of valet. When I
learn something new — like driving a car or   learning to type — I
have to do it painfully and consciously. But my robot valet soon
takes over, and proceeds to type or drive the car far more efficiently
than ‘I’ could. He will even drive me home when I am tired, and I
can’t even remember the drive.  

The trouble is that he not only takes over tasks I want him to do,
like driving and talking French. He also takes over things I don’t
want him to do. I listen to a symphony and am deeply moved; the
tenth time I listen, the robot is listening too and I don’t enjoy it as
much. I like to joke that I have even caught him making love to my
wife. This robot is what Gurdjieff means when he says we are
mechanical. He tried to devise methods of forcing his pupils to
make far more effort, to foil the robot. But he was rather pessimistic
about our chance of defeating it permanently.  

This leads me to one of my own central insights. You might say
that, in our normal healthy state we are roughly 50% ‘robot’, and
50% ‘real you.’ When I am tired and low, I become 51% robot and
only 49% ‘real me.’ On the other hand, when I am happy and full of
energy, I am 49% robot, and 51% ‘real me.’

Now consider what happens if I am so permanently tired that my
normal condition is only 49% ‘real me’ and 51% robot. Because I
see the world as a duller place, I cease to make so much effort, so
my vital batteries get low. This makes it look duller still, and makes
effort seem even more pointless. If I am not careful, I go into
‘negative feedback’, when I become 55% robot and only 45% real
me. This is a highly dangerous state, because I now feel so low that



all effort seems pointless, and I may slide downhill into mental
illness — such as catatonia — and become a kind of vegetable.

 On the other hand, if I use the insight of my ‘peak’ states — when I
am 51% ‘real me’ — to keep me at a high level of drive and
optimism, I may achieve states in which I am 52% or 53% real me.

It is also immensely important not to attach too much importance to
temporary setbacks, and above all, to avoid the stupid habit of
allowing ourselves, when discouraged, to start looking into the
future and seeing it as a series of possible disasters and defeats.
90% of our problems are self-created. This is what the Hindu
scripture means by ‘the mind is the slayer of the real.’

Now one consequence should be perfectly clear. If I can reach a
high enough level, nothing can ever cause me to backslide. I shall
be on such a level of vitality — seeing the sheer fascinating-ness of
the world from a bird’s eye view — that I can now adjust to the
worst that fate can throw at me, so to speak.

 In The Brothers Karamazov, Dostoevsky makes Ivan say that the
world is so lousy that he just wants to give God back his entrance
ticket. Yet he also makes Alyosha say: ‘There is a strength to
overcome anything. ‘ Ivan’s gloomy view is basically a worm’s eye
view. Yet we can also see that it is possible to achieve a bird’s eye
view that would be permanent. In short, we have proved —
mathematically, so to speak — the possibility of that next step in
evolution, in which we permanently reach a higher stage. 

I have another useful concept that explains what goes wrong with
us when we are tired. I call it the  ‘What-is-worth-the-effort level’
(Whittle for short, although the letters don’t quite match-up.) When
you have a low Whittle threshold, you feel that nothing is worth
doing. People with a high Whittle threshold are interested in
everything, and life strikes them as self-evidently fascinating. From
what has been said above, we can see that Samuel Beckett is
simply a man with a low Whittle threshold. So when he tells us that
life is futile and absurd, he is merely stating that he has a low
Whittle threshold — which is much like telling us that he has
toothache. The reply is: I’m sorry to hear it, but so what?



Six: The Hidden Self
 

Literary pessimism is not too difficult to dispose of. But for most of
the characters I discussed in The Outsider the problem is not so
simple. Ivan Karamazov talks about ‘giving God back his entrance
ticket’ because of the horror he feels about human cruelty. For Van
Gogh, it was a choice between the Eternal Yes of the ‘Starry Night’
and the ‘Eternal No’ of ‘Misery will never end.’ In the 20th century,
the sheer scale of the political horrors has made us far more
conscious of Eternal No.

Having looked at the advocates of Eternal No, let us look more
closely at Eternal Yes.

T.E.Lawrence describes setting out on one of those ‘clear dawns
that wake up the senses with the sun, while the intellect, tired after
the thinking of the night, was yet abed. For an hour or two, on such
a morning, the sounds, scents and colours of the world struck man
individually and directly, not filtered through or made typical by
thought...’

This is obviously the basic ‘poetic’ mood, the mood in which all
poets, from Hesiod to Rupert Brooke, have felt that the world is a
miraculous place — like London seen from Westminster Bridge by
Wordsworth, ‘all bright and glittering in the smokeless air. ‘

Recent discoveries in ‘split brain physiology’ enable us to
understand all this scientifically. Even in the 19th century, it had
been recognised that the two halves of our brains have different
functions. The speech function resides in the left half of the brain,
and doctors observed that people who had received damage to the
left brain became inarticulate. The right side of the brain was
obviously connected with recognition of shapes and patterns, so
that an artist who had  right-brain damage would lose all artistic
talent. One man could not even draw a clover leaf; he put the three
leaves of the clover side by side, on the same level.  

Yet an artist with left brain damage only became inarticulate; he
was still as good an artist as ever. And an orator with right brain
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DEDICATION

To Professor G. Wilson Knight

At about the same time I realized that what my instincts most
desired to attain was precisely the reverse of what Schopenhauer's
instincts wanted, that is to say, a justification of life, even where
it was most terrible, most equivocal and most false; to this end, I
had the formula Dionysian to hand. 
– NIETZSCHE, The Will to Power, 1005

Nothing is easier than to judge what has substance and quality; to
comprehend it is harder. 
– HEGEL
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INTRODUCTORY NOTE: A DEFINITION OF AIMS

THIS BOOK IS a kind of Siamese twin of another volume, on which I
have been working simultaneously: An Outline of a New
Existentialism. Its scope is less wide than that of its twin; in fact,
it should be a sub-heading of the total discussion. But the subject
of sex and of existential psychology demands space; to treat it
adequately would demand that I expand the parent book to a
thousand pages. I have preferred to take the other risk: of repeating
some ideas on 'the New Existentialism' in this volume.

I should begin, then, by making a general statement of purpose. For
about two years now, it has become apparent to me that all my
work, since the publication of my first book (The Outsider), has
been an attack on the same problem: the creation of a new
existentialism. 

To the general reader this may sound technical and of limited
interest. What is existentialism?—an obscure modern philosophy
developed by a few French and German thinkers, with far less
general application to society than the ideas of Dewey or Bertrand
Russell.

But this is a false definition. Existentialism is an approach to any
kind of knowledge; although it began as a revolt in philosophy, it has
already extended its sphere to psychology. In due course, it may
well reach all the sciences. The present book is mainly concerned
with its impact on psychology, and particularly on the theory of sex.

In an early chapter of An Outline of a New Existentialism, called
'What is happening to modern science', I argue that modern science
is moving away from the purely analytical approach that has been
its characteristic since Newton and Descartes. The scientist knows
he cannot find the 'life' in a body by vivisection. In the nineteenth
century he was inclined to say: In that case, life does not concern
me as a scientist. If the 'binding principle' could not be isolated,
then it had to be ignored. This was reasonable. What was worse was



the tendency to deny the necessity for any binding principle. Freud
at least never went this far; he posited a binding principle called
the libido, but then concentrated his attention upon analysing its
effects. The libido stayed in the background, like a titled sponsor or
a sleeping-partner in a business; if anyone objected that Freud was
analysing life out of existence, he only had to gesture towards his
'mystical premise' as evidence that he also recognized basic forces.

The present book is concerned mainly with the post-Freudian revolt
against a totally analytical approach, and with raising the question
of whether the methods of Gestalt psychology and of Husserl's
phenomenology (see Chapter III) can be applied to the psychology
of sex.

On another level, this book is a more personal approach to sex. I
have treated the problem of sex on three previous occasions: in my
novel Ritual in the Dark, in a chapter of The Strength to Dream, and
in the essay 'The Study of Murder' that introduces my Encyclopaedia
of Murder. The present book is an attempt to give a certain unity to
these speculations, and to carry them to their limits. Inevitably,
some of the ideas of these earlier books are re-stated here; for
readers who notice the repetitions, I offer an apology.

A word on the 'new existentialism'. It may be asked: Why a new
existentialism? What is wrong with the old one? The answer is that
the old one is fairly recently deceased (I would offer 1950 as the
approximate date of its collapse), and must now be counted as dead
as nineteenth-century romanticism. Before the end of this volume,
I shall try to explain why I consider sex to be a valid approach to a
new existentialism.

A comment about the method of this book may save the reader from
some confusion. There are two ways of writing an analytical book on
any subject. One is to define all your terms with scientific precision
in the first chapter, and then stick closely to these definitions
throughout. The other is to rely on your reader's instinct and
common sense. All originators in philosophy are forced to rely on
the second method (because so much of their work depends on



intuition). That is why Plato, Hume, Berkeley, and Nietzsche are so
much more readable than Aristotle, Kant, Hegel and Heidegger;
they do not overburden the text with too much definition, and they
are in closer touch with the reader. Aristotle is certainly more
precise than Plato, but it is difficult to imagine anyone reading him
for pleasure. Any professional writer—that is, any writer who is
concerned about direct communication with the reader—will
certainly be inclined to prefer the 'intuition' method, and avoid
overburdening the text with definitions.

In the present book, definitions are not excluded, but they are kept
to a minimum. I have made a great deal of use of inverted commas
to indicate that words or phrases are being used in a certain limited
sense (i.e. 'nature', 'perversion', 'life-force'), but have avoided
circumlocutions to make this sense obvious.

It might be convenient, therefore, if I stated at this point some of
the book's underlying assumptions. The first is connected with my
use of the word 'nature'. In a certain sense, this book might be
summarized as 'an indictment of nature'. We tend to define the
word 'perversion' in an ethical sense (as opposed to a practical
sense—meaning 'inconvenient for society'). That is to say, we think
of it as having an 'absolute' meaning—signifying 'against God' or
'against nature'. This is the intuitive meaning we attach to the word,
and I have accepted it: perversion is an act that man commits of his
own free will against nature. 'Nature' is here considered as having a
quite definite purpose in mind in devising the human machine;
perversion is to oppose nature's purpose. The meaning might be
made clearer by means of a parallel. If a man bought a farm tractor,
and used it for driving long distance at fifty miles an hour, he could
hardly complain if the machine broke down. If he complained to the
manufacturers about this, they would reply: 'You are responsible.
The machine was never intended for such treatment.' (De Sade
thinks of 'perversion' as a defect of the mechanism due to misuse—a
kind of general loosening of all the parts, the outcome of
'satiation'.) If the man could reply: 'On the contrary, the machine is
also full of mechanical defects', then the onus would be on him to
prove the manufacturers responsible.



The point of this book is that, if we think in these terms, then the
'manufacturer' is undoubtedly responsible for sexual perversion. It
can be regarded as a mechanical defect, due to bad design in the
sexual mechanism.

But this pleasantly simple conclusion is partly the outcome of
accepting the 'intuitive' definition of perversion—an act of freewill
against nature. But man is not wholly a creature of free-will,
neither is nature a divine mechanic, mass-producing cheap working
models. This conception is a product of an older and vaguer system
of ideas, with a fully conscious and omnipotent God in his heaven,
and man, a fallen angel, on earth. We are nowadays aware that man
possesses some free-will, but not as much as he used to believe, and
that he might be regarded as a co-partner in the business of
evolution rather than as a mere manufactured product. Therefore,
subtler realities underly these simple words 'man', 'nature', and
'perversion'. In the same way, we sometimes speak of 'indicting
society' for an injustice committed against an individual, although
we realize that society is a mass of individuals and therefore cannot
be indicted. Neither can 'nature' be indicted, for nature does not
exist as something completely separate from man; rather, man
might be regarded as nature's instrument of evolution. It is not a
simple matter of blaming the manufacturer for a mechanical defect
in the machine; for in this case, the machine is to some extent its
own manufacturer.

If I had begun this book with an analysis of the body-mind
relationship and the man-nature relationship in the manner of C. D.
Broad, and then attempted to analyse sexual perversion with a
battery of metaphysical terminology, I doubt whether the book
would have got written. But it is important that the reader should
take full account of the inverted commas around words like 'nature'
and 'perversion', and recognize that they may conceal double
entendres that the necessities of the discourse make it impossible
to indicate.



CHAPTER I

GENERAL DISCUSSION OF SEXUAL ABERRATION

Statement of central problem of book: what part does sex play in
man's total being? Views of Tolstoy and Gide. Freud and Gurdjieff.
Aldous Huxley and sex. Noyes and the 'karezza'. D. H. Lawrence and
sodomy.

IT WILL BE convenient to begin by stating the question with which
this book is centrally concerned: What part does sex play in man's
total being?

This immediately involves two more questions. The first—and most
immediate—is about the nature of the sexual impulse. The second
is: What is meant by 'man's total being'? If any kind of a satisfactory
answer can be provided to the first question, it may be possible to
use it to shed light on the second.

The most obvious statement about the sexual impulse is that here
is a point where man and 'nature' have two different aims. The aim
of nature appears to be procreation. The aim of the individual is to
achieve the fullest possible satisfaction in the sexual orgasm.

It is true that man's purposes and nature's seldom correspond
exactly. Nature requires that a man should take as much interest in
food as will keep him alive and healthy. This is not sufficient for
most civilized men; their interest in food goes beyond anything that
nature requires; some are even capable of eating themselves to
death. Still, on the whole, most men keep within the bounds of
'what nature requires'. The same is true of the needs for drink, sleep
and exercise.

In the sexual impulse, the gap between man's purpose and nature's
seems unusually wide. This is the reason why there are more
perversions of the sexual urge than of any other human preservative
impulse.



But here, the first problem occurs. A perversion is usually defined
as 'an unnatural act'. The word 'unnatural' is easy enough to
understand when man feels a strong instinct for what is natural. No
one, for example, doubts that the eating of excreta is unnatural,
since what has once been rejected by the body can hardly provide
nourishment for the body. But where nature has separated its own
purposes from man's as widely as in the case of sex, how are we to
judge what is natural?

Tolstoy's Definition of Normality

To some extent common sense is helpful. The essence of the
common-sense view of sex was stated by Tolstoy in the novel The
Kreutzer Sonata. Basically, this is a kind of Wesleyan tract against
sexual licence. The wife murderer, Podsnichev, feels that modern
society has plunged into a kind of sexual insanity. This is because
the increase in leisure has given man far too much surplus energy,
which he uses in a feverish pursuit of pleasure. In the natural course
of things, neither man nor wife has energy for much sexual
indulgence; she is worn out by childbearing, he by his daily labour;
his interest in sex is limited. But the aristocracy (particularly the
'cultured' aristocracy) spend their days with thoughts of sex—which,
in its more innocent stages, is disguised as romance. Podsnichev's
jealousy of his wife began when she played Beethoven's Ninth Sonata
for piano and violin with a young aristocrat; this kind of cultural
dilettantism, Tolstoy implies, is only another excuse for
relationships that can drift into adultery.

Tolstoy concluded that the only 'normal' sex is sex directed
specifically to producing children. All indulgence for pleasure even
between man and wife—is 'abnormal', i.e. somehow unnatural. 

This view has at least the merit of consistency. It goes a stage
beyond St Paul, and the teaching of the Catholic Church on birth
control. It is, in fact, a basically religious view. It declares that
man's own inclinations have no part in the definition of 'normality';
a 'higher' view must be taken, even if it runs counter to desires that
men count as 'wholly natural'.



There would be very few of us who would be prepared to go as far
as Tolstoy in defining what is 'normal'. Most writers on sex, from Ellis
and Krafft-Ebing onwards, have been inclined to define sexual
normality as 'any sexual activity that leads ultimately to the act of
reproduction'. This view produces certain contradictions. It states
that all sex is normal if ejaculation finally takes place in the vagina,
no matter what unusual practices may have led up to it.
Consequently, a man who withdraws before he has an orgasm, or
who wears a preventative, is more 'abnormal' than a man who likes
to beat his wife to increase his sexual excitement, or a man who
rapes a girl after knocking her unconscious. But the main objection
to the view is that it offends logic by defining abnormality in terms
of the end rather than the means. After all, the end of most sexual
activity is an orgasm; surely it is the means by which it is procured
that counts in judging 'abnormality'? The 'sexologist' view of
abnormality is a convenient working rule, that appears to be
accurate only because most men who reach an orgasm inside a
woman achieve sexual excitement in the usual way.

Gide's Corydon

Gide, who made no secret of his pederasty, wrote four dialogues
between a sexually 'normal' narrator and his homosexual friend
Corydon, in which he attempted a philosophical justification of
homosexuality. But the book is more than an argument in favour of
uranism. Gide himself said frequently that he regarded it as his most
important book, and he was too intelligent a man to make such a
statement merely because the work justified one of his favourite
indulgences. In fact, the questions it raises go far beyond the
question of whether homosexuality is 'natural' or 'reprehensible'

Gide points out that, in animals, sexual attraction is usually due to
the smell of the female on heat. It might therefore be regarded as
entirely 'physical' and natural. Even so, Gide contends, it would not
be true to say that the male animal feels no sexual urge except
when he smells oestrum; most animals overflow with sexual desire,
and may attempt to induce an orgasm by mounting another male
animal, or rubbing themselves against any convenient object (the



leg of a human being, for example). Nevertheless, the odour of
oestrum has the effect of uniting and directing the animal's sexual
instincts.

Man also overflows with sexual desire, but in his case there is no
smell of oestrum to unite the instincts and direct them towards the
female at any particular moment. The stimulus that unites his
instincts is purely mental. This is the reason for the wide variations
in the type of stimulus—in other words, for 'perversions'. The
'normal' man is excited by the sight of a naked woman; but he need
not be particularly abnormal if he prefers a very fat or a very skinny
woman, or a middle-aged 'motherly' woman. He may not be
especially abnormal if he is more excited by the sight of a woman
in her underwear, or a woman with long hair down her back.

Gide argues that therefore it is in no way abnormal for a man to
prefer a boy, or another man. It is true that exclusively homosexual
intercourse would not people the earth. But Gide takes care to
mention several cases of 'manly' homosexuals who have, in fact,
produced families. He seems to imply that it would not be an
undesirable state of affairs if every single man and woman had
homosexual inclinations, provided they also did their duty of
producing families.

All this raises questions of immense interest and deep implication.
I have suggested, in 'A Study of Murder', that the sexual desires in
children are 'undifferentiated'; that is to say, they are no more than
the need for stimulation of the sexual member, as simple as the
desire for food. At an early age, the sexual appetite is 'hypnotized'
by some object, so that the object becomes associated with sexual
satisfaction. The object may be some fetich—a crutch, a nightcap,
an apron; it may be the child's own sexual parts or those of another
child of the same sex. Luckily, for most men the 'object' that
hypnotizes the imagination is the opposite sex.

One basic fact should be noted here: that sexual desire, in its
simplest form, is a demand of the sexual organ, associated with it
in exactly the same way that magnetism is associated with a



magnet. The difference is that the sexual organs might be compared
rather to an electromagnet, that may be either completely 'dead' or
magnetized. It is a kind of static electricity of the sexual organ,
which the organ wishes to discharge. We may know very little of the
'dynamo' that produces the sexual electricity, but the electricity is
undeniable. In discussing the part played by the imagination in sex,
we should not lose sight of the real existence of this genuine
physical component. A man whose thoughts are a long way from sex
may be surprised when the loins accidentally press against
something and he feels a tingling as the 'electricity' is discharged.

At this stage it is possible to make only one clear generalization
about the sexual instinct: that it works on a deeper level than any
other human impulse—even, perhaps, that of self-preservation. On
the whole, man can understand his tastes and desires. If he wants
money, or social position, or fame, or even if his dominant urge is
a desire to collect paintings or old books, he can trace the need
back to its source, and understand how it became dominant in his
scale of values. The sexual urge is the most difficult of all to
assimilate into the consciousness; a man may think he understands
it, and then be thrown completely off balance when it takes him by
surprise. Shaw's Man and Superman, for example, shows that even
a man dominated by the need to be a world reformer can be hurled,
against all his better judgement, into sexual union with a woman for
whom he has little personal respect. As he embraces Ann, Tanner
exclaims: 'The Life Force enchants me; I have the whole world in my
arms when I clasp you', and 'The Life Force. I am in the grip of the
Life Force.' Romain Rolland makes the same point in Jean
Christophe, when he points out that Christophe's parents have
nothing in common, and that, in fact, the father has no idea of why
he threw away a promising career to marry a little servant girl: 'But
what did that matter to the unknown force which had thrown him
in with the little blonde servant? He had played his part ...' [in
fathering a man of genius].

But I have no wish, at this stage, even to attempt to offer
generalizations about 'evolution'; all that I wish to emphasize is the
actual power of the impulse, and its ability to override conscious



checks. Hirschfeld cites an interesting case of a thirty-five-year-old
doctor, who had been subject to fits of somnambulism and epilepsy
since childhood, and who was charged with committing an indecent
sexual act with a thirteen-year-old schoolgirl. The doctor was
treating the girl for eczema, which covered her whole body:

'He sat on the settee, drawing the child's head down to him; during
this act, her whole body approached his and induced in him sexual
excitement accompanied by an erection. He now pressed the child
closer to himself. Of the rest of his actions, the defendant had no
clear recollection. When he came to himself, he was sitting on the
settee, with the child, now in tears, standing between his legs. . .
. His mind did not clear until he reached his flat. . . .'

During his 'blackout', the doctor had induced an orgasm by rubbing
his sexual member against the child's body. Hirschfeld mentions that
the doctor was greatly depressed at the time, and was in a state of
exhaustion due to overwork.

At first sight, it might seem that the blackout story, and the
emphasis on his depression, are both lame attempts to excuse an
act that was completely conscious. This may, of course, be so. But
certain facts should be taken into account. The first is that human
consciousness is peculiarly limited. Although all human beings have
an immense reservoir of memory, our actual awareness of the
everyday world is relatively narrow and dull. For reasons best known
to the evolutionary force, man is not allowed access to his
unconscious storehouse of knowledge and memory, except on rare
occasions. (Elsewhere, I have compared human consciousness to a
horse that is blinkered in the traffic, because too much
'consciousness' would only hinder its efficiency.) Human beings
wilfully limit their own consciousness, for single-mindedness and a
broad consciousness are incompatible, and most men need to be
single-minded for survival. Now for the most part, 'nature' seems to
have no objection when man dispenses with his sense of wonder and
curiosity. It does not insist that a man's senses should be as broad
and intense as those of a child. But where the sexual impulse is
concerned, nature is more stern. If, in a state of exhaustion or



depression, a man attempts to dispense with his sexual appetite, it
is likely to boomerang back on him in a way that may shatter him.
The sexual impulse is the favourite child of nature; no matter how
great the demands on a man's energy, the sex impulse must have its
share.{1} 

It is therefore interesting to observe that many sexual crimes
involving 'blackouts' or uncontrollable impulses are committed by
men in a state of exhaustion or depression.{2} And the claim that
the conscious will could break down or be completely dominated by
the sudden eruption of an urge from the subconscious may not be
summarily dismissed as an attempt to evade the consequences of
the act.

At this point it is possible to make the following generalizations
about human sexuality: 

(a) As with animals, it has a definite physical component—the desire
of the sexual parts to achieve an orgasm—a 'tingling' of sexual
'electricity' that wishes to be discharged.

(b) Although they may be influenced by smells, the human sexual
urges are not united by the stimulus of a smell, as are those of
animals. The component that unites and directs the human sexual
impulses is purely mental or imaginative, although it is usually
strongly tied to sensual impressions.

(c) Of all human instincts and desires, the sexual instinct is the one
that most transcends man's conscious awareness of himself and his
purposes. It is almost as if man carried a 'separate self' around with
him of which he is usually ignorant.

Freud and Gurdjieff

So far, no psychologist or philosopher has produced a unifying view
of the sexual impulses. Freud's contribution was mainly to
emphasize that the sexual energy (which he called the libido) is one
of the deepest and most powerful of man's subconscious forces.



When he first made this statement—around the turn of the
century—it produced something of a furore, since the previous
century had been an age of social idealism, and nineteenth century
man preferred to think that his deepest urges were of a more
creditable nature—towards knowledge and social betterment, for
example. Since then, twentieth-century man has been far more
aware of the sexual impulse, until he now sees it reflected around
him in most of the activities of his everyday life. Freudians would
claim that psychoanalysis is partly responsible for this increased
awareness, but this is debatable. What is certain is that if no Freud
had existed to assert the supremacy of the sexual impulse, the
notion would have developed of itself out of the 'mental climate' of
the twentieth century.

Among modern philosophers, I can think of only one who has made
any attempt at a unifying sex theory—George Gurdjieff. Even so,
there is very little information on the subject in the writings of
Gurdjieff's followers.

Gurdjieff declared that man has seven 'centres' that control his
various functions. There is an instinctive centre, an intellectual
centre, an emotional centre, a moving centre (which is concerned
with the body's motions) and a sexual centre; there are also two
'higher centres'. Each of these centres works on a different kind of
energy. Unfortunately, human beings tend to mix up the energy of
the various centres, and may use emotional energy to drive the
intellect, instinctive energy to drive the emotions, intellectual or
emotional energy to drive the sexual centre, and so on. And
apparently all the centres tend to steal energy from the sexual
centre, and use it for their own purposes. (Gurdjieff would say that
Robert Irwin used his sexual energy to drive his intellect and
emotions.) They then 'give back' useless energy of their own to the
sexual centre, so that the sexual centre is frequently forced to work
on emotional, or even intellectual energy. Gurdjieff told Ouspensky:
'It is a very great thing when the sexual centre works with its own
energy.'

Now these remarks on the 'centres' may strike some readers as



completely unscientific. In fact, Gurdjieff attempted to create, not
merely a philosophical system, but a religion; various rituals and
dances were an important part of his 'system', and there are also
semi-mythological statements that most people are inclined to take
with a pinch of salt. There is no 'scientific evidence' for the centres.
And yet, whether Gurdjieff's general remarks on the centres are
true or not, no one can deny that there is a feeling of truth about
his statement that 'it is a very great thing when the sex centre works
with its own energy'. And this, at least, is worth careful
consideration.{3}

No one, for example, who reads Lady Chatterley's Lover, can doubt
that part of the motive power of the book is Lawrence's feeling of
social underprivilege, and that he identifies himself with the
gamekeeper who makes love to a 'lady'. These social feelings are not
only emotional; they are negatively emotional. (Gurdjieff declares
that the negative emotions—fear, hatred, disgust—are completely
useless in the economy of the 'human machine', mere excreta.) The
sexual emotion of the book is consequently impure.

In the same way, no one can read the memoirs of Casanova without
becoming aware of the same impurity of motive. For all his
excellence as a writer, Casanova emerges as a vain and weak man,
concerned largely with the effect he can make on other people.
Consequently, it is hard to believe that it was the sheer energy of
the sexual centre that drove him to spend his life in seduction; it
seems more likely that it was some will to power, to convince
himself of his own importance.{4}

Huxley on Sex

Are there examples in literature of the sexual centre working with
its own energy? I can think of none; and the reason may be that
when sex is written about, it is mixed with the energy of the
intellectual or emotional centre. The true sexual energies make a
self-enclosed circuit; the man who experienced this circuit would
feel no urge to write about it. There are, however, a few interesting
examples that seem to come close to describing the sexual centre



working with its own energy. The work of Aldous Huxley contains
several of these. His novel Antic Hay is concerned largely with
describing 'inauthentic' sexual encounters, wanton promiscuity that
is basically futile and unsatisfying; but there is, by contrast, one
single completely 'satisfying' encounter. Gumbril is having an
innocent affair with a girl named Emily, with whom he is in love.
After a concert when the music leaves them both feeling
emotionally cleansed, they go to bed together:

'Very gently, he began caressing her shoulder, her long slender arm,
drawing his finger tips lightly and slowly over her smooth skin;
slowly, from her neck, over her shoulder, lingeringly round the
elbow to her hand. . . . Through the silk of her shift, he learned her
curving side, her smooth straight back and the ridges of her spine.
. . . Under the smock, he learned her warm body, lightly, slowly
caressing. He knew her, his fingers, he felt, could build her up, a
warm and curving statue in the darkness. He did not desire her; to
desire would have been to break the enchantment. He let himself
sink deeper and deeper into his dark stupor of happiness. She was
asleep in his arms; and soon, he too was asleep.'

This lyrical, almost mystical description of sexual emotion is
interestingly unlike the usual sexual encounters in Huxley; more
typical is one in Point Counter Point, described by Lucy Tantamount
in a letter to Walter; she explains how she picked up an Italian and
drove with him to a hotel:

'He came at me as though he were going to kill me, with clenched
teeth. I shut my eyes, like a Christian martyr in front of a lion.
Martyrdom's exciting. Letting oneself be hurt, humiliated, used like
a doormat-queer. I like it. . . . Beautifully savage he looked, a Red
Indian. And as savage as his looks. The marks are still there, where
he bit me on the neck. I shall have to wear a scarf for days. Where
did I see that statue of Marsyas being skinned? His face was like
that. I dug my nails into his arm so that the blood came. . . .'

In The Genius and The Goddess there is another description that is
evidently supposed to invoke the perfect sexual encounter, but this



time it is largely verbalized: 'That night of the twenty-third of April,
we were in the Other World, she and I, in the dark, wordless heaven
of nakedness and touch and fusion. And what revelations in that
heaven, what Pentecosts! The visitations of her caresses were like
sudden angels. . .' etc. In this case, the intercourse is completed;
but its description is less convincing than the description in Antic
Hay where the two fall asleep.

In the Appendix of Adonis and the Alphabet,{5} Huxley raises an
interesting question that throws some light on the scene in Antic
Hay. He writes about John Humphrey Noyes, the founder of the
Oneida Community in the United States, and of Noyes' theories of
'male continence'. Noyes' Oneida Community was an experiment in
what he called 'Bible communism', a simple 'share-and-share-alike'
community, whose most curious feature was its sexual communism.
Noyes believed that the exclusive possession of one man by one
woman is evil; in the Oneida community, women were communal.
This could have led to some embarrassments—for example, the
perpetual pregnancy of most of the women. To overcome this,
Noyes advocated the system of karezza ('the idea that the amative
functions of the sexual organs could be separated from the
propagative'); the man should simply restrain himself from reaching
an orgasm. This, Noyes claimed, was far more satisfying than the
usual sex, culminating in an orgasm. His aims in the community were
'Perfectionist Christianity' and the propagation of the idea of the
karezza and complex marriage.

High claims have been made for the method of karezza by its various
devotees; certain writers have taken it even further than Noyes,
suggesting that a newly married couple should allow their desires to
reach a point of high tension without reaching the stage of
copulation. When, after a long period of preparation, the male
finally inserts into the female—but without permitting himself any
movement that might lead to orgasm—it is asserted that the couple
will experience an intensity of sexual emotion beyond anything
obtainable in ordinary sexual intercourse; one description declares
that they may even experience a sensation of hovering in the air. 



It is obvious that Huxley was describing something very like this in
Antic Hay; and the approval with which he speaks of the karezza in
the appendix of Adonis and the Alphabet may confirm this.

It seems possible, then, that Noyes had hit upon a method of
allowing the sexual centre to work with its own energy. The
insistence upon perfect relaxation, upon complete control of the
desire to reach orgasm, would insure that the sexual energies are
unadulterated by the energy of the emotional or intellectual centre.
The sexual act, unless led up to by a long period of anticipation, is
almost certain to be involved with emotions and thoughts connected
with other matters. The length of time involved in the karezza
would allow the sexual energy to 'run pure', to separate itself from
other types of energy. 

Gurdjieff, then, contradicts Gide, and suggests that there is such a
thing as 'sexual normality'—when the sexual centre works with its
own energy. He implies that, when this happens, all desire for
promiscuity would vanish, since the man and the woman would
become for one another the embodiment of the male and female
principle; no other sexual partner could offer more than this.

'Inauthenticity' in the Sexual Impulse

Even at this early stage, it is necessary to attempt some broader
generalization about the relation of the sexual impulse to 'human
nature', for the terms of the discussion are already revealing
themselves as too limited. Generally speaking, it may be said that
the basic activity of all living organisms is the discharging of various
forms of tension, and that the act of discharge leads to a temporary
'broadening' of consciousness. A starving man, for example, feels a
physical tension which is discharged by the act of eating; and the
discharge of the tension is accompanied by a sense of affirmation of
'life'. This affirmation would not be experienced in the same degree
if the man fed at two-hourly intervals, allowing no time for the
tension of hunger to build up.

Tensions may be released in various ways and on various levels:



physically, by eating, drinking, smoking a cigarette; emotionally, by
listening to music, seeing a film, reading a romantic novel;
intellectually, by doing mathematics or a crossword puzzle. All
games aim at releasing tension by a process of building it up and
allowing it to relax again (but it should be noticed that a game that
released only the tension that it built up would be a bad game; its
act of release should also involve emotions that were unreleased
before the game began).

Some of these releases involve only a soothing of the nerves; others
may involve a definite heightening of consciousness.

I have pointed out elsewhere that it is relatively easy to achieve
'heightened consciousness' through the body—through sex or other
forms of physical relief; it is fairly easy to achieve it through the
emotions. The most difficult to achieve is heightened intellectual
consciousness. Most men have been 'carried out of themselves' by
the sexual orgasm; a large percentage have experienced release
through strong emotion; the number who have known the intensity
of an Einstein or a Newton must be very small indeed.

And yet this need for release, for heightened consciousness, is one
of the most basic human strivings. The inference to be drawn from
this is that, whatever the ultimate purposes of the evolutionary
force that drives man, heightened consciousness surely plays some
important part in them? Eliot may write gloomily that human life
appears to have no other meaning than 'birth, copulation, and
death', but he is leaving out of account the equally basic factor of
the need for a more intense consciousness that dominates all human
activity. The strange thing is that we never take this need of ours
into account; we regard it as an unimportant freak in human
activity. No man wakes in the morning and wonders: 'Shall I have a
moment of heightened consciousness today?' He thinks only of what
has to be done, not of the state of consciousness that will
accompany the doing. If he is a working man, tied to a routine job
that affords him little personal satisfaction, he may occasionally
feel that life is completely futile. 'I work to eat, and I eat to keep
up my strength to work.' He would not dream of taking into account



the occasional moments of 'expansiveness' that might come to him
over a pint of beer, or because it is a pleasant spring day, or for no
reason at all. Human beings take their consciousness and its states
for granted.

I am trying to point out that the things human beings normally think
of as their 'aims' are superficial, and it does not take a philosopher
to discover that most of them are futile. But then, in the same way,
all games are futile, since they involve a great deal of effort, but
nothing is profoundly changed by their result. It is the states of
consciousness that are achieved en route that give them their
purpose and meaning.

The sexual impulse, then, has an important factor in common with
all the other human impulses. It is not somehow unique, belonging
to a different order. Although a man may have less understanding
and control of his sexual impulses than of, say, his desire for
financial security, this is not to say that he is a puppet, a slave in
the hands of a force that is completely inscrutable. The sexual urge
is unlike most human desires in only one important respect: it is by
far the shortest and easiest route to 'release of tension' and
heightened consciousness. It satisfies both man's purpose and
nature's.

Before leaving this point, it is instructive to compare the following
three quotations: 

'An exquisite pleasure had invaded my senses, but individual,
detached, with no suggestion of its origin. And at once, the
vicissitudes of life had become indifferent to me, its disasters
innocuous, its brevity illusory—this new sensation having had on me
the effect which love has of filling me with a precious essence; or
rather, this essence was not in me, it was myself. I had ceased now
to feel mediocre, accidental, mortal. . . .'

'. . . a refreshing laughter rose in me, and suddenly the forgotten
notes of the piano came back to me again. It soared aloft like a soap
bubble, reflecting the whole world in miniature on its rainbow



surface, and then softly burst. . . . The golden trail was blazed, and
I was reminded of the eternal, and of Mozart and the stars. For an
hour, I could breathe once more and live and face existence,
without the need to suffer torment, fear or shame.'

'. . . all of a sudden a mysterious change came over myself senses.
I entered a plane of being where nothing mattered save the infusion
of joy brewed within my body. What had begun as a delicious
distension of my innermost roots became a glowing tingle which now
had reached that state of absolute security, confidence, and
reliance not found elsewhere in conscious life. With the deep hot
sweetness thus established and well on its way to the ultimate
convulsion, I felt I could slow down in order to prolong the glow.'

The first of these descriptions is from Proust; it is Marcel speaking
of the strange moment of 'remembrance of things past' brought
about by the taste of a cake soaked in tea. The second is from
Hesse's Steppenwolf, describing a moment of release that comes
through drinking a glass of wine. The third is from Nabokov's Lolita,
and occurs in the passage where Humbert cautiously masturbates by
rubbing his erect penis against Lolita (who is unaware of what is
going on). The similarity in the language is striking. It might be
emphasized by a second quotation from Steppenwolf, this time
describing an extension of consciousness due to erotic ecstasy:

'Now, at the magic touch of Eros, the source of [memory] was
opened up and flowed in plenty. For moments together my heart
stood still between delight and sorrow to find how rich was the
gallery of my life, and how thronged the soul of the wretched
Steppenwolf with high eternal stars and constellations.'

It is true that the affirmation of the sexual impulse need not
communicate itself to the intellect in this way, or even to the
emotions; it may be no more than a physical warmth and relaxation.
But it should be borne in mind that such experiences as the one
described above can be counted among the highest type of sexual
experience.



D. H. Lawrence and Sodomy

The passage from Nabokov raises again the basic question about
'abnormality', as does the whole of Lolita. If the highest kind of
sexual experience can be gained by such a means, is it possible to
call the means 'inauthentic'? This question opens up the whole
problem of 'sexual aberration'. Here again it is instructive to
consider cases.

D. H. Lawrence is normally regarded as the high-priest of a mystical
sexual 'normality'. And yet Professor Wilson Knight has pointed out,
in a brilliant essay, that Lawrence placed a great deal of emphasis
on the act of sodomy. In Lady Chatterley's Lover most of the early
sexual encounters are 'normal'. But towards the end of Chapter 16,
Mellors takes Constance Chatterley 'in the Italian manner'. Lawrence
is careful not to be too explicit, but a number of early references
in the book lead up to the final act. She is 'a little frightened, but
let him have his way', and the sensuality burns out 'the shames, the
deepest, oldest shames, in the most secret places', and the sensual
flame 'pressed through her bowels and breast'. Lawrence leaves no
room for doubt that he considered this act to be somehow a deeper
consummation than 'normal' sex (although, of course, there is never
any suggestion that he regarded it as a substitute for normal sex).
In the same way, Women in Love leads up to a strange scene
between Ursula and Birkin (in the chapter 'Excurse') where the exact
physical details are vague, except that Ursula kneels in front of
Birkin, and causes him to reach orgasm by exploring with her fingers
at 'the back of the loins' to 'the quick of the mystery of darkness'.
Lawrence makes it clear that he is not speaking of the phallus, for
he repeats the word 'back' several times, and comments that Ursula
had thought 'there was no source deeper than the phallic source'
until she has this experience. Lawrence reveals that Birkin has
already possessed Ursula 'in the Italian manner', but now Ursula has
learned how to satisfy Birkin most deeply. Later, he remarks that
'with perfect fine finger tips of reality she would touch the reality
in him'. Lawrence's meaning is underlined in a poem, 'Manifesto',
where he writes:



'I want her to touch me at last, ah, on the root and quick of my
darkness. . . .'

Birkin's act of sodomy with Ursula is also described in terms of the
'root of her darkness'.

Professor Wilson Knight makes it very clear that Lawrence attached
great importance to this final act, and he offers full documentation
in his essay .{6}

It is true that there is no need to seek complicated psychological
explanations for a phenomenon that might well have a physical
basis. The anal regions, after all, share some of the erotic sensitivity
of the genitals. Professor Knight failed to note the passage in Mrs
Bloom's monologue where she mentions that her lover 'made me
spend the 2nd time tickling me behind with his finger' and describes
the intensity of her sexual satisfaction. Hirschfeld mentions two
sister prostitutes who specialized in performing an act of
simultaneous genital and anal stimulation on their clients.
Hirschfeld adds: ' According to Freud, the evacuation of the bowels
and the passing of urine is also accompanied by similar pleasurable
sensations', but he points out that certain peoples do not practise
kissing, and that therefore the lips are not included among the
'erogeneous zones' by these peoples. Hirschfeld also mentions a
prostitute who sometimes performed fellatio on her customers while
inserting a silk handkerchief into the rectum, and withdrawing the
handkerchief at the moment of orgasm; she claimed that this
produced an intensity of sexual experience beyond 'normal
intercourse'.

It is therefore hardly necessary to speculate how Lawrence's 'normal'
sexuality managed to drift towards anal eroticism. (Wilson Knight
even cites passages from Powys's Glastonbury Romance to argue a
connection between the anal regions and mystical ecstasy.) No one
who has read Women in Love or Lady Chatterley's Lover with
sympathy can fail to regard the 'anal scenes' as a more-or-less
logical development of what preceded them. No doubt it would
have seemed equally logical if the act had been one of mutual oral



stimulation. One must say, then, either that these 'consummations'
are 'normal', or that Lawrence's sexual mysticism is somehow
basically at fault. I am not at present concerned to argue either
view; only to point out that the borderline between apparent
normality and 'abnormality' is very thin.

On the other hand, a case cited by Paul de River in his volume The
Sexual Criminal (Chapter Six) is instructive. De River writes of a
moronic school guard who murdered three small girls (whose ages
ranged between seven and nine) and committed acts of sodomy and
of 'normal' intercourse on all three. The school guard was married
but he had developed an obsessional feeling that only the tight
vagina of a child could bring him the deepest sexual satisfaction.
Having lured the children to a secluded spot with a promise to show
them rabbits, he took them away one by one and strangled them,
committing a double act of violation upon two of them. But when
questioned afterwards, he admitted that he had experienced the
greatest pleasure with the elder of the three. Here the confusion of
his desires becomes apparent. He imagines that he can achieve the
deepest satisfaction only with a very young girl, but in fact, he
prefers the child who is nearest to womanhood. At first sight, the
case might be used as an argument against the idea that the
deepest sexual consummation should be pursued as an aim in itself,
but the man's confusion spoils the argument, proving that he had no
idea of what he really wanted. In fact, the case is rather a support
of Lawrence's view that certain developments of the normal act of
sexual intercourse are not 'unnatural'. The guard's 'unnaturalness'
arose out of his confusion, his misreading of his desires. There is no
such confusion in Lawrence; even his opponents have to admit that
there is a powerful interior logic in the development of his sexual
mysticism.

However, this juxtaposition of Lawrence and Paul de River's school
guard makes it apparent that Tolstoy's theory of sex is the only one
that offers a consistent statement about abnormality. Lawrence and
the caretaker may be two extremes, but there is only a difference
in degree; both felt that sex 'ought' to lead to some ultimately
satisfying consummation, beyond the bare act of 'natural



intercourse'.

This view, it should be noted, is implicit in our attitude of increased
tolerance towards books dealing with sex. When such books as
Ulysses, The Well of Loneliness, Lolita, Lady Chatterley's Lover, can
be openly published, it means that we are willing to accept that the
acts they describe are not wholly 'unnatural'. Tolstoy would have
condemned them all, as he condemned Maupassant's Bel Ami, as
'dirty books'; for by his definition, any kind of emphasis on the
pleasure of sex is 'abnormal'. By this standard, Lady Chatterley's
Lover is as abnormal as The Well of Loneliness or Angus Wilson's
Hemlock and After.

And yet there are few of us who can accept Tolstoy's view as a
solution. Tolstoy would imply that, if one day humankind reaches a
stage of god-like perfection, sex will have disappeared, except as
an occasional act of 'duty' (to reproduce). It is difficult to feel that
Tolstoy has arrived at a balanced vision of the part played by sex in
man's total being. In the following chapters I wish to investigate this
problem of the role of sex by considering the part that sex has
played in the lives of various men and women, and the theories of
sex that are implicit in their attitudes.



CHAPTER II

PROMISCUITY AND THE CASANOVA IMPULSE

Gurdjieff's psychology of sex. Mann and Faustus. Casanova, Frank
Harris and My Life and Loves. Henry Miller. The case of' M'. The
Strange case of Artsybashev. Female Sexuality.

A CONVENIENT starting point for the discussion of 'abnormality' is
the question of how far promiscuity is unnatural. Tolstoy certainly
regarded it as a sexual disorder, as reprehensible, if not as rare, as
bestiality or sadism. I have already commented that Gurdjieff's view
of the 'sexual centre' seems to imply a one-man one-woman view of
'natural sex', not unlike Lawrence's. But it is an interesting fact that
Gurdjieff himself was known as something of a Don Juan. In God is
my Adventure, Rom Landau mentions the stories about Gurdjieff's
'immorality' with his female disciples; he goes on to tell a story
about a woman who was sitting in a restaurant when she
experienced suddenly an intense sensual excitement, as if someone
had 'pierced her sexual centre'; looking round, she found that
Gurdjieff was sitting with his eyes fixed on her.{7}

Whether or not Gurdjieff possessed this curious power of stimulating
a woman at a distance, the Don Juan legends about him
undoubtedly have their basis in fact, and several of his illegitimate
children are alive in America.{8}

The contradiction implied here is of great interest. Gurdjieff made
several statements about the sex centre. It is the highest of the five
centres, and works with a finer energy. There are only two other
centres above it: the 'higher emotional' and 'higher thinking' centre;
and the higher emotional centre works with the Same energy as the
sex centre, implying that it is on the same level.

Gurdjieff's main interest was the study of the 'human machine' and
its workings, and he concluded that the 'human factory' is planned



for a very large output, but that it never reaches more than a
fraction of 'full production' because human beings are short-
sightedly interested only in their own needs and desires, and never
explore their potentialities. To express it by a different simile, one
might say that the human machine is like a four-engined aeroplane
which never flies on more than one engine. Admittedly, the sexual
orgasm often brings man a feeling of great power—as if all four
engines began to work momentarily but it vanishes in a few seconds.
Gurdjieff also maintains that the states of 'higher consciousness'
experienced by the mystics are the result of the working of the two
'higher centres'; but most human beings spend their lives completely
unaware that they possess higher centres.

Whether we are inclined to accept Gurdjieff's psychology or not, it
cannot be denied that human beings experience occasional moments
of 'insight', of certitude and confidence about 'life' in general, that
imply that our normal state of everyday consciousness is a poor,
barren half-ration. This makes an excellent starting point for the
study of sex.

But now the contradiction in Gurdjieff's views becomes apparent.
'Normality' means the sexual centre working 'authentically' with its
own energy. This brings to mind a vision of some ideal, Lawrencian
relationship in which a man and woman are somehow perfectly
satisfying to one another. On the other hand, 'abnormality' begins
when one partner regards the other as a mere passive instrument of
pleasure; it can lead to the type of sex murder described by Paul de
River. But this impersonality lies at the root of Don Juanism. It is
hard to imagine a perfectly balanced man—strong, un-neurotic,
possessing a 'real' centre of gravity, a deep knowledge of his own
being, an 'essential' personality—pursuing a career of enthusiastic
seduction. Either Gurdjieff's view of the sex centre is more
paradoxical than it appears to be, or he was a less integrated
personality than he pretended to be. The second question is hardly
relevant in this context; but the first is worth keeping in mind.

The urge to sexual promiscuity is generally regarded as a disease
when it reaches a certain point of 'loss of control'; in women, this



point is called nymphomania, in men, satyriasis. Sexologists have
pointed out that nymphomania is frequently due to 'frigidity' in
women; because the woman fails to gain any deep satisfaction from
the sexual experience, she tends to repeat it as often as possible in
an attempt to achieve satisfaction. The records to which I have
been given access in preparing this book included the following
interesting case:

'X, a man in his early twenties, had experienced a nervous
breakdown after living for six months with a girl whom he claimed
to be a nymphomaniac. The woman, who was Jewish, and worked
as a journalist, was several years his senior. She was not only
incapable of fidelity to X, but appeared to take pleasure in freely
describing her infidelities to him. She seemed to feel that he ought
to experience a vicarious pleasure in listening to her descriptions,
and often became sexually excited as she dwelt on the details. X
remembered particularly an experience she claimed to have had at
a party. She had gone into an empty cloakroom to get her coat;
there, she bent down to adjust her suspender. As she was doing so,
a man entered the room behind her and stood watching her. She
could see only his trousers and shoes, with her back to him. After a
few moments, the man raised her dress from behind, and inserted
his penis. He reached orgasm, and then left the cloakroom without
speaking to her. She thought he was drunk. During all this time, she
had not looked at his face, and was sure she would be unable to
recognize him if she met him again.'

Here it is obvious that the girl took pleasure in the anonymity of the
encounter. Her bending position emphasized her animality; the man
was as anonymous as a stray dog. 

It is observable that in this case the girl did not mention whether
she experienced an orgasm; it seems probable that she did not, and
that she conformed to the pattern of 'frigid nymphomaniacs'.

It would be a mistake, though, to regard all nymphomaniacs as slow
to reach orgasm. Mr Rexroth, the American poet, has related a case
that disproves the idea. The girl in question was arrested and



charged with prostitution; the police were unable to prove their
case because the girl never took money for her services, and she
came before a psychiatric board, of which Mr Rexroth was a
member. She told how, on the day she was married, she and her
husband spent several hours in bed in a hotel room on Park Avenue.
Immediately after this, she went out and allowed herself to be
'picked up' by a man in Central Park; she accompanied him to a
hotel room, and intercourse took place. She picked up several more
men before she returned to her husband. Later, when her husband
was at work, she made a habit of going to bed with strangers picked
up on the streets. Her last client was a detective who 'framed' her
by putting marked money into her handbag and then arresting her.

The board asked her if her original experience with her husband was
so unsatisfactory that she felt impelled to seek satisfaction
elsewhere. She replied: 'Oh no. I enjoyed it so much that I wanted
to do it again immediately.' She insisted that she experienced an
orgasm with every man, and was completely satisfied, but that the
desire would re-form an hour later. The board regarded her as an
unusual case of insatiable sexual appetite.

Both these cases emphasize the element of impersonality which
seems to be so important in sex. Thomas Mann discusses this in his
novel Doktor Faustus. After the marriage of his sister, Adrian
Leverkuhn talks about 'the domestication of sex' by the Church. The
relation between lovers is based upon strangeness; therefore, it is
hardly accurate to say that 'these twain shall be one flesh', for this
would be the end of strangeness. Leverkuhn argues that the lust of
one flesh for another is not mere sensuality, but love, for 'the flesh
is normally inoffensive to itself only. With another's it will have
nothing to do.' The breakdown of this resistance in sexual union is
a phenomenon 'for which sensuality is only an empty word'.

Mann has here touched upon an important and profound problem.
But it should be observed that the resistance to alien flesh is part of
civilized conditioning. It is the civilized man who cannot eat off
someone else's plate or wear somebody else's trousers. Babies and
animals are usually indifferent to such questions. The more civilized



a man becomes, the more his basic response to other human beings
is the noli me tangere—don't touch me—that Lawrence was so fond
of quoting. 'The more things a man is ashamed of, the more
respectable he is', says Shaw's Tanner. One of the most basic of the
'psychological horrors' in Orwell's Nineteen Eighty-four is the idea of
men being continually observed, even on the lavatory. {9} When
Joyce's Ulysses was first published, many people found that one of
its most disgusting passages is the one in which Mrs Bloom spits
chewed seed cake into her husband's mouth in an act of lovemaking.

All this suggests an important idea: that civilization conditions us to
a dislike of the alien 'other' flesh, and that sex is an important act
of de-conditioning. Many children and adolescents find the idea of
sex disgusting, and this disgust later becomes an important part of
its fascination. A simple act like kissing with the tongue seems at
once nauseating and desirable, a symbol of the strange, poisonous,
and shocking world of sex. So at an early stage sex is associated with
the idea of violating one's natural fastidiousness, the desire not to
be 'touched', the dislike of dirt and of alien flesh. The stronger this
fastidiousness, the more sex is likely to be associated with 'sin'. This
idea must be brought up later, particularly in the discussion of
sadism.{10}

It seems probable, then, that many cases of nymphomania involve
a revolt against civilized conditioning; this seems particularly
obvious in the case of the girl who allowed herself to be 'used' as she
bent down to adjust her suspender. Promiscuity—at least in
women—may be an escape, a revolt against the complexity of
civilization.

Male and female promiscuity have one thing in common: the
impersonality of the sexual object. The first thing that strikes
readers of books like Casanova's Memoirs or Frank Harris's My Life
and Loves is the complete selfishness of the authors. Even when
they assure the reader that they were deeply attached to some
particular woman, the woman in question never makes a deep
impression on the reader.



I am not, of course, suggesting that these books are of equal literary
merit. Casanova's Memoirs are a masterpiece, and it is not surprising
that some critics have actually believed they were written by
Stendhal. (Recent research has established their authenticity
beyond all doubt.) Frank Harris's book is not particularly well
written, and some of its later volumes (in the 'banned' Paris edition)
are undoubtedly written by 'ghosts'.

But when the reader thinks back on either of these books, it is not
people he remembers, but certain events. Casanova cannot actually
be called a pervert, but his memoirs seem to contain every typical
sexual fantasy dreamed up by mankind. I am not asserting that they
are necessarily untrue; in fact, I would guess that Casanova was a
curiously truthful man.{11} This only makes the Memoirs an even
more interesting study for the sexual psychologist.

Casanova's first love affair occurred in his teens, but his first sexual
experience is not with one woman, but with two; he sleeps between
the sisters, and takes the maidenhood of both within half an hour.
A few chapters later, he repeats this feat—with another pair of
sisters, of course (Vol. I, Chapter Ten). In the third volume occurs
an affair that is completely typical of Casanova; at a card party he
sits by the fire, talking to a young girl who is recently out of a
convent. The talk turns to sex, and Casanova shocks her by showing
her his sexual member. He then takes hold of her hand, and uses it
to masturbate himself. Later, upon a promise of marriage, the girl
becomes his mistress. It is typical of Casanova that he cannot even
remember her Christian name, and refers to her as 'Mlle. de la Meure'.

This example illustrates as well as any the 'wish-fulfilment' aspect
of Casanova—the stories that sound as if they had been invented
solely to get an advance out of some publisher of pornographic
literature. (In fact, the Memoirs were never published in Casanova's
lifetime, or even finished.)

Casanova is very seldom scorned by the women upon whom his
choice falls. When this actually happens (Vol. 3, Chapter Six )
Casanova resorts to cunning. The girl has taken another lover, who



impregnates her. She approaches Casanova to ask his help in
procuring an abortion. Casanova persuades her of the efficacy of a
certain specific, mixed with fresh semen, and offers his help in the
'operation'. The gullible girl actually allows him to possess her
several times in the course of performing the experiment. She is
finally forced to go into a convent to have the baby. In the course
of the same volume, Casanova succeeds in taking the maidenhead
of a young married woman (whose husband is either shy or
impotent), and has a sexual orgy with three girls which (with
unusual reticence) he declines to describe. He also becomes a
factory owner, and sleeps with most of his work-girls, but this is too
unimportant to describe at length, and he mentions it only en
passant.

Frank Harris's volumes have much the same pattern—in fact, their
style seems at times to echo Casanova. He also lays considerable
emphasis on the taking of maidenheads and the love of innocent
girls. He seems to be slightly less discriminating than Casanova. The
latter seems to enjoy living in all its aspects particularly luxurious
living and polite society; he gives the impression that he thinks of
many things besides sex. Harris never ceases to think of sex, and
never looks at any young girl without speculating what she would be
like in bed.

But Harris and Casanova have one point in common: both are crooks.
Their autobiographies have a curiously plausible surface. They
frequently tell stories against themselves; they also tell stories that
seem to have very little point and which sound all the more true for
having no point. But they also leave no doubt in the reader's mind
that they are accomplished confidence men. Both spent their lives
trying to impress society, to get themselves accepted on their own
valuation. Casanova, the son of an actor, gave himself an impressive
title, but he does not trouble to deceive the reader about his title
or his origins. Both had lives of considerable difficulty, and were
periodically denounced as tricksters. And in both of them the air of
honesty and straightforwardness is an engaging mannerism (Shaw
describes Harris as a loudmouthed buccaneer with a Rabelaisian turn
of speech, but you would not guess this from Harris's own



autobiographical writings.)

All this enables the reader to understand the basis of the 'seduction
mania' that possessed both of them. Both had difficult beginnings;
both were brilliant young men who were socially unacceptable, in
an age that attached great importance to such things. Their attitude
to society was defensive; they were 'upstarts' who mixed smoothly
with their social superiors, but always with a consciousness of
deception. They never felt a basic 'adjustment' to society—the kind
of adjustment reached by such men as Beethoven and Shaw, who
were accepted on their own terms. In fact, both Harris and
Casanova were talented enough to demand such acceptance; but
they started on the wrong foot; they started by deceiving, and could
never cease to feel themselves deceivers.{12}

So sexual conquest became the basis of self-respect in both Harris
and Casanova. Cultured society might throw them into the
psychological attitude of the liar, but as successful lovers they could
feel themselves supermen. Significantly enough, both ended their
lives in poverty and bitterness. Casanova finally returned to Venice
(from which he had fled many years before) as a spy and political
informer. He died at Dux in Poland, as the librarian of Count
Waldstein. He spent his last years writing Memoirs, resenting
imagined insults, and mourning for the passing of the 'age of
chevaliers'. The younger generation regarded him as a quaint old
man, completely out of date. Harris also died in poverty and
obscurity in the south of France. Both wrote their famous memoirs
in their eclipse, when they had little left but memories of sexual
conquest. These conquests, as related in their books, are probably
largely true, although probably 'improved'. In writing of them, they
could again feel strong and virile. (Both lay emphasis on the number
of times they were able to satisfy a woman in one night.)

If Harris and Casanova are taken as typical of the Don Juan
temperament, then it would seem that there is a world of
difference between the motivation to promiscuity in men and
women. In the woman it may be due to a perverse kind of
rebelliousness, an almost self-destructive urge, the need to defy



society with an obscene gesture. In men, it seems to be simpler: a
straightforward will to power. Far from being a sign of strength, Don
Juanism may indicate a lack of basic self-belief. The men who feel
unable to assert themselves among men, do so among women. The
unusual or talented man, who is still not unusual enough to make his
mark as a creator, a thinker, a soldier, turns to sexual conquest to
achieve self-respect. Among men of genuine talent, Don Juanism is
frequently an early stage, before more serious work claims their
energy.{13}

But the main thing to be learned from a consideration of Casanova
and Harris is that the Don Juan temperament is often accompanied
by habitual mendacity and criminal tendencies. Shaw has an
interesting account of his fellow socialist Edward Aveling, who was
one of the models for Louis Dubedat in The Doctor's Dilemma.
Aveling was a convinced socialist who, according to Shaw, would
have gone to the stake for his convictions. But where women and
money were concerned, he was completely immoral. He coached
female students for science examinations, seduced the pretty ones
and swindled the less attractive. He lived with Eleanor Marx for
many years; then, when his wife finally divorced him, married
someone else, and encouraged Eleanor to commit suicide (which she
did). Aveling was a small, curiously reptilian man, and Shaw was
intrigued by the combination of Shelleyan idealism and total
shamelessness where women were concerned. (The combination
may not be as odd as it sounds; Shelley's ideas on women did not
favour monogamy or fidelity; Aveling was a wholehearted disciple
of Shelley, and died reciting the Prometheus Unbound.)

But to speak of the combination of mendacity and Don Juanism is
perhaps imprecise. It would be more accurate to say that there is a
certain type of man of talent whose self-confidence is below the
level of his vitality . The ideal combination is, of course, talent
united with self-belief, as in Beethoven, Shakespeare, Shaw.
Perhaps the most extreme example of talent without self belief is
the case of T. E. Lawrence, whose inferiority feeling affected even
his sense of sexual capability. Casanova and Harris are less extreme
cases.



Equally interesting from this point of view are the writings of Henry
Miller.

Henry Miller

Miller is an altogether more complex personality than Casanova or
Harris, as well as being a better writer. The first qualities that strike
the reader in books like The Tropic of Capricorn and The Rosy
Crucifixion are the depth of the intuitions and the remarkable
command of language. It is true that Miller is not a sustained
thinker; nevertheless, he brings to his autobiographical writings a
kind of inspired penetration that compares with D. H. Lawrence.

It would be pleasant to be able to declare that Miller is a writer who
can be taken as seriously as Lawrence; unfortunately this is
impossible, since Miller does not take himself all that seriously.{14}
For many years to come, he will remain an embarrassment to
literary critics. For his work is seventy-five per cent. serious and
thoughtful writing, and twenty-five per cent. unashamed
pornography.

Until the publication of the two Tropics in America, Miller had to
live off the American and English tourists who go to Paris to buy
'dirty books'. There seems little doubt that his first book, The Tropic
of Cancer, was written with that market in view, and that Miller
decided to pour some of his serious writing—for which he had so far
discovered no market—into a book that was bound to have a wide
circulation.

It is impossible to say whether Miller might have made a better
writer if he had not started by writing pornography. He is not a
pornographer by vocation; he does not write about sex because he
is obsessed by it. So much of his work gives the impression that he
is laughing at himself—and at the reader—as he recounts some
preposterous sexual exploit. His sense of humour reminds one of the
comic and near-obscene postcards that used to be sold at Brighton
and Blackpool; he enjoys emphasizing the indignities connected with
the sexual and excretory functions.



His most important books so far are the two Tropics and The Rosy
Crucifixion in three volumes (Sexus, Nexus, and Plexus). Miller
considers this latter his masterpiece. All are autobiographical, and
concerned very largely with Miller's sexual exploits. These cover an
even wider range than those of Casanova—or at least, are told in
more detail. The Tropic of Cancer is the most lyrical and least
readable; the language seems to have been inspired by Rimbaud and
Lautréamont; it has very little story, but what little there is
concerns the lives of a few American exiles living in Paris. Capricorn
is an altogether better book, and tells about Miller's earlier
American period. The narrative is less static, and the language less
pretentious. One interesting point is immediately observable. Unlike
most 'autobiographers', Miller is not in the least concerned to
present himself in a dignified light. It is almost as if he had decided
that, if he was going to write a dirty book and tell all kinds of lies,
he might as well go the whole hog and present himself in as
unflattering a light as possible. Harris and Casanova tell stories
against themselves; Miller does nothing else. If he were less
innocent and buoyant, one might suspect him of a kind of
Dostoevskian craving for self-humiliation and public confession. In
fact, one soon comes to suspect that these 'confessions' are only
another way of 'giving the reader his money's worth'—and
incidentally, of laughing at him. One feels that he would cheerfully
write in a scene in which he has sexual intercourse with an
elephant, if he thought it would amuse the reader. As it is, he
details endless infidelities to his wife, various episodes in which he
is shown as borrowing, cadging or stealing, and a great many
undignified stories involving excrement. Typical of these
'confessions' is an episode in The Tropic of Capricorn in which his
wife is lying ill in bed. A female neighbour comes in to attend to
her, and bends over the bed in her nightdress. Miller stands behind
the neighbour, lifts the nightdress, and while they both continue to
speak comfortingly to the wife, has sexual intercourse with the
neighbour.

And yet while he represents himself as completely cynical about sex
and money, Miller obviously has social passion, and a dislike of
cruelty, and he spends a great deal of time explaining to the reader



what is wrong with Western civilization. For this reason, The Rosy
Crucifixion is a literary curiosity. It is interspersed with detailed
descriptions of the sexual act—often involving more than one
woman—and various rapes and orgies. But the author seems to want
to puzzle the reader by creating two distinct and incompatible
Henry Millers. There is Miller the avid reader, the lover of books and
ideas, whose dialectic is often as passionate as Dostoevsky's, whose
interest in human beings and their problems is inexhaustible. Then
there is Miller the scrounger, whose chief motivation seems to be
the desire for a quick, undignified 'poke', and who refers to his
sexual member as his 'pecker'.

Miller himself denies that his work was intended to be pornographic,
and although he has admitted that some of the exploits he recounts
are not wholly true, claims that The Rosy Crucifixion is an honest
attempt to tell 'the whole truth'. This sounds plausible enough until
one opens the book, and reads some preposterous account of
intercourse, told largely in four-letter words. 'We went into a blind
f–—, with the cab lurching and careening, our teeth knocking,
tongues bitten, and the juice pouring from her like hot soup', etc.
'She had two or three orgasms, and then sank back exhausted,
smiling up at me weakly like a trapped doe.' 

In Miller, then, the Don Juanism is even more complicated than in
Harris or Casanova. They were only out to glorify themselves;
Miller's intention appears to be the reverse.

But the general thesis that applies to Harris and Casanova applies
also to Miller. His talent exceeds his self-belief—and therefore his
seriousness as an artist. This lack of self-confidence is almost
synonymous with mendacity, just as the fierce arrogance of a
Beethoven is synonymous with aggressive truthfulness. The effect of
reading Miller in large doses is curious. He is an exciting thinker,
always faithful to his intuitions; when speaking about writers with
whom he sympathizes—Rimbaud, for example—he can be a superb
literary critic; there are times when ideas pour on to the paper in
a breathless jumble of words. He is always a 'man-alive', like
Lawrence, and there are times when the vitality and the intensity



of thought become so perfectly fused that the reader is
overwhelmed by a sensation of his greatness. And yet the effect of
reading long sections of his books is strangely depressing; their
moral air is dead-damp and slightly rotten, like the air in a tomb.
There is a weary, exhausted lack of self-respect, a sense of defeat,
more oppressive than in Sartre or Joyce. The book has a low moral
ceiling, and the reader gets cramped keeping his head bowed and
his knees bent. There is a Thomas-Wolfe-ian vitality about the whole
thing, but no real poetry , no idealism, nothing heroic or tragic; in
short, no greatness. Even Rabelais seems religious and idealistic
compared to Miller. At his worst, when uninspired by sex or people,
his tone is almost nihilistic; The Air-Conditioned Nightmare, for
example—an attack on America—is a bitter, bored, carping book
that has none of the qualities of his best work.

The point of these lengthy discussions of Harris, Casanova, and
Miller is to try to show the relation between Don Juanism and the
failure of values. These writers, taken in large doses, produce an
indefinable oppression in the sensitive reader. There is movement
and colour in their pages, but it is the movement and colour of a
merry-go-round. Ultimately, their vision of life is nihilistic; it is all
'sound and fury, signifying nothing'. The works of idealistic
writers—poets and philosophers—move towards climaxes that
attempt to make life appear meaningful. There are plenty of
climaxes in Casanova and in Miller, but they are only satisfactions
of ordinary human appetites, and they leave nothing behind. Since
they view life as nothing more than a procession of their desires and
biological processes, they naturally have no more moral sense 'than
a fox in a poultry farm'. Boredom is to be expected from life—unless
distractions can be found. Minor deceptions come to them as
naturally as to children who lie to get out of trouble. They are
basically too good-natured, too well-satisfied with life, to become
dangerous criminals; and yet their moral nihilism is the basis of all
criminality. (This is a point that will recur in later chapters.) If their
appetites were as brutal as those of a Kürten or Gilles de Rais, there
would be no reason why they should not satisfy them. There seems
to be nothing in the life of Casanova which is not summarized by
Eliot in the harsh lines:



Those who sharpen the tooth of the dog, meaning
Death
Those who glitter with the glory of the hummingbird, meaning
Death
Those who sit in the stye of contentment, meaning
Death
Those who suffer the ecstasy of the animals, meaning
Death{15}

This is Casanova's life in four lines: sex, good food, personal vanity,
and resentment; its summary: death. (This is brought home
powerfully in Arthur Schnitzler's novel Casanova's Homecoming, an
imaginary 'addition' to the Memoirs, which shows Casanova in old
age, disillusioned, ugly, on the point of becoming a police spy.)

One more example will help to make these issues clearer. I quote
from an unpublished autobiographical manuscript in my
possession.{16}. Its portrait of the ex-officer 'M' is an excellent
analysis of a type of 'Don Juan' whom I have not mentioned so far.

'M is an ex-guards officer who, at the time when I first knew him,
was in his middle twenties. He had been to a public school, then to
Sandhurst, but had only spent two years in the army, having decided
to go into his father's business. He was good looking and athletically
built, and a heavy drinker. He enjoyed playing with revolvers,
frequently talked of his army experiences (when he had been a
member of the occupation forces in Germany) and often said that
he wished the Russians would start a war so that he could fight. He
thought that peace-time was demoralizing, and had the typical army
officer's contempt of civilians, regarding them as sloppy and
undisciplined. He held a kind of mystique of power, which emerged
constantly in his conversation—especially when drunk—and admired
Hitler as a "strong man". In spite of his talk about physical violence
and discipline, he was by no means unintelligent; his bookshelf
showed a wide range of interests, and when I engaged with him in
arguments or discussions, the acuteness of his reasoning powers
often surprised me. Nevertheless, he affected to feel contempt for
all "intellectuals", although this was inconsistent with his



friendliness towards me.'

[There follow several more paragraphs expounding 'M's' power-
philosophy; I omit these as not relevant here.]

'. . . But all this emerged most clearly in his attitude to sex. His
experience with women has been very wide, and he claimed that
the number of women he had slept with was equal to the number of
months that had passed since his fourteenth birthday (roughly 140).
These included two mistresses whom he had supported in Germany.
M had many theories and beliefs about sex. For example, he often
claimed that he found masturbation more satisfactory than
intercourse with a woman because "it could be controlled more
exactly". He set great store by his sexual prowess; he believed that
if a man can have a second orgasm soon after the first, he can carry
on making love for the rest of the night with no real difficulty; he
had often proved this, he said, by having as many as ten orgasms in
a night. Although he talked a great deal about sex—indeed, this and
the "will to power" were his favourite subjects—his interest in it
seemed curiously experimental; I do not think I can accuse him of
ever talking "filth" for its own sake. . . .

'These two obsessions [sex and the will to power] came together in
a story that immediately struck me as being of great interest, and
which I give here as accurately as I can remember it.

'M gave a birthday party for his mistress at a hotel. Among the
guests were an art student who had a reputation as a
nymphomaniac, and an old army acquaintance of M's. This man was
a giant, whom M described as having "the body of a Greek god".
Towards the end of the evening he approached M and explained that
the art student wanted to sleep with him; unfortunately, neither
had a room that would be convenient for this purpose. M had taken
a double room in the hotel, which contained two single beds; he
immediately offered to let his friend use one of the beds.

'The party ended, and M and his mistress retired. She was very
drunk. M made love to her, and she immediately fell into a deep



sleep. Ten minutes later, M's friend entered the room with the
nymphomaniac; they undressed in the dark and climbed into bed. M
lay awake, listening, and soon heard the girl making sounds that
indicated she was not satisfied with her lover. M finally asked "Is
anything the matter?" The girl replied that she was still unsatisfied,
and that the man had fallen asleep. M asked "Can I help?", and the
girl said yes. They switched on the light; the army officer was
persuaded to get out of bed, and M climbed on to the girl and made
love to her. Watching them, the army officer became excited, and
as soon as M had finished, made love to her himself. M stood
watching them, and later commented to me on the beauty of the
sight. He said: "It was so beautiful that I forgot to be excited. They
were simply two beautiful animals." He added that he was
particularly interested to observe the lamp light reflected on the
man's sexual member, and said: "You don't realize it's shiny when
you're doing it yourself."

'By this time a feeling of rivalry had developed between the two
men; as soon as one finished, the other began again. The girl
seemed to be insatiable. However, towards dawn, the army officer
lay down on the other bed (in which M's mistress was still asleep)
and began to snore. M said: "I was determined not to be beaten." He
continued to make love to the girl until she protested that she was
sore. M then mustered all his energy for a final orgasm. After this,
he crossed to the sink and washed his hands and genitals. He said:
"I looked at the roomful of prostrate bodies. And suddenly I felt
myself THE VICTOR." I cannot describe the satisfaction with which
he said the last words. M went on to say that he then rolled the
officer off his own bed on to the floor and slept until late the next
day.'

The author of this account later supplemented his narrative with the
following comments: 

'M was in no way creative: he did not attempt to express himself
through writing or painting, and I think he had no interest in music.
He struck me as permanently unsatisfied, and often left his father's
firm to take other jobs. He had been engaged several times, but on



each occasion had been unable to restrain his appetite for other
women, so that his fiancées always ended by throwing him over. He
liked reading books describing physical feats of endurance, like the
Kon-Tiki expedition, the ascent of Everest, Scott's journey to the
South Pole, etc. He became in quick succession a policeman, a
whaler, and a Canadian mounted policeman. I think he suffered
from boredom.'

These details add up to an interesting portrait of the typical Don
Juan figure. Because they are recounted in the third person, it is
possible to gain a franker and less biased insight than in the cases
of Casanova, Miller and Harris, who may take a very different view
of themselves from that of their contemporaries. Here it can be
seen plainly that the intense interest in sex is a substitute for other
creative outlets. There is the physical energy and strength, and an
attitude towards war and other forms of aggression that might be
inaccurately called Nietzschean. But it is also apparent that the
usual outlets of the physically healthy man—sports, strenuous
hobbies—are not able to satisfy him. His social background ensures
that his various employments should not involve too much physical
effort; but he might be happier as a coal miner or a farm hand. His
'mystique of power' demands an outlet, and finds it in the urge to
dominate other men, and in sexual 'feats'. In fact, the absorption in
sex and the aggressiveness are the only available outlets for the will
to power.

'M's' character could hardly be called 'abnormal', but it is of great
interest because it lies on the threshold of the abnormal. And it can
be seen that here is a case of a man who is not well adapted for life
in mid-twentieth-century Europe, although he might have made a
highly satisfactory career in the army two hundred years ago. Like
Casanova, Harris and Miller, he finds it difficult to discover a place
for himself in society; but the profession of 'adventure' is not open
to man in our time, and he is forced to accept poor substitutes in
becoming a policeman, whaler, etc. Unlike Casanova, he has no
criminal leaning—this would not accord with his desire for leadership
and his aggressiveness—but neither has he, apparently, any creative
bent. He possesses great energy, and his lack of creative outlets



forces most of it into the channel of his interest in sex. The episode
with the officer and the nymphomaniac provides outlet for both his
chief urges: the developed sexual interest and the aggression
towards other men. Sexual encounters involving more than two
partners are sometimes referred to as 'pluralism' by psychologists,
and it is frequently cited as a minor perversion; it can therefore be
seen that, in this case, the 'perversion' is a simple result of the
frustration of creative energy .

There is a final interesting footnote to the case of 'M'; although it
may seem to have little relevance to the problems of sex, its
significance will appear later in the discussion of 'existential values'.
Apropos 'M's' will to power, the author of the manuscript 
adds:

'We argued one day about his wholly physical attitude towards life.
I objected to the repetitiveness of his experience, and said that a
hundred experiences of sex could teach you no more than one. He
said this was not true—that each experience is subtly different from
all the others. I said: "But what is the good of learning something if
you forget it the next day?" I cannot quote his reply exactly, but it
surprised me. He said that each thing "learned" is somehow
telegraphed to the infinite—he may have said to God—so that
nothing is ever lost. It is therefore not the business of human beings
to store and correlate all their experience; their business is only to
seek new experience, and what they learn from it is preserved in
some eternal filing system.'

It can be seen that 'M' differs from the usual Don Juan type in one
important respect: that he feels a certain need for logical
consistency. This is a point worth noting. Don Juans are seldom
thinkers; and this holds true generally for all kinds of sexual
perverts. Each experience is 'sufficient unto the moment'. But for
men or women with a developed instinct for 'meaning' in life, too
much casual sexual experience can produce a suicidal sense of
futility.

The Strange Case of Artsybashev



This is nowhere more obvious than in the literary career of Michael
Artsybashev, the Russian writer who died in 1927, and whose novels
present a developed philosophy of Don Juanism. Artsybashev
achieved enormous fame in 1906 with the publication of Sanin,
whose Ibsen-like hero preaches total laissez faire; he loathes big
words and pompous ideals even more than Hemingway's heroes, and
also believes in enjoying life without making yourself miserable. His
attitude is expressed in the words of the old song:

I eat when I'm hungry
I drink when I'm dry
And if whisky don't get me
I'll live till I die.

He casually helps himself to the virginity of his best friend's lady-
love; the friend commits suicide; when Sanin is asked to make a
speech over the grave he only comments 'One fool less in the world'.
There is a strong incest theme, and it is obvious that if the censor
had allowed it, Artsybashev would have enjoyed developing this into
an affair between Sanin and his sister. But although Sanin has
several suicides, it is a cheerful and happy book.

In his next novel, The Millionaire, gloomy clouds have descended.
There is a scene in it in which the bored millionaire hero casually
possesses a girl by offering her a vast sum for her services; but the
atmosphere of futility is overpowering. The millionaire is bored,
disappointed, and ends by committing suicide. It reads like
Dostoevsky without the religious mysticism. The misery and stupidity
of human nature are presented with great power, but there is no
compensation; and sex, which in Sanin possessed a lyrical quality ,
is now sordid and meaningless. Artsybashev's last major novel was
On the Brink (translated as The Breaking Point), and it now shows
the moral collapse in its final stages. The message of the book
seems to be 'Everybody wants sex; it is the only reality underlying
human existence'. The artist-hero of the book is a Don Juan who
argues that the delight of sex lies in conquest, and that marriage is
usually cowardice; the book is a series of seductions, quarrels,
duels, picnics, and intellectual arguments about suicide. But again,



the whole atmosphere is dull and grey. The artist agrees that it is
necessary to be cruel to be a Don Juan, but he shrugs his shoulders
and accepts the necessity. There is no sign that the author
condemns him. And the engineer Naumov preaches that all life is a
confidence trick, and that the only dignified way out is suicide. Sex
may be the final reality, but it is basically as futile as everything
else. Artsybashev hammers home his idea that sex is the 'basic
reality' by showing how two of the characters almost drive one
another to suicide in their love-hate relationship; but at the end of
the book the man flings the woman on the bed, possesses her, and
then discovers that he has now lost all interest in her. On the Brink
ends with an epidemic of suicides.

But it is interesting to trace the downward curve in Artsybashev's
work (which resembles in many ways that of Maupassant). First of
all, casual sex is glorified in an almost mystical way, as in the
passage from Blake quoted on page 82. Then it slowly degenerates
into a vicious Don Juanism, which in turn passes into suicidal despair
and self-destruction.

What is more serious is that Artsybashev's own work steadily
degenerated; Sanin is a good novel; On the Brink is incredibly bad
and pointless; its movement resembles the jerking of a dead frog's
leg when galvanized.

His death in 1927—exiled from Russia by the Bolsheviks—seemed a
strangely overdue catastrophe.

Female Sexuality

I have already commented that this book is written from the 'male'
point of view, for the obvious reason that the author is male, and
finds it impossible to make the mental 'act of sympathy' that would
make the book more comprehensive. It is true that many women
writers have produced brilliant and informative books on female
sexuality—like Simone de Beauvoir's Second Sex and Sophie
Lazarsfeld's Woman's Experience of the Male. But this present book
is not an attempt at an 'encyclopaedia of sex'; it is an attempt to



explore the subject intuitively in the light of existential psychology,
and using a phenomenological method. The following chapter will
make clear why this confines the author strictly to 'his own' point of
view (i.e. as a male).

But although this approach means that it is impossible to treat the
central problems of this book from the 'female' viewpoint, it is
nevertheless interesting to consider the question: how far does
woman's attitude to sex in general differ from the man's? Stekel, for
example, has declared that masochism is usually an important
component in female sexuality, and this leads him to connect
masochism and homosexuality. Most men would be inclined to
accept this notion, since the male idea of the satisfactory woman is
often of a submissive, easily dominated girl. On the other hand,
Joyce's portrait of Mrs Bloom has often been praised (by women as
well as men) for its insight into female psychology, and Mrs Bloom
appears to have not the slightest sign of masochism in her make-up.
Her thoughts form an interesting contrast with those of her husband
because they never become abstract or speculative; they remain
'down to earth', anti-metaphysical. And this may be the reason that
women acclaim Joyce's insight into female psychology. For the poles
of the feminine mentality are more 'personal' than those of the
male. The woman is at once more romantic and more down-to-earth
than the man; the male is given to abstraction and also to physical
brutality. In Mrs Bloom's life these poles are represented by her
husband, always speculative and intellectual, and her lover Boylan,
who walks round her bedroom without his trousers and makes love
with a lack of finesse that disgusts her.

But if woman's attitude to sex is always more 'personal' than the
man's, it does not follow that this attitude has a necessary
component of masochism. Consider, for example, the following
case, cited by Reik:

'A young girl in a day-dream or fantasy, imagines herself on a table
in a butcher's shop waiting to be butchered. Occasionally, as she lies
nude. . . an employee comes by and touches her body. The touch
gives her a pleasant sensation. Finally the butcher comes in with his



knife, presses his hands over her nude body before starting to cut
her up. Then before applying the knife, he puts a finger into her
vagina. At that instant she has an orgasm.' {17} 

But it should be noted that the actual cutting up formed no part of
the fantasy; the climax came with the insertion of the finger. The
girl had been indulging in this fantasy since she was small. Her
position on the butcher's slab symbolized helplessness, complete
submission to the male—possibly because she would have felt guilt
at the idea of being in any way a willing partner in the act. The
insertion of the finger is close enough to the insertion of the penis
to make this a more-or-less normal fantasy of a sexually frustrated
girl who day-dreams of an all-conquering male. When the case is
examined closely, the 'perverse' element disappears, and the
masochism is seen to be a magnification of the naturally passive role
of the woman by frustration. If a 'perversion' develops from habitual
indulgence in this kind of fantasy, then it is a result of conditioning
by frustration.

It is important not to allow such cases as this to lead us to the
conclusion that the woman's receptivity is actually an embryonic
masochism; there is no more reason for this conclusion than for
assuming that the active role of the male is a form of sadism. In
neither case is pain necessarily involved.

What does seem likely is that the male attitude to sex leads to
'perversion' more easily than the female attitude, since it is less
personal. Again, Joyce has caught this difference with extraordinary
dramatic force in the 'Nausicaa' chapter of Ulysses. This is the
chapter written in the language of romantic novelettes, since it is
seen through the eyes of Gertie Macdowell. She sees Bloom
watching her on the beach, and imagines that he is a 'dark romantic
stranger'; her thoughts then run on romance and marriage. Once,
she recalls the physical aspect of sex when she remembers a lodger
who used to masturbate in the bed, but her mind hastily thrusts this
into the background. She then allows Bloom to see up her dress by
leaning backwards—but still thinking of him in romantic terms.
Joyce's viewpoint then switches to Bloom, who is cautiously



masturbating, and whose thoughts are completely devoid of
romanticism. The contrast is abrupt and brutal, and it makes clear
a certain basic difference between the male and female attitudes
to sex in a way that could hardly be achieved by whole volumes of
discussion. For Bloom, sex is physical and cerebral; for Gertie, it is
largely emotional. The final chapter of the book—Mrs Bloom's
monologue—only drives home this difference between male and
female. Mrs Bloom is twenty years older than Gertie Macdowell, and
has none of her romantic delusions (although she shares her taste
for romantic literature). But although she treats sex as a physical
pleasure and even imagines giving herself to anonymous sailors on
the docks, she can still indulge in romantic day-dreams about
Stephen Dedalus, and criticizes her lover because 'he doesn't know
poetry from a cabbage'. The name of Lord Byron occurs several
times in her meditations; in a sense, he obviously stands for her
ideal of a lover. All her thoughts are saturated with the romantic
and personal attitude to sex.

Conclusion

It might be argued that Don Juanism is too easily understandable to
be regarded as 'abnormal', even in the least pejorative sense; that
it is a mere overflowing of the 'normal' sexual impulse, an
exuberance. This question can only be answered by a
'phenomenological' analysis of the sexual impulse, which I shall
undertake in the next chapter.

In the meantime the conclusions of this chapter can be briefly
summarized:

Don Juanism-or the urge to promiscuity for its own sake seems
usually to be connected with some mild form of insecurity neurosis.
I say 'mild form' because while a person is desirable enough to
attract large numbers of the opposite sex, the likelihood of more
serious perversions developing is not great. The Don Juan of Mozart
and Da Ponte is the kind of person who could not exist; at least, Da
Ponte was not enough of a psychologist to reveal the neurotic
compulsion that would drive a man who could seduce a thousand



and three women in Spain alone. Shaw's Don Juan is more credible,
for Shaw had the insight to realize that a man whose vitality and
intelligence render him irresistible to women would inevitably come
to regard seduction as a tiresome frivolity.

The study of Don Juanism makes one thing clear: the sexual impulse
cannot be understood within its own terms. The impulse to
promiscuity is not explained by saying that a man's sexual desires
are stronger than normal, or even by explaining that some
inferiority feeling drives him to 'over-compensate'. This only leads
to the further questions: What should be the 'normal' desire, and
how ought the inferiority to be compensated? The sexual part of
man's being is not like a small self-governed, self-supporting State;
it is closely connected with the economics of the rest of the
continent.



CHAPTER III

THE METHOD OF ANALYSIS

The Phenomenological Method. Husserl and Gestalt Psychology.

ON THE SURFACE, the sexual impulse is as straightforward as the
appetite for food, and can therefore be discussed in a limited
physical context. On closer examination, this is seen to be untrue.
A man may be a gourmet who can only enjoy his meals with a white
tablecloth, and who likes to stimulate his appetite with half a bottle
of claret. But the fact remains that the whole process has a centre
of gravity—the actual act of eating the food. No matter how many
mental 'frills' are added by the gourmet, they all lead up to the
physical act of consuming the food, and digesting it.

Now at first sight the sex act would appear to parallel this closely,
the orgasm corresponding to the eating of the food. But is this true?
Even the greediest gourmand needs food; but no man ever died from
the starvation of the sexual impulse. The following extract from
Frank Mitchell's Noonday Sun: An Australian Childhood, will make
this point clearer:

'I had read somewhere that first sexual experiences are always
disappointing. . . . I was too shy to even attempt to kiss her until,
that is, she kissed me. After that, she took the lead all the time. .
. . A few evenings later, we were lying in the park and kissing, and
our bodies were so closely pressed together that she could hardly
fail to be aware of my excitement. Suddenly, to my intense delight,
she again took the lead, and her cool hand found its way inside my
clothes. I felt as if all the sexual day-dreams of my adolescence
were coming true. . . . Later, I tried to undress her, but did it so
fumblingly that she moved away from me, and quickly unzipped her
shorts. I tried to make her lie down but she shook her head, smiling.
She then made me lie on my back and carefully lowered herself on
to me. She obviously found it very painful for she kept repeating:
"Don't move, don't move." A detached part of my mind watched all



this with amazement. This was the great experience that had
haunted my nights. Surely I should be wracked with ecstasy? Instead,
I felt a certain sensation of warmth, but no more. It was far less
vivid than many of my erotic day-dreams. This sensation might just
as easily have been due to the pressure of her hand, or of my own.
. . . Later, I deliberately resisted my feeling that it had been a total
failure.'

This is reminiscent of 'M's' statement that masturbation can be more
satisfying than normal intercourse. But most interesting is the
statement that 'it could just as easily have been due to the pressure
of her hand, or of my own'. (Mitchell is unusually frank about his
practice of masturbation in his teens; in this, he follows the
example of his favourite writers, James Joyce and Thomas Wolfe.)
A hungry man may titillate his appetite in various ways that have
more to do with the imagination than with the gastric juices, but
when it comes to eating, there has to be solid food; no matter how
good his imagination, he will not feel satisfied until he has actually
eaten. Here, Mitchell makes it plain that the 'real' act is less
satisfying than the imagined version. The nerves of the stomach
signal their satisfaction in response to food; the sexual orgasm is a
response to an act of will and imagination rather than to a physical
reality.

Perception

This brings up an important general question: that of the mechanism
of perception in the sexual act. Certain general principles about
perception should be stated at this point, if the discussion is to
escape from the jargon of the psychiatrist's case book.

If you eat a sausage roll you are participating in an act that has both
a mental and a physical component—that is to say, a subjective and
an objective component. If you are hungry, you may be able to
imagine yourself eating a sausage roll, but it will not satisfy your
stomach. There is a certain physical basis, a kind of 'reality', to the
act of eating it. On the other hand, the process of satisfying your
hunger with a sausage roll is not purely mechanical, like putting a



coin into a cigarette machine. For although putting the roll into your
stomach may produce the deduceable effect (i.e. satisfaction and
the disappearance of hunger), it might equally well make you sick.
If you have a bad cold, you may not be able to taste it at all; it may
be as tasteless as sawdust. (If you hold your breath, it is difficult to
tell the difference between an onion and an apple.) And if, while
you are eating it, someone in the room is sick, you may also be sick,
even though you are not close enough to smell the vomit.

It will be convenient to think of eating the sausage roll as the
simplest form of perception. You not merely see and smell and
touch the sausage roll; you absorb it (Whitehead would say you
prehend it). In short, you 'know' it about as thoroughly as a human
being can know an external object. Nevertheless, your digestion of
the roll does not depend on the roll alone; it also depends on the
state of your senses.

The problem of the role of perception was first investigated by
Locke and Berkeley; they posed the question of how far we can
know 'reality' through the senses. They attacked the commonsense
position about perception: that there are objects, and that although
your perception of the objects may vary slightly (if you are colour
blind, cross-eyed, etc.), nevertheless, you see things 'as they really
are'. Berkeley went so far as to question whether objects exist at all
when no one is looking at them. Taken to an absurd extreme, this
position is known as 'solipsism'—the belief that no one exists in the
world except yourself.

The next step in the theory of perception was taken by Kant. He
also felt that there 'are' objects out there, of whose existence our
senses inform us. However, he tended to agree with Berkeley that
the qualities of objects—shape, colour, taste, etc.—are 'added' by
the senses, and that we can never hope to know anything about
what objects are 'really' like. Kant added that we see the world 'as
it is' because our perceptions impose a certain order on it. We see
the external world within the artificial categories of space and
time; we cannot see it otherwise. These categories are like a pair
of blue spectacles worn on the nose, and they can never be taken



off.

The theories of perception propounded by Berkeley and Kant are
clumsy in the extreme; in fact, they are no more than a simple
recognition of the problem—the problem of how far mental
processes enter into eating the sausage roll. Before Locke,
perception was accepted as a mechanical process, like putting a
coin into a slot machine; Berkeley went to the opposite extreme,
and suggested that the coin might be imaginary.

Husserl and Gestalt Psychology

In the twentieth century the theory of perception has at last
achieved the rank of a kind of science, and Kant's vague suggestion
about the categories has been carefully expanded. There are so far
two distinct currents of this theory, that merge only at certain
points. One is the science of phenomenology, founded by Edmund
Husserl; the other is the so-called 'Gestalt' or form-psychology. It is
necessary to say a few words about these before passing on to the
problem of the role of perception and imagination in sex.

Husserl was a mathematician-turned-philosopher, who was dismayed
by the chaotic state of philosophy; he felt that it was too much of
a vague, speculative art, and not enough of a science. He tried to
turn it into a science. Husserl's basic recognition was this: that when
we look at the world, we see a series of shapes and colours that
might almost be called 'symbols' of real objects. And yet we are not
confused by this; the mind instantly interprets a certain array of
lines and colours as a book, a radio set, a tree. When you read a
book, at least half the work of understanding is done by your own
mind; the author would be helpless without this co-operation from
the reader. But Husserl points out that we 'read' the physical world
all the time in exactly the same way. If you stare at an object with
your mind 'a blank', it fails to register or mean anything. Husserl
posed the usual Kantian question: How far does the mind affect
what we see? But he went further than Kant. He then asked: Is it
possible to produce a method for deciding how far perception is
affected by the perceiver? He invented the procedure of



'bracketing'. Instead of studying the object, you study only your
perception of the object; you 'bracket out' the object and behave
as if it did not exist, concentrating only on the form of the
perception.{18}

What is the final aim of all this 'bracketing'? Philosophy is the
opposite of taking things for granted. In fact, science could be
defined as not taking things for granted. The aim of philosophy is to
extend knowledge, to understand the universe. But as soon as the
philosopher has stated his purpose, he runs into an immediate
difficulty. He is rather in the position of the cowboy who shot off his
own big toe when he saw it silhouetted against a window in the
dark. He is not sure which is 'himself' and which is the universe; the
dividing line is not very clear. Husserl's point is that the philosopher
is always accidentally getting himself into the picture. The
psychologist Brentano discovered what he called
'intentionality'—that is to say, the way in which the mind imposes
shapes on the 'things perceived'.

We tend to think of ourselves as merely 'receiving' impressions and
perceptions from 'out there'; we think of ourselves, in a sense, as
the 'victims' of things that happen to us. If a slate falls on your head,
it simply 'happens' to you, and your mental attitude towards the
slate will not make any difference to the pain. So we tend to think
of reality as a bully, constantly imposing itself on us. But the
Husserl-Brentano picture of the world is the reverse of this; it is our
minds that are the bullies. Impressions and sensations present
themselves to us timidly; our unconscious minds promptly form them
into ranks, and batter them into some kind of order, so that they
are presentable for inspection by the conscious mind. The conscious
mind imagines that these smart recruits were always orderly and
disciplined; it knows nothing of the work that went on before its
inspection. Husserl wishes to find out exactly what went on before
the inspection, to trap the unconscious mind in the very act of
'imposing form' on the perceptions.

All this may seem irrelevant to the discussion of sex; but it will be
seen later that such a discussion would be practically meaningless



without a background of this sort. For sex is also largely an
unconscious matter, which the consciousness takes for granted; the
problem is to use Husserl's methods for finding out something about
the laws that govern the unconscious in relation to sex.

Gestalt psychology shares many of the aims and methods of Husserl's
transcendental phenomenology. It is also concerned with the
problem of perception, and its basic statement is that we begin by
perceiving things as wholes, and only notice later that they are
made up of a sum of parts. You see a pair of 'identical twins', and
yet you know instantly which is which; if pressed, you could not say
exactly how you know; you could not reply: her hair is a shade
darker than that of her sister, and her nose is an eighth of an inch
longer. You might discover these facts later, but they are not the
original reason for distinguishing between the two. In the same way,
you may try to recall a phrase of music; when it finally 'comes to
you', you whistle it in the wrong key; and yet it is the same phrase,
even though all its notes are different. You somehow remembered
the phrase as a 'whole', as a shape of notes, not as a series of
notes—B flat followed by A natural, etc.

A simple example might help to explain the approach of Gestalt
psychology. The police have developed a method of tracing
criminals by means of an 'identity kit'. You have witnessed a crime,
and are asked by the police to supply a description of the criminal;
but you cannot describe his face in words; it is too much like other
faces. But if you are shown a series of photographs and drawings of
different men you might be able to say: 'He looked rather like that
one—except that his face was slightly rounder.' The police artist
then makes a sketch of a similar face, slightly rounder; you are now
able to say: 'That is more like it, but the eyes are somehow wrong.'
And so on. Each new change in the drawing enables you to fill in
more relations, until finally you have a drawing that seems to you
a fair representation of the criminal. Your memory of the face is not
a series of facts-the shape of the nose, the eyes, etc.; it is a whole
complex of relations. Another simple analogy might clarify this.
Gestalt psychology is an attempt to discover something about the
language of the unconscious mind, or rather, its symbolism. In the



West, We have only twenty-six letters in the alphabet, and all our
words are built up from different arrangements of these letters.
Chinese and Japanese have thousands of symbols, each symbol
standing for a different word, so that learning to write Chinese is a
great deal more complicated than learning to write English. It is
true that the Chinese method is labour-saving, once you have
learned all the symbols. Instead of having to place a string of letters
end to end to construct a word, you have one small, compact little
symbol.

Now Gestalt psychology claims that our subconscious language is
more like Chinese than English. When you want to remember a face,
you do not 'construct' it in your mind by adding together a nose, a
mouth, a chin, etc. You sort quickly through a huge box of photos
until you find one that more-or-less corresponds to the one you
want, and having got the general 'form', you then make slight
corrections for the nose, chin, etc.

Gestalt psychology, like phenomenology, is an attempt to find out
how the form-imposing faculty works, and why. 

But most important is the problem of 'intentionality'. Our minds are
less passive than we suppose; in attempting to discover laws it is not
unlikely that we shall discover that we are the makers of the laws.
If you close your eyes and rub your eyelids hard with your fingers,
vague blobs of colour will appear on the inside of the eyelids; by
staring at these and 'willing', it is possible to make the shapes
change continually—they will turn into pink elephants or green
giraffes at will. This is the 'form-imposing' faculty at work. It is
pointless to ask why you decide to make them change into pink
elephants rather than purple aeroplanes; no doubt caprice and
unconscious selection play their part, as in word-association tests;
but the will is here the most important element.

The Problem of Vision

All this suggests the answer to a problem that is close to the
problem of sex: that of vision. Poets have always asked why the



moments of affirmation are so brief:

Whither has fled the visionary gleam?
Where is it now, the freshness and the dream?

The poet's answer is usually imprecise. Wordsworth talked of a
sudden consciousness of 'unknown modes of being'; he seems to
suggest that the poet can only keep his mind open, and stay 'close
to nature'; no amount of conscious effort can induce the 'mystical'
state. The poets and mystics seem to be generally in agreement that
language cannot express the mystical vision of 'otherness'.

But Husserl's psychology provides a new insight into the problem. If
the mind imposes its own patterns on all perceptions, it is natural
that our experience includes little 'otherness'. The mind
automatically filters off the otherness. The mind's basic mechanism
is to perceive similarities between one set of impressions and
another. This is the way in which it approaches all problems. A
mathematician may be baffled by a problem, until it strikes him
that it is similar to a problem he solved the day before. A detective
may find a case incomprehensible until certain features remind him
of a similar case. Now experiences pour in on us all day long; unless
we had some filtering mechanism they would reduce the mind to
bewilderment and exhaustion in a few minutes. Admittedly, habit
is our ally; but it is no final defence. A home-loving stockbroker may
catch the same train every morning, and use exactly the same words
of greeting to his secretary; and yet every day is different. For every
single circumstance that is 'the same' as yesterday, there are
another fifty that are different. The weather is different; the
people he passes in the street are different; the news in his
newspaper is different. Everyone is familiar with the basic
mechanism of the 'filter': that its ruthlessness increases as the mind
becomes more tired. You are on your way to work in the morning;
you are feeling fresh after a good night's sleep, and the attention is
wide awake. In the evening, returning from a hard day's work, you
no longer notice anything; you prefer to bury yourself in a
newspaper, and exclude as much of the outside world as possible.
And the filter in the mind obligingly makes you oblivious to the



chatter of the two shop girls in your carriage and the noise of rain
on the window. The tired mind reduces its perceptions to
abstractions. In the morning you might have noticed that one of the
girls had nice legs and that the other had recently dyed her hair.
Now they are merely 'two girls'; the filter cuts out all unnecessary
detail. If you are very tired, you might not even notice that they are
girls; you are merely aware that there are two other people in the
carriage with you. Later, you cannot remember whether they were
men or women. The mind has progressed further in the direction of
abstraction. It retains enough sense of time and place to steer you
back home, but the 'order' it imposes on the world is now of the
most arbitrary kind, a few bare lines of latitude and longitude.

Plainly, since life is appallingly complex, the filter is necessary;
without it we would all go mad. But it also imposes a certain
sameness on our days, a sameness that is the opposite of the
'visionary gleam'. Children cannot understand the bad memories of
adults. They say impatiently: 'But don't you remember—it was that
day you lost the button off your overcoat on the way to the cinema.'
They find it hard to believe that you can dimly remember the visit
to the cinema, but have totally forgotten losing the button. For the
child, every day is thrillingly unlike the one before; with his
enormous mental energy, he is more interested in the differences
between things than in their similarities. He can remember exactly
what you said and did on a day six months before.

But the mind's desire for simplicity and order can become self-
destructive. Nietzsche emphasized that it is more important to ask:
'Freedom for what?' than 'Freedom from what?'; the same is true of
order. The child has no particular purposes; he does not want to
make a fortune or support a large family; therefore he has no reason
to limit his consciousness. The adult has reasons for limiting his
consciousness; he does it to conform to a scheme of values. But he
is lazy about his values; he seldom examines or revises them. He
does not wake up one morning and think: 'I have now made enough
money to allow the poet in me a little freedom; I shall now permit
myself to "stand and stare" and notice the reflections of clouds in
puddles.' He continues, out of force of habit, to limit his awareness



of the world to a number of abstractions that serve to keep him
sane. But even if he has a sudden illness that forces him to retire,
he may continue to live on a kind of psychological bread and water.
The 'values' that made him choose this diet have disappeared, but
he continues out of habit. The result is a gradual dehydration of his
springs of enjoyment. The 'values' have long ceased to be an active
source of pleasure, and he has filtered other sources of pleasure out
of his life. No one is really surprised when he dies of a cancer five
years after retiring; the undernourished consciousness finally begins
to consume itself.

The methods of Husserl and Gestalt are plainly a more practical step
in the direction of 'vision' than anything suggested by Wordsworth or
Blake. If you can examine the mechanisms of the form-imposing
faculty, then you can also adjust them to let in 'otherness', which is
by definition merely that which is normally excluded by the filter.

In short, phenomenology might provide a method for temporarily
removing the 'blinkers' we all wear on the consciousness. Its
fundamental question is: Why is human consciousness so peculiarly
limited? This question strikes all of us at some time or other. The
factory worker on New Year's Eve feels the sense of 'complete
confidence' and happiness described by Proust; alcohol and the
'holiday spirit' only contribute to it; they do not explain it away. In
such a moment he may wonder vaguely why he cannot feel like this
all the time. The answer is that it would not increase his efficiency
as an instrument of evolution; a constant sense of euphoria would
blanket the 'challenge and response' mechanism that keeps the will
taut.

Once all these basic facts about the nature of consciousness and
perception have been grasped, the workings of the sexual impulse
become immediately more apparent. These conclusions can be
summarized briefly:

(a) Human beings possess an unconscious will that filters and selects
their perceptions.



(b) Until they understand these 'form-imposing' mechanisms, they
are in no position to pass judgements on questions about the
meaning and purpose of life, human nature, etc. Like the cowboy
who shot off his big toe in the dark, they may mistake part of
themselves for an alien, an intruder .

c) The 'doors of perception' all have extremely powerful springs. It
is occasionally possible to wedge one of them open for a short
period and to let in a little light and air—the 'otherness' of the
world. But they usually slam very quickly, leaving the consciousness
imprisoned in its narrow den. This seems to be the method of the
'life force' for keeping us from relaxing too much, for getting the
maximum of work out of each human will. Human beings strive all
the time to introduce new elements of 'otherness' into their lives.
Each new achievement produces a sense of power, and opens the'
door' momentarily. But although the achievement may be
permanent, the sense of triumph is not. The door closes quickly;
man has to be driven on to new efforts of will.

Human beings, then, have a common aim: a broadening of
consciousness. And the forces of evolution utilize this aim in the
same way that we utilize the force of gravity when we harness a
power station to a waterfall. They operate on a basis that can only
be called a swindle: they keep human beings 'poor' in consciousness
just as an employer might keep his workers poor by imposing heavy
fines and taxes on them, taking back ninety per cent. of the wage
packet. This inevitably gives to human life the flavour of futility
observed by so many philosophers. The sense of achievement is
destroyed almost immediately, so that man is forced to repeat the
whole process of striving. Recognizing this, philosophers have
pointed out that man needs cunning rather than determination and
strength. They play the role of agitators, trying to stir men to revolt
against this exploitation by the biological forces. If the sense of
achievement is more important than the achievement, then men
had better learn control of their minds and emotions; by doing so,
they might be able to hold on to the sense of achievement longer,
or even produce it without long and unnecessary striving. Hence
Socrates's 'Know yourself'. They raise an ideal of detachment and of



refusing to strive, of cultivating mental serenity . The biological
forces seem to depend on rather crude and bullying methods to
keep human beings in their role of exploited workers. Life is
complex and difficult, and merely to keep alive demands most of
the available energy and attention. The life forces employ the
technique known in America as 'the bum's rush'; that is, they crowd
and hurry the selected victim to such an extent that he is too
confused to grasp the confidence trick that is being played on him.
Added to this confusing flow of experience, and the perpetual
demands of the body to be fed and tended to, there is the problem
of the powerful 'spring' on all the 'doors of perception', so that even
if a man succeeds in stopping to think and take stock of his
situation, he finds it hard to think consecutively and purposefully;
the doors keep slamming behind him and plunging him back into
darkness. He is rather in the position of Alice trying to play croquet
using a live flamingo as a mallet, hedgehogs for balls, and doubled-
up soldiers for the arches; any of them might move unpredictably.

Once all this is firmly grasped, the mechanism of the sexual
impulses becomes easier to understand. Don Juanism, for example,
becomes immediately comprehensible. The easiest means of
achieving an immediate broadening of consciousness is the sexual
orgasm. It will be pointed out that the easiest way of achieving an
orgasm is in masturbation. There are no statistics to indicate
whether the Don Juan types masturbate more or less than others;
but there is certainly no evidence that Don Juanism is inconsistent
with masturbation. The ex-officer 'M', cited in the last chapter, said
that masturbation is in some ways preferable to intercourse; and he
conforms in every way to the Don Juan type. Casanova admits to
using the hand of MIle. de la Meure to masturbate himself; it seems
unlikely that he masturbated only when he had a compliant sexual
partner.

But masturbation can never be as satisfying to the ego as the
conquest of new sexual partners. Each sexual partner is, in herself,
a kind of ultimate, and the actual act of taking her a moment of
self-glorification-perhaps even a mystical sense that 'everything is
for the best', that life is not finally defeat, but splendid adventure.



What were all the world's alarms
To mighty Paris when he found
Sleep upon a golden bed
That first dawn in Helen's arms?

Immediately afterwards, the consciousness closes up again, and the
whole process must be repeated for another moment of insight. The
'inferiority complex' blankets the mind again; man is back in the
position of having to 'prove' himself in his own eyes. It is to the
advantage of the force of evolution that man should be kept in the
dark about his own strength.

The principle of the limitation of consciousness is the key to the
problem of the human sexual impulse.



CHAPTER IV 

THE MEANING OF 'PERVERSION' (I)

The Sexual Criminal. The Black Dahlia murder. Imitative murder .
Sexual underprivilege. Sexual fulfilment and the problem of 'vision'.
Blake. Introverted sexuality. Eliot and W. J. Turner. T. E. Hulme.
De Sade. Kierkegaard and the Diary of a Seducer.

THE FOREGOING considerations suggest a new avenue of approach
to the whole question of sexual perversion—I mean the philosophical
rather than the 'pathological' approach. It is easy enough to decide
when a machine is functioning normally, and when there is
something wrong, for we know about the purpose of the machine.
But human beings, it would seem, are machines that have been
deliberately sabotaged; a certain frustration would seem to have
been 'in-built' into us, so that we can never work at maximum
efficiency. An even more sinister analogy suggests itself: that human
beings are kept in a state of psychological confinement and
frustration in the same way that cattle are fattened for the butcher.
There is no 'mechanical' reason why human beings should be such a
poor, degraded, pitiful lot. Degradation and the sense of inferiority
are 'moods' brought about by a feeling of inadequacy and failure, of
defeat by the 'present'. There is no good reason why any human
being should feel this failure. We all possess a vast storehouse of
memory, enough material for the deep, broad consciousness of a
god. 'I knew again, what in my wretchedness I had forgotten. . . the
kernel of this life of mine was noble', writes Steppenwolf.
Unfortunately, this storehouse is inaccessible; we ourselves might
feel that it is a necessity, but the forces of evolution feel that it is
a luxury which human beings might well be denied. More: it might
even lower their 'evolutionary' efficiency, for excess of memory has
no survival value, and might promote laziness. So we have to be
contented with this thin, un-nourishing soup of consciousness when
we know there is no good reason why we should not be allowed a feast.

In the twentieth century our lives have become so complex that we



have less time than ever for relaxing and turning away from the
repetitious necessities of physical existence. Under the
circumstances it is not surprising that there is an ever-increasing
emphasis on the simple stimulants of consciousness—alcohol,
tobacco, drugs, and sex.

Besides, there is now a difference in the actual quality of our
interest in sex. This is because sex is becoming increasingly an
object of 'contemplation' instead of a simple physical indulgence. In
primitive societies sex is simply something that a man does to a girl
if he is lucky enough to catch her in a dark corner; it is a pleasant
physical act, and it is not likely to occupy the mind overmuch during
the rest of the day. Today, the reminders of sex are continuous.
Women dress lightly and elegantly, in a way that is designed to
make men aware of what they have to offer in bed. Hoardings are
covered with advertisements involving women dressed in their
underwear, although the product advertised may only have the
vaguest connection with women. (I recall, from my own schooldays,
a huge advertisement for a well-known laxative, showing a pretty
girl dressed in her bra and panties, standing on a bathroom scale
and smiling; crowds of goggling schoolboys used to stare at it as they
passed it on the bus.) Certain authors and film producers have
discovered the advantages of making their products near-obscene,
and the newspaper publicity about such books and films turns them
into best-sellers.

All this raises a quite new kind of problem. The Crusader who had
spent five years without sleeping with a woman may have felt
intense frustration, but it could be satisfied at the first 'Christian'
brothel on his way home. But as soon as a mental component enters
into a physical urge, it stretches it beyond its ordinary limits.
Boswell records that Dr Johnson ate his food like an animal, and
preferred his meat to be 'strong' (i.e. slightly rotten) because he had
starved so much in his earlier years. Akutagawa, the 'Japanese
Maupassant', has a masterly story called Yam Gruel about a
harmless, half-starved little soldier who develops a passion—an
almost insane obsession—about his favourite dish, Yam gruel, and
spends his days imagining what it would be like to eat huge



quantities of the stuff. (Characteristically, he feels sick and
embarrassed when he finally has the opportunity to consume it by
the gallon.)

To say that this mental component stretches the physical urge
beyond its ordinary limits is not to say that it makes it somehow
abnormal. It may cause it to go beyond its 'natural' limit; but then,
as the last chapter showed, nature keeps us deliberately subnormal
in order to keep the will taut, so 'beyond its natural limit' does not
necessarily imply abnormality.

An interesting illustration of this point can be found in Philip de
Bruyn's autobiography, A Pagan's Hosanna: de Bruyn writes of seeing
a pretty girl walk along the beach in her bathing costume, and
speaks of the violence of the desire that he feels. But he goes on:
'The trouble was that I knew it was unsatisfiable. I might get to
know her and persuade her to sleep with me. But that would not
satisfy what I felt now; it would only be a carbon copy of this desire
to lay her on the warm sand, remove her bathing trunks, and take
her with an instantaneous fusion of bodies.'

This is important. De Bruyn recognizes that this desire for an
unknown girl is of a far more intense order than what he might later
feel for a girl personally known to him and willing to become his
mistress. It is disquieting to think that, if de Bruyn had been a
different type of man, and had the beach been empty, the girl
might have been strangled and raped to meet a need that could not
be otherwise satisfied.

This is not to say, of course, that there are 'normal' sexual desires
that can only be satisfied by rape. We tend to think and speak as if
sexual desire and its means of satisfaction were as logically
connected as hunger and eating a meal. There is no such
connection. Sexual desire increases or decreases by no known law;
satiety plays its part, but there is also involved a psychophysical
complexity that defies analysis. (In the case of the school guard who
murdered the three children, for example, the murderer's previous
sexual experience had been very wide and somewhat degenerate.



Nevertheless, satiety alone cannot be blamed for the crime, for he
told Paul de River that he had never before experienced complete
fulfilment of his sexual desires, and that he afterwards felt 'much
easier and sexually satisfied'.) There is no more reason why a certain
sexual act should produce 'ultimate satisfaction' than that a certain
poem or piece of music should effect a release of the emotions. Our
tendency to associate sexual desire and its means of satisfaction in
a rigorously causal process reveals the same kind of loose thinking
that causes us to treat our perceptions as somehow 'given'. It
requires only an act of 'phenomenological analysis' to show the
hidden 'intentionality' that selects its own sexual goal.

All the same, the idea of 'ultimate sexual satisfaction' leads to an
interesting way of restating the question of Chapter I. Instead of
asking: Where is the borderline between normality and perversion?
we can rephrase the question: What is the permissible limit for
human sexual satisfaction? In this form it is possible to carry the
analysis a great deal further. For the sentence involves a number of
ideas that have been raised in the previous chapter. 'Permissible'
immediately leads to the question: 'Permitted by whom, or
according to what standard of values?' And the idea of a limit to
sexual satisfaction—some ultimately 'satisfying' experience—raises
again the question of the boundaries of human consciousness, and
therefore the question of 'vision'.

Let us state one point with emphasis, for it is the key to every
discussion of sex, and constitutes the essence of the viewpoint of
this book: in speaking of the values involved in forms of sexual
activity, the 'limitation of consciousness' is the villain of the piece.
If the question were being discussed in the religious language of the
Victorians, words like 'God' and 'sin' could be used, and would
greatly simplify the statement. If they are introduced into the
present discussion in the form of implications (of terms like
'permissible', 'nature', 'biological force', etc.), it should be
understood that this is purely for convenience, in the way that
mathematicians use imaginary numbers (the square root of minus
quantities). They hide shades and complexities that the discussion
has not yet been able to conceptualize.



Nevertheless, the central thesis of this book is in no way falsified
when expressed in that form: the limitation of consciousness is the
villain of the piece. This is not a justification of sexual 'perversion'
or sexual crime; but at least it offers us the means of understanding
it. A mother who is driven to theft to support her children is still
guilty of a crime; but there can be no 'justice' that fails to take her
motives into account. Human beings are deprived of a consciousness
that is arguably 'theirs by natural right'. Dr C. D. Broad wrote: 'Each
person is at each moment capable of remembering all that has ever
happened to him and of perceiving everything that is happening
everywhere in the universe. The function of the brain and nervous
system is to protect us from being overwhelmed and confused by
this mass of largely useless and irrelevant knowledge, by shutting
out most of what we should otherwise perceive. . . .' {19} [My
italics. ] This view was first expressed by Bergson. In the last
chapter I spoke loosely of the 'biological forces' that deliberately
blinker the human consciousness to raise it to maximum efficiency.
But it should be kept in mind that the 'blinkering' may be again
subconsciously intentional; we may ourselves recognize the
necessity of limiting our consciousness (and therefore our
'happiness') in order to express our fullest vitality. In that case our
ideal self-expression as human beings would involve a certain
balance between this unconscious intentionality and the conscious
desires.

Bearing all this in mind, we can treat the question of the
'permissible limits' of human sexual activity as a problem about the
extension of consciousness. Sexual activity is driven by the same
aims and motives as reading poetry or listening to music: to escape
the limitations imposed by the need for particularity in the
consciousness. Ezra Pound wrote:

. . . that I
Am here a Poet that doth drink of life
As lesser men drink wine.

He has defined the common aim of all humanity: all would like to
'drink of life' as others drink wine. Pound's belief is typical of a poet.



Hemingway once said that 'only a bull-fighter lives his life all the
way up', suggesting that physical daring is a better technique for
intensification of consciousness. But there is also a joke—of
disquieting implications—about a schoolboy who, on being asked
what he wanted to be when he grew up, replied 'a sex maniac'.
Nothing is more likely than that many people believe that the 'sex
maniac' is one of the few members of our society who can 'drink of
life' in a way denied to the rest of us. To some extent the view is
justified. I have already quoted the remarks of Philip de Bruyn
concerning the girl walking along the beach, and his feeling that
only rape (or at least, instantaneous possession) would be a
satisfactory objective correlative for the desire aroused. Henri
Barbusse raises a similar point at the beginning of the novel L '
Enfer; the narrator describes a dinner in a 'respectable' boarding
house, during which someone speaks of a recent sex crime; the
narrator notices that everyone is infected with an excitement that
they try to conceal—even the mother of a small girl. All feel a
certain secret envy of the sexual criminal.

I have elsewhere suggested that the study of 'imitative' sex crimes
reveals the same repressed urge. The police dislike the newspaper
publication of details of a sex crime because so many of them are
followed up by imitative crimes, inspired by the account. (Charles
Jackson has written a powerful novel on this subject, The Outer
Edges.) The Black Dahlia murder that took place in Los Angeles in
1947 is a case in point. Elizabeth Short, an unsuccessful actress,
twenty-two years old, was murdered in an exceptionally atrocious
manner. Her body was found on a vacant lot; it had been cut in two
at the waist. Marks on the body showed that she had been hung
upside down and tortured before her death. A man claiming to be
the murderer wrote to the police and offered to give himself up, but
never did so. The Black Dahlia killer may have been inspired by a
murderer named Otto Steve Wilson, who had strangled and
mutilated two prostitutes on the same day in 1944 in Los Angeles.
(De River also has an account of this case.) But whether or not
Wilson inspired Elizabeth Short's murderer, it is certain that the
Black Dahlia murder inspired something of a sex-crime wave in Los
Angeles in 1947; six more murders of the same type occurred in that



year in the same area; in one case, the murderer actually scrawled
'B.D.' (Black Dahlia?) in lipstick on his victim's breast. Twenty-seven
men confessed to the Dahlia killing; all their confessions proved
false. The twenty eighth false confession came nine years after the
murder—this time it was a Lesbian. These false confessions might be
regarded as a kind of substitute for an imitative crime; they spring
from the same envy of the murderer's experience, and a desire to
participate in it. Here is a case where one sadistic sex crime
triggered off thirty-four parallel reactions—six murders and twenty-
eight false confessions—in an area about the size of Greater London.
How many other inhabitants of Los Angeles felt the same envy of the
murderer's experience, but confined their imitations to the
imagination?

Even so, most people—luckily—find such crimes too horrible to feel
anything but a certain morbid fascination. Dislike of causing pain is
fairly deep in most of us. But sex maniacs are not all murderers—or
even mostly murderers. De River again cites a very typical case of
a psychopathic rapist. The man was of low intelligence and his
photograph shows a loose mouth and weak chin. Before his arrest on
charges of rape, he had been in jail several times for indecent
exposure and molesting girls on the street. His method was always
the same: to show his victim a large knife, and order her to remove
some of her undergarments. His brutish appearance seems to have
convinced most of his victims that he would not hesitate to use the
knife. The victims they included three women and a nine-year-old
child-allowed him to perform various sexual acts on them, including
cunnilingus. In all cases he simply allowed the victim to walk away
after he had achieved orgasm, making no attempt to molest her
further. In at least two cases the girls made the best of their
unfortunate situation, and responded with some enthusiasm; one of
them asked him to stop exciting her and get on with the job. This is
probably closer to what the boy in the joke had in mind when he
said he wanted to be a sex maniac.

Sexual Underprivilege

This brings us, then, to one of the greatest problems of modern



civilization—the problem of 'sexual underprivilege'. A century ago
the feeling of social underprivilege was to the fore. Many
societies—and this was particularly true in England and Russia—were
in the process of change; there was neither the old, clear
stratification of gentleman and peasant, nor the sense of
classlessness, so typical of modern America and (to a lesser extent)
of postwar England. The consequence was the state of perpetual
social unrest, involving many incidents of violence. In our own time
the neurosis of social underprivilege has almost disappeared. It now
requires an act of sympathy to understand completely the feelings
underlying Dreiser's American Tragedy or John Halifax, Gentleman,
and the snobbery of Disraeli and Oscar Wilde has a curious musty
flavour. The last major English writer to be influenced by the sense
of social underprivilege was D. H. Lawrence. Occasional throwbacks
like Waugh's Brideshead Revisited or even Braine's Room at the Top
now have a sort of novelty appeal that demonstrates how far we
have progressed towards a classless society.

But the nineteenth-century social unrest has now been transferred
to the sexual sphere. The rate of sex crimes has been rising steadily
since before the war; they have actually trebled their pre-war rate
in England. This problem will be discussed more fully in the next
chapter. For the moment, it is enough to point out that one of its
chief causes is the rise in sexual stimulation. Tolstoy complained
that there was too much sex in the atmosphere in nineteenth-
century Russia; it is not difficult to imagine his reaction to almost
any modern capital city, with cinemas showing 'X' films involving
rape, most advertisements using scantily clad girls, and many
bookshops openly selling near-pornography.

The consequence is that the feeling expressed by Philip de Bruyn is
now more widespread than ever before. This is partly due to the
human tendency to believe that the grass is always greener in the
other fellow's yard—an envy of other men's sexual experience. It is
undoubtedly encouraged by accounts of sex crimes in newspapers.
This envy may also be directed at sections of society where sexual
morals are supposed to be unusually free: {20} the world of artists,
criminals, prostitutes, etc. There are times when this 'sexual fever'



resembles nothing so much as the gold-fever of the Yukon gold rush,
a kind of indiscriminate anxiety for any kind of sexual gain.

It is arguable that Nabokov's Lolita is about this feeling of
underprivilege rather than about sexual relations with a nymphet.
Humbert's passion for Lolita is only the passion of modern man for
the forbidden. Humbert seems to contain the seed of most of the
sexual perversions, with the exception of sadism. He indulges in
masturbation on park benches, while peering up the skirts of little
girls who raise their knees to adjust roller skates—a form of
voyeurism—and later uses the pressure of Lolita's legs to induce an
orgasm; his original plan with Lolita is not to seduce her, but to drug
her with sleeping pills and use her as a passive sexual object,
without actually violating her; this is certainly a close relation to
necrophilia.

But whether intentionally or not, Nabokov has certainly created, in
Lolita, a powerful symbol of the modern sense of sexual
underprivilege. I can think of only two possible ways of treating the
subject fictionally: to write about a rapist or sexual killer—or to
write about some other form of sexual indulgence that can be
treated as wholly forbidden.

In the eighteenth century adultery was 'wicked' enough to produce
an artistic effect of social revolt; by the late nineteenth century
adultery had become a commonplace of fiction (particularly in
France). The twentieth-century counterpart of Manon Lescaut or
The Princess of Cleves was a novel like Kuprin's Yama (about a
brothel) or Barbusse's Hell (about a voyeur). Proust's Recherche,
Joyce's Ulysses, Radclyffe Hall's Well of Loneliness, Faulkner's
Sanctuary, widened the boundaries to such an extent that a reader
who is familiar with them all should be virtually unshockable.
Faulkner's novel started a spate of books dealing with gangsters,
sadism and rape, the best known of which is Hadley Chase's
interesting No Orchids for Miss Blandish, whose moral position is so
extreme that it challenges comparison with De Sade. Nowadays, a
respectable publisher can issue a book that would have brought
immediate prosecution thirty years ago; as often as not, reviewers



do not even bother to comment on a few rapes or homosexual love
scenes.{21}

All this means that it is almost impossible to write a novel about
sexual underprivilege in the mid-twentieth century, since all the
symbols have lost their shock value. Nabokov's choice of Lolita as a
symbol was perhaps the only one possible—apart, that is, from
multiple rape.

This brings the discussion back to the question I stated at the
beginning of the chapter: What are the permissible limits of human
sexual activity? Nabokov's Humbert is plainly arguing that a society
that will not allow him to have intercourse with little girls is
treating him unjustly. (The solution of a real-life Humbert would be
simply to go to India or North Africa, where he could have any
number of nymphets without arousing comment; this is another
reason for regarding Humbert's situation as symbolic.) Radclyffe
Hall's heroine, Stephen Gordon, is similarly a plea that lesbianism
should be treated as permissible. It is interesting to note the
explanation Humbert gives for his fixation on twelve-year-olds. He
fell in love at twelve, had some rudimentary sexual experience with
the girl, and achieved a sense of freedom, of poetic intensity, that
he never again experienced. I have already noted the similarity of
Humbert's language describing his feelings in contact with Lolita,
and the language of Hesse and Proust describing sudden mystical
illuminations. Speaking of his first love, Annabelle, he writes: 'But
that mimosa grove—the haze of stars, the tingle, the flame, the
honey dew, and the ache remained with me, and that little girl with
her seaside limbs and ardent tongue haunted me ever since. ... '
There is an obvious difference here between Humbert's self-defence
and that of the heroine of The Well of Loneliness. Radclyffe Hall
argues that a girl who has been brought up as a boy can only achieve
normal sexual fulfilment if she is allowed to live and behave as a
male. Humbert is not arguing about the kind of sexual fulfilment
enjoyed by most people; he argues, in effect, that he is a poet, that
he has the poet's super-normal capacity to 'drink of life as lesser
men drink wine', and that he therefore deserves to be allowed the
means to this super-normal ecstasy. Radclyffe Hall's plea is



reasonable and social; Humbert's is already unreasonable and
unsocial, since the essence of poetry is non-rational and non-social.

This introduces an interesting problem into the discussion of what
is 'permissible'. Most of our moral judgements are based on the
social status quo (in the question of banning books, for example).
What happens if the plea for sexual liberalism is based on some
other ideal of society? The Oneida Community offers a practical
example. Noyes wanted to teach men to enjoy 'more freedom' than
is possible in a competitive capitalist society; his vision of greater
freedom included treating sexual pleasure as if it were as desirable
for man's spiritual expansion as the pleasure of poetry or music, or
religious exaltation. It is difficult to say what Noyes would have
thought about Humbert's plea, but it is possible that he might have
treated it as reasonable.

In the same way, the early communists of Russia preached free love
as an important corollary of the new social freedom. It is significant
that the modern leaders of Russia have found this impractical.
Noyes succeeded in keeping up the moral tone of his small
community; but sexual licence and revolutionary seriousness make
uncomfortable partners, and considerable vigilance is needed to
prevent one from totally excluding the other. The Russian leaders
have been forced to compromise, and maintain the seriousness by
taking up a Victorian attitude on sex and the family.{22}

More to our present point are the views on sex held by William
Blake. These are in many ways close to those of Noyes; but Blake
was a religious visionary where Noyes was only a religious reformer.
Unlike his contemporaries, Blake felt that sex is innocent, desirable
and an important part of a man's aesthetic and spiritual experience.
Like Whitman and Lawrence, Blake denied the sharp dichotomy
between body and soul (and consequently between sin and virtue).
His statement that 'energy is eternal delight' anticipates the method
of phenomenology , and the realization that the 'filter' becomes
more ruthless as the mind grows tired. (See Chapter III, The Problem
of Vision.)



The implications of the Blake-Noyes view of sex should be clearly
grasped; they are the key to the problem of sexual abnormality. In
Heartbreak House, Shaw makes Ellie argue that 'the soul' starves
without money. ' A soul is a very expensive thing to keep, much
more so than a motor car. . . . It eats music and pictures and books
and mountains and lakes and beautiful things to wear and nice
people to be with. In this country you can't have them without lots
of money; that is why our souls are so horribly starved.'{23} Blake
and Noyes would agree emphatically with this. They would add to
Ellie's list of 'necessities for the soul' complete sexual expression.
Blake can write equally lyrically about political freedom and sexual
freedom:

The morning comes, the night decays, the watchmen leave their
station. . .
Let the slave grinding at the mill run out into the field,
Let him look up into the heavens and laugh in the bright air. . .
[America, plate 6.)
. . . Love! happy happy Love! free as the mountain wind. . .

and :

The moment of desire! the moment of desire! The virgin
That pines for man shall awaken her womb to enormous joys
In the secret shadows of her chamber; the youth shut up from
The lustful joy shall forget to generate and create an amorous image
In the shadows of his curtains and in the folds of his silent pillow. .
. .

This frank recognition of masturbation, and proclaiming of the
delights of free love, would have shocked Blake's contemporaries if
any of them had troubled to read his prophetic books. That he is
speaking of free love is obvious, for in the same poem (Visions of
the Daughters of Albion), a few lines earlier, Oothoon reproves her
husband Theotormon for jealousy, and says:

But silken nets and traps of adamant will Oothoon spread,
And catch for thee girls of mild silver, or of furious gold.



I'll lie beside thee on a bank and view their wanton play
In lovely copulation, bliss on bliss, with Theotormon:
Red as the rosy morning light, lustful as the first born beam. . .

In The Book of Los he makes a similar suggestion for overcoming the
ills of society: the vices will be destroyed by allowing them
complete satisfaction:

But Covet was poured full,
Envy fed with fat of Iambs,
Wrath with lion's gore,
Wantonness lulled to sleep
With the virgin's lute
Or sated with her love. . . .

There is a story that Blake wanted to bring this ideal state of society
into his own home, and to begin by sleeping with the maid; his wife
felt that this was carrying poetic idealism too far. 

Blake's work is full of this glorification of the sexual energies:

The pride of the peacock is the glory of God.
The lust of the goat is the bounty of God.
The wrath of the lion is the wisdom of God.
The nakedness of woman is the work of God.

The road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom.

He who desires but acts not breeds a pestilence.

You never know what is enough unless you know what is more than
enough.
Sooner murder an infant in its cradle than nurse unacted desire.

In Europe,the present state of society is described as 'a female
dream', (Blake may have had in mind the matriarchal societies from
which modern civilization sprang.) All Blake's favourite hatreds are
stigmatized as essentially female modes of thought: the duality of



'body and soul' and the accompanying idea of sin and virtue, the
limitation of the sexual impulse. The female's central impulse is
conservation; consequently, she thinks in terms of boundaries and
limitations; her acting principle is caution. According to Blake, this
female view reaches an extreme in Newton—that is, in the
Newtonian view that man can become god-like through science and
reason. This is too much; it brings about a kind of last judgement;
the male principle revolts, and the revolution begins, and in the last
line of the poem the male creative principle (Los) calls all his sons
'to the strife of blood'.

Before leaving Blake, it is worth quoting his remarkable anticipation
of phenomenology; this occurs at the beginning of Europe:

Five windows light the caverned Man: thro' one he breathes the air;
Thro' one hears music of the spheres; thro' one the eternal vine
Flourishes, that he may receive the grapes; thro' one can look
And see small portions of the eternal world that ever groweth;
Thro' one himself pass out what time he please; but he will not,
For stolen joys are sweet, and bread eaten in secret pleasant.

Here the role of the five senses is recognized in imprisoning man, in
imposing order on the world. But Blake also implies that man can,
if he likes, actually see the world as it is, without the arbitrary
unconscious intentionality. This is certainly a more optimistic view
than that of Berkeley or Kant, who regard the ding an sich as
unknowable. The reason Blake gives for man not 'passing out what
time he please' is also interesting: self limitation is preferable to
absolute freedom. This is certainly close to Bergson's view of the
role of the nervous system, and to Husserl's later formulations of
phenomenology.{24}

Blake, then, answers the question: 'What are the permissible limits
of human sexual experience?' with the statement: Men have a right
to all women who attract them; this is a necessary part of man's
spiritual development. He who desires but acts not breeds a
pestilence.



To express this in the language of phenomenology: if man is to
broaden the limits of his subconscious intentionality, he must
broaden his sexual experience. If man is not to allow his
intentionality to impose upon himself and upon the world a
deadening limitation, then he must retain control of his
intentionality; this can be done by keeping in touch with the realm
of intentionality the subconscious-through aesthetic or sexual
experience.

We are now discussing—with a new terminology—the question raised
in the section on Gurdjieff in Chapter 11: whether there is some
'ultimately satisfying' sexual experience, some complete expression
of the sexual centre. Gurdjieff remained silent on this problem. But
many other 'mystics' have dealt with the question, and always
answered it in personal terms. Blake, like Noyes, believes in free
love. Whitman, another sexual mystic, had definite homosexual
tendencies; he therefore implies in his work that homosexuality is
a permissible expression of the sexual energy. (Presumably this is
true for women as well as men.) Lawrence seems to regard sodomy
as, in some ways, a more complete sexual experience than normal
copulation. The Hindu Karma Sutra describes a great many sexual
acts that the West regards as abnormal; and yet it could be argued
that its doctrines are as closely associated with the visionary
mysticism of the Bhagavad Gita as Blake's religious views are
associated with his sexual theories. It is simply another aspect of
the full expression of man's freedom.

All this, plainly, is a restatement of Gide's contention: that the legal
definition of 'perversion' is by no means the 'natural' definition. This
is evident enough without bringing Blake and Lawrence into the
discussion. Most sexologists are agreed that certain practices
between husband and wife cannot be regarded as 'perversions' since
they are not a total substitute for the normal act of intercourse.
And yet there are states in the United States where certain acts
between husband and wife are illegal—sodomy and oral stimulation
of the genitals—and where, presumably, a husband and wife could
be jailed if they were caught indulging in these activities. Dr Mark
Adams declares: 'In the country's male population [i.e. in America]



authorities. . . estimate that about ninety-five per cent. have at
some time violated the criminal codes pertaining to sex conduct.'

But all this brings the discussion no closer to a 'natural definition' of
sexual perversion. Obviously, such a definition is impossible without
first answering the question stated at the beginning of this book:
what part does the sexual impulse play in man's total being? But the
foregoing discussion might have made it apparent that the sexual
question and the 'philosophical' question help to throw light on one
another. Sex cannot be considered in vacuo, or solely within the
context of the psychiatrist's consulting room, without the problem
turning into a mass of self-contradictions.

Before proceeding to consider the question of particular perversions
more closely, it might be helpful to restate some of the points that
have emerged in the discussion of 'vision'.

(a) Man's consciousness is blinkered.

(b) This is desirable from the evolutionary point of view. Man is still
too much of a child to conduct himself according to values and
principles. Accordingly, the choice must be taken out of his hands.
An 'open consciousness' would only lead to laziness and stasis; he
must be goaded by the inconveniences attendant upon a 'closed
consciousness'.

(c) But this also has its disadvantages. Man is at his best when driven
by a sense of purpose, and by a vision of purpose. If consciousness
limits this vision, then man's efficiency as an evolutionary agent is
also limited.

(d) Blake throws up the interesting remark that man can dispense
with the blinkers 'what time he please'. Can he? For the moment it
is enough simply to state this question.

Introverted Sexuality

De Bruyn's remark about the girl on the beach contains some



interesting implications that we have not so far considered. There
are, he implies, two types of sexual emotion. The first is the
ordinary emotion to be gained by making the girl's acquaintance and
seducing her. The second—far more intense—is the sudden fusion of
bodies in the unpremeditated animal act. Dogs might reduce their
courting to a minimum before coupling, but human society demands
a lengthy 'personal' preamble. The case of the girl in the
cloakroom—cited in Chapter II—is an exception, and would be
regarded by most people as 'abnormal'. It might be argued that the
two experiences differ only in intensity, not in quality; this is a
decision that can be made later. But the point of the difference can
be made more clear by comparing the following two passages, the
first from Eliot's Waste Land, the second from W. J. Turner's Hymn
to Her Unknown:

At the violet hour, the evening hour that strives
Homeward, and brings the sailor home from sea,
The typist home at tea time, clears her breakfast, lights
Her stove, and lays out food in tins. . .
I too awaited the expected guest.
He, the young man carbuncular, arrives,
A small house agent's clerk, with one bold stare,
One of the low on whom assurance sits
As a silk hat on a Bradford millionaire.
The time is now propitious, as he guesses,
The meal is ended, she is bored and tired,
Endeavours to engage her in caresses
Which still are unreproved, if undesired.
Flushed and decided, he assaults at once;
Exploring hands encounter no defence;
His vanity requires no response,
And makes a welcome of indifference. . .
Bestows one final patronising kiss,
And gropes his way, finding the stairs unlit. . .

The deliberate tone of banality and futility here emphasizes the
personal flavour of what is taking place. It is the opposite of pure
sexual emotion; it is merely two rather grimy personalities in



contact. Compare this with Turner—again writing of 'modern love'—a
woman he saw on the 24th of August, 1934, in Swan and Edgar's in
Piccadilly Circus:

Could I express the ecstasy of my adoration?
Mating with her were in itself a separation!
Only our bodies fusing in a flame of crystal
Burning in an infinite empyrean
Until all the blue of the limitless heaven were drunken
In one globe of united perfection
Like a bubble that is all the oceans of the world ascending
To the fire that is the fire of fires, transcending
The love of God, the love of God, the love of God. . . .

At first it might seem that Turner is simply less of a realist than Mr
Eliot; he sees a married woman in Swan and Edgar's, does not speak
to her, but imagines that she would have been the perfect mate.
But Turner is capable enough of realism elsewhere; he can write:

Marriage is but keeping house,
Sharing food and company,
What has this to do with love 
Or the body's beauty?

Turner may be idealizing the woman of Swan and Edgar's to some
extent, but he is also speaking of the instantaneous, 'impersonal' sex
that de Bruyn envisaged with the girl on the beach. Eliot is speaking
of ordinary, everyday 'personalized' sex.

This latter is the sex that was discussed in the chapter on
promiscuity: Don Juan sex, the sex of Casanova and Frank Harris and
Henry Miller, a coarse but healthy 'normality'. It might be called
extraverted sex. Some amusing examples can be found in A. R.
Jones's book on T. E. Hulme.{25} Hulme seems to have had views on
sex and the will to power similar to those of the ex-army officer 'M'
cited in Chapter II. He liked quick and easy conquests, preferably of
shop girls. Jones tells a story of how Hulme was sitting in the Café
Royal when he suddenly looked at his watch and declared: 'I've a



pressing engagement in five minutes' time' and strode from the
building. Twenty minutes later he came back, perspiring, and
commented that the spiral staircase of the emergency exit at the
Piccadilly tube station was one of the most uncomfortable places in
which he had ever copulated. Hulme seems to have lacked most
inhibitions, for another story tells how he was relieving his bladder
in the gutter in broad daylight in Soho Square when a policeman
remonstrated. Hulme turned on him explosively: 'Do you realize you
are addressing a member of the English middle classes?' The
policeman touched his helmet and walked away. Hulme was famous
for his sudden outbursts of physical violence (as when he hung
Wyndham Lewis by his turn-ups from some spiked railings in Soho
Square), and for his tales of his sexual encounters.

But Hulme's healthy animal copulation on a steel stairway would
have been equally repellent to a sexual idealist like Shelley or a
'worshipper of the body' like Lawrence. It is completely typical of
the extraverted attitude to sex. It is the opposite of Huxley's
description of sex in Antic Hay or The Genius and the Goddess.

At the same time it must be acknowledged that 'introverted sex' is
always closer to the 'abnormal'. Hulme's sexuality took the female
sex-object for granted; she was the logical focus of the sexual
emotions, the rightful recipient of the male semen. The sexual
introvert is altogether closer to his emotions; he is aware that the
'sex object' is arbitrary. At least he is aware of the fluid boundaries
between the 'normal' and 'abnormal'. Even if he is heterosexual, he
realizes that the sexual emotion depends upon the invasion of an
alien body. It is an act of conquest. Shakespeare makes his Tarquin
compare Lucrece to a city that he wants to storm and enter. But if
the orgasm is associated with the act of entering the female body,
why should her vagina be chosen to the exclusion of the mouth and
rectum? For most heterosexual men, the sexual emotion can be
exhausted by intercourse in the 'normal' way. But if a man has
become blasé with 'normal' sex, he might well feel the need to make
this 'natural' extension of his aggressive activities. (In fact, the
available statistics indicate that young men practise these
'extensions' less often than older men.) And if the desire for the



woman is chiefly an aggressive impulse, then the man might well
feel that the use of the rectum or mouth rather than the vagina is
a more absolute 'conquest'. There is a notable episode in Henry
Miller's Sexus that can be taken as typical of the hyper-aggressive
male. An aggressive drunk not only forces the girl to perform an act
of fellatio on him as he drives a car, but he forces her to hold a
lighted cigarette in her vagina, and later rapes and commits sodomy
on her. (The episode is related to Miller by his mistress, and forms
a kind of inset pornographic novel within the book.) In the same
way, the crimes of the 'red light bandit' (for which Caryl Chessman
was executed) involved forcing two women to perform acts of
fellatio on him in a car. Although the 'bandit' forced both women to
remove their panties (and one of the girls was made to strip to her
shoes and stockings ), he did not rape either of them. Why, in that
case, force them to unclothe themselves? The reason suggests itself:
because ordering a woman to undress intensifies the satisfaction of
the aggressive impulse.

It is easy to see that if the man is 'oversexed', and if he has a more
than usually aggressive feeling towards women, a long period of
introversion might easily distort the sexual emotions into a sadistic
pattern. De Sade, who hated and feared his mother, first came to
the attention of the police when various prostitutes complained
about his penchant for making shallow incisions with a penknife, and
pouring hot wax into them. But the symbolism here is plain enough.
All the 'natural orifices' are rejected, and De Sade makes his own
'entrances' into the female body; he then symbolically possesses her
by filling them with wax. At the age of twenty-eight, De Sade was
arrested for kidnapping a pastry cook's widow and performing this
curious operation on her. (He was forced to payout a great deal of
money in bribes and fines.)

It may seem to be a long way from Blake's innocent talk of love and
copulation to De Sade's need to inflict pain. And yet both are the
outcome of a sexual mysticism that strives to transcend the
everyday world. Simone de Beauvoir said penetratingly of De Sade's
work that 'he is trying to communicate an experience whose
distinguishing characteristic is, nevertheless, its will to remain



incommunicable'. De Sade's perversion may have sprung from dislike
of his mother or of other women, but its basis is a kind of distorted
religious emotion.

This point is of great importance, and should be made very clear.
Our basic experience of consciousness is of passivity, which is
another name for boredom. We look at the world; it is quiet,
apparently unchanging. It has a poker face. It gives the impression
it can outstare you and outlive you. In comparison to the world,
human flesh is constantly changing and seething, longing to be
moving on, like an impatient dog on a lead. This is why most people
like looking at fires, at waterfalls and rapids; it is pleasant to see
the material world being a little less static; it relieves us of our
feeling of inferiority in the face of the indifference of a tree.

Because the flesh moves faster than the outside world it dreads
boredom and frustration. It wants to feel all the time; it hates
nothing so much as an internal stagnation confronting the
impassivity of nature. It has no memory; all its feelings and
boredoms seem doomed to last for eternity. Sex, like alcohol, has
the capacity to destroy the stagnation; to turn the consciousness of
ourselves into a Niagara. Boredom is a 'state of being' from which
one finds it difficult to escape into other states, a self-isolating
anxiety, like a turtle on its back. But luckily, we have one infallible
ladder from one level of being to another. The sexual act is a
miniature symbol of conquest. From the male point of view, a
woman looks demure, alien, a 'city' that cannot be entered; half an
hour later she is naked, submissive, she has surrendered; the first
impression is proved wrong. But if a woman is not unchangeably
distant, unchangeably virginal, then neither is the world. The fear
of life-frustration vanishes.

Our social conditioning abets the simple physical impulse. By
building up various taboos and fears, it artificially increases the
'height' between one state of being and another. Two savages who
had known one another from childhood can still take pleasure in
breaking down the alien-ness of 'the other' in sexual intercourse. If
the alien-ness is increased by our civilized habit of wearing clothes,



of cultivating various inhibitions about sex, perhaps even by the
belief that sex is rather wicked, then the pleasure of breaking down
the barriers will be greater still. Religion, in its simplest form, is the
belief that nature is not cold, indifferent, poker-faced, that a tree
is not a tree but a god in disguise. And even in its most complex,
subjective form, it is still the belief that there is an 'otherness'
beyond our present boredom and inadequacy, a hidden meaning
lying in wait, like a tiger behind a bush. And when a mystic has a
sudden insight into this meaning (or thinks he has), he is also
performing an act of breakdown of alien-ness, exactly like the
sexual breakdown. De Sade and Baudelaire have in common the
need to believe that sex is evil. Then there are more barriers to
break through in the sexual act, and the sense of falling from one
level of being to another is more exciting, more positive.

Our biological tendency to re-create the alien-ness of 'the other'
immediately after demolishing it—in other words, to repeat the
cycle of desire—often means that the emotions associated with sex
remain immature. If a youth is bullied by his father, a day will
probably come when he will knock his father down; in that moment
he will feel a great sense of emancipation—he will have fallen from
one level of being to another, and will feel exhilarated. But it can
only happen once; even if he makes a habit of hitting his father
every day, he will never again feel the same satisfaction as on the
first occasion. But in sex, this is not true; at least, it happens far
more slowly. The man who gleefully violates the alien-ness of his
newly married wife on their honeymoon will continue to feel the
same delight for a considerable length of time; if he is imaginative,
he may still feel it half a century later. Some strange conditioning
in us re-creates the alien-ness every day.

Even so, men get bored with their wives after a honeymoon.
Flaubert says that Charles Bovary soon began treating sex with
Emma like a dessert after his supper. The biological conditioning
needs to be aided by a sensitive imagination.

Some men, like De Sade, not only insist that the biological alien-
ness is re-created, but also like to re-create the 'artificial', social



taboos that add to the joy of violation. This is why Baudelaire liked
to feel that sex is basically evil. Such an attitude is bound to involve
a certain immaturity, just as if the youth should spend hours every
day working up a resentment of his father so that he gets the
maximum pleasure out of knocking him down for the fiftieth time.
Emotions are not intended to be cyclic, like the sexual urges.

It will be convenient to refer to this aspect of sexual involvement as
'clinging to the emotional cycle'. There is an interesting example of
it in Sade's 120 Days of Sodom. Four profligates have assembled in
a chateau, determined to practise every possible kind of sexual
activity; they have a large array of young girls and boys brought to
the chateau, most of them kidnapped from respectable parents, and
some brothel-madames who will instruct them in the arts of
perversion. One of the madames tells a story of how she knew a
libertine whose pleasure was to have an orgasm that would deluge
the genitals of a young girl with sperm without actually penetrating
her. The Duke immediately insists on carrying out the same act on
one of the girls present—who is represented as weeping with shame.

This story is a typical example of the infantile sex fantasy. But the
full implications of its immaturity can be brought out by comparison
with another frustration fantasy, Kierkegaard's Diary of a Seducer.
Kierkegaard's seducer, Johannes, sees a beautiful but very young girl
getting out of a carriage. He then goes to enormous length to
possess her, spending months in a complicated pursuit that, at one
point, involves getting engaged to her. When, at the end of the
story, she gives herself to him, he immediately loses interest.

Now Kierkegaard is more of a realist than De Sade. When he saw a
pretty girl in the street, and wanted to sleep with her, his fantasy
was far more realistic and circumstantial. De Sade invented an
absurd situation in which he could overcome the double alien-ness
of a young and inexperienced virgin by force. Kierkegaard, closer to
reality, realized that the girl would have to be persuaded to fall in
love with him and to finally offer him complete emotional
abandonment.



But where Kierkegaard and De Sade both reveal immaturity is in not
realizing that the purity of the desire for a pretty virgin would be
largely destroyed by the complications of the pursuit. They are a
long way from de Bruyn's realization that full satisfaction of the
desire could only be achieved by flinging the girl down and raping
her. The more circuitous route of a personal relationship would
bring the social personality into play. Sooner or later the 'seducer'
would realize that he is paying a disproportionately high price—in
will and energy—for the mere pleasure of penetrating a virgin.

This factor of emotional immaturity, and its cause—the repetition
of the emotional cycle—is of considerable importance in analysing
the problems of sexual abnormality.



CHAPTER V

THE MEANING OF 'PERVERSION' (II)

De Sade and Boredom. Problem of frustration. Fetichism.
Underwear fetichism. Panty fetichism. Examples of fetichism and
sex crime in literature. Musil's Man Without Qualities. Moosbrugger.
Joyce's panty fetichism. Heirens. The case of Rodney Shires.

THE PROBLEM IMPLICIT in De Sade's 120 Days is whether a number of
men could, by concentrating their full attention on the matter,
achieve some ultimate sexual pleasure. It is the romantic striving
for the infinite that characterized so many of the poets of the
nineteenth century. At first sight, it may seem that libertinism is a
matter of the body only. But it requires only a moment's
consideration to realize that a dog or a cat would be incapable of
these extremes of pleasure seeking; the body, unaided by the mind,
is quickly satisfied. De Sade might be compared to a heretical sect
of the late Middle Ages known as the Brethren of the Free Spirit,
whose basic doctrine was the idea 'I am God', who believed in the
more or less immediate advent of the Third Kingdom, when flesh
would finally throw off its misery and inadequacy, and who allowed
their worship to degenerate into sexual orgies. (They were ruthlessly
suppressed by the Church.) Nine hundred years later a heretical sect
called the Khlysty grew up in Russia; they worshipped a certain
Daniel Philipov, believing that he was Christ come again, and held
Dionysian ceremonies that often ended in total sexual
abandonment, mothers coupling with sons and brothers with sisters.
Rasputin was a member of the sect.

These visions of an ultimate, of a human kind free of all inhibitions,
and of 'original sin', have been the basic drive of all mystics and
poets. All men with any psychological penetration are deeply aware
of the weakness and inadequacy of 'the body of this death', of their
inability to learn from experience, their ingratitude for life except
when confronting death. Many of the men who feel this inevitably
turn to the scriptures, because at least the scriptures are concerned



with ultimates that can be taken seriously. But whether they accept
the scriptural notion of a City of God, or whether they invent their
own City of the Sun, like William Morris and H. G. Wells (whose
visions were not the real 'ultimate' article), all are possessed by a
vision of human perfection, of man lifted somehow above his misery
and his weakness. Men very seldom have any deep pleasure that
seems to release all their emotions and reach to the very bottom of
the being. No doubt this is the significance of those lines that
Goethe gives to Mephistopheles, when he promises Faust 'more
pleasure in an hour, than in a year's monotony'. Boredom and
semifulfilment seems to be our common lot; Kierkegaard claims that
men built the Tower of Babel out of boredom.

All this has a deep significance, and must be borne in mind in
discussing the origins of the sexual impulse. Most of man's ways of
dissipating surplus energy are—or can be regarded as— futile as
building the Tower of Babel: his search after political power, after
wealth or possessions. An intensely introverted or subjective man
regards these activities with amazement, as he might regard a Hindu
fakir chewing glass bottles.

But all human beings acknowledge the power of sexual gratification
to reach deep into man's emotions and give him a momentary
sensation of being a completely fulfilled being. Hence there is not
one of us in whom De Sade's quest for total and final fulfilment does
not arouse a certain sympathy.

To recognize this is to approach the problem of sex from the only
ultimately fruitful direction. The Freudian talk about man's 'libido'
and his various complexes may help to clear up individual cases, but
it takes us no further. Sex cannot be considered in vacuo, or in
relation to a social entity called Man who probably wanted to kill his
father and sleep with his mother. To express this point in an
extreme form: the problems of sex and the problems of teleology
(man's ultimate purpose) are bound up together, and neither can be
understood in isolation. (In a later chapter I shall discuss briefly the
modern school of 'existential psycho-therapy', developed on this
basis by Binswanger, Minkowski, Straus, etc., and making use of



concepts borrowed from Heidegger and Husserl.)

The problem of sex, then, and the problem of 'abnormality', is
bound up with some vague notion of 'fulfilment' and with the limits
of 'human nature'. The notion itself may be vague, as a notion, but
it is clear enough when it presents itself in the form of an intuition
of some deeper, more 'god-like' state of satisfaction for the
individual.

The problem can be expressed most simply in this form: let us
suppose a man of unusual intelligence and vitality, fundamentally
'un-neurotic', well disposed towards his fellow human beings, and
with the power and influence of an Eastern despot. (An anarchist
would deny that a despot could be uncorrupt and un-neurotic, but
we will by-pass his objection.) Such a man now asks himself the
question: Is it possible for me to progress a little further than most
human beings in the direction of godhead by making full use of my
power ? Not only is he able to point at any girl in the street and say:
'Take her to my bedroom at once', but he is also intelligent enough
to profit by his experiencing so far as the experience has any
content.

If we now assembled a committee, made up of Blake, Whitman,
Lawrence, De Sade, Noyes, and Casanova, to discuss the problem of
how the despot should best employ his powers, we might gain from
them their notion of the limits and capacities of man's power and
energy. Their opinions would conflict in some curious ways. Blake,
for example, would declare that a man cannot hope to move in the
direction of godhead except by developing his 'inner eye', the
'fourfold vision', striving to contemplate the human race as a unity,
recognizing the imagination as its highest and most powerful
faculty, developing to the full the intellect and emotions, and
striving to see 'a world in a grain of sand'. But he would undoubtedly
go on to add that the ideal conditions for this exercise would be a
South Sea island, full of healthy men and beautiful, uninhibited
girls, who would unashamedly offer themselves to the visionary at
any hour of the day, singly or in larger numbers. Noyes would no
doubt basically agree with this picture—adding that all the



inhabitants of the island should be moved by moral earnestness, and
should spend a great deal of time in discussing together how best to
build the City of God. Whitman would substantially agree with this
picture, except that, in his expansive way, he might feel that an
island was rather a small place, and that this paradise of healthy
men and women should extend over the whole world. He would
probably also add that he reserved his right to sleep with the men
as well as the women.

D. H. Lawrence would probably reject the whole idea with disgust,
asserting his basic principle of the untouchability of the great man,
noli me tangere. His own paradise would include only one woman,
boundlessly healthy and wilful, and their sexual activities would
involve mutual stimulation of 'the fount of darkness' by sodomy and
the manual process. Blake and Noyes would undoubtedly find
Lawrence's paradise half-hearted and unsatisfactory, particularly as
Lawrence would fail to satisfy them on the subject of an ultimate;
Blake would find the idea of eternal warfare with the woman
neurotic and unnecessary. Casanova would no doubt reject the idea
of an island entirely. His own idea would be to use the wealth and
power to dazzle society, and to have endless love affairs with
demure young convent girls, newly married women, beautiful
courtesans, and intelligent young bluestockings. He would
meanwhile produce a ten-volume work summarizing the history of
the human race in a manner that would combine devastating
cynicism with sparkling wit. This, in his opinion, would be the
closest that man can ever come to the 'god-like existence'.

De Sade alone would horrify everybody by some vision of a
monstrous, universal orgy. (All, that is, except Blake, who would
whisper: 'Let him get on with it. He'll get it out of his system by the
time he's disembowelled a dozen virgins then you'll see what a nice
fellow he'll turn out to be.') De Sade would declare that man can
only become god-like by dismissing the idea of God, and
(paradoxically) doing his best to plumb the depth of evil in himself.
He would then explain that he had already given his attention to the
problem of godhead, and had written a treatise on the subject. The
120 Days would then be produced as a textbook on how to plumb the
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For Eve and Negley
with affection
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It is perhaps this wrong connection of ideas [that the earth is a
mere point in the universe] which has led men to the still falser
notion that they are not worthy of the Creator’s regard. They
have believed themselves to be obeying the dictates of humility
when they have denied that the earth and all that the universe
contains exists only on man’s account, on the ground that the
admission of such an idea would be only conceit. But they have
not been afraid of the laziness and cowardice which are the
inevitable results of this affected modesty. The present day
avoidance of the belief that we are the highest in the universe is
the reason that we have not the courage to work in order to
justify that tide, that the duties springing from it seem too
laborious, and that we would rather abdicate our position and our
rights than realise them in all their consequences. Where is the
pilot that will guide us between these hidden reefs of conceit and
false humility?

ST. MARTIN, quoted from Strindberg’s Legends.
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Introduction to the 2001 Paupers’ Press 

edition of 

The Age of Defeat

IT IS AN ODD sensation to read a book you wrote more than
forty years ago, and haven’t looked at since. At first I found The
Age of Defeat hard to read, and had doubts whether I could
finish the proof sent to me by Colin Stanley. Then I became
increasingly absorbed and fascinated as I recognised that this is,
in fact, one of my key books. The sense of alienation comes from
looking back at a younger self over a gulf of more than forty
years.

The book was not originally intended to be published as a
separate volume, but as one third of a kind of symposium that
would feature Bill Hopkins, Stuart Holroyd and myself. This came
about because the three of us were thoroughly dissatisfied with
a book called Declaration, which had appeared in 1957, and in
which the three of us had also featured. It was edited by a friend
named Tom Maschler, and was intended to be a series of
'statements of belief ' by a number of so-called 'Angry Young
Men', including John Osborne, Kenneth Tynan, John Wain,
Lindsay Anderson and (incongruously) Doris Lessing.
Declaration had aroused a lot of hostility.

Ever since Osborne's play Look Back in Anger and my first book
The Outsider had appeared in the same week in May, 1956,
critics had been getting increasingly sick of endless press
coverage of 'angry young men' and what they were supposed to
be angry about. So they took this opportunity of catching us all
together to say some extremely rude things about us, the politest
of which was that we were brash young publicity seekers. But
three of us — myself, Bill and Stuart — came in for particularly
vitriolic attacks. We were supposed to represent the 'right wing'



of the Angry Young Men, as distinguished from leftists like
Osborne, Tynan and Anderson. And  several of these leftist
contributors seized  the opportunity  to attack us in the book
itself. What did they mean by labelling us 'rightists'? The term is
almost meaningless, considering that none of us was
conservative, let alone fascist. We were simply not deeply
interested in politics, either of the right or left. 

I had met Stuart in 1953, when he was a follower of a Hungarian
liberal guru named Alfred Reynolds, who had fled to England
from the Communists and the Nazis before the war. Although I
liked Alfred, I found his atheistic liberalism naive and shallow,
and soon became unwelcome at the weekly meetings at his
home in Dollis Hill because I raised too many objections. Alfred
regarded religion as another name for superstition, and
sometimes referred to priests as 'crows in black'. He felt that all
society needed to create a heaven-on-earth was more tolerance.
I felt that religion sprang out of a deep human urge to self-
transcendence, a craving to evolve, and that tolerance, while
certainly desirable, would not bring the human race closer to an
evolutionary leap. I pointed out to Alfred that even Sartre, who
declared himself an atheist, spoke in Les Chemins de la Liberté
of the hero's need for 'salvation'. 

To my surprise Stuart, who had been a devoted follower of
Reynolds, came eventually to agree with me, and began writing
a book called Emergence from Chaos (1957), a study of poets
such as Eliot, Rilke and Dylan Thomas, whom he felt to be driven
by a fundamentally religious impulse. Bill Hopkins was totally
uninterested in religion. His basic feeling was that most men are
weaklings, cowards and fools. He once said to me: 'When you
meet somebody who's weak and miserable, kick him downstairs'.
Typically, his contribution to Declaration was called 'Ways
Without a Precedent', which began: 'The literature of the past ten
years has been conspicuous for its total lack of direction,
purpose and power' —  thus dismissing Samuel Beckett, Angus
Wilson, Iris Murdoch, Kingsley Amis and John Osborne. (Amis
had refused to contribute to Declaration on the grounds that he



had nothing to say.)  His next sentence makes his meaning
clearer: 'It has opened no new roads of imagination, created no
monumental characters, and contributed nothing whatever to the
vitality of the written word.'

What Bill had in mind was someone more like Goethe, Hugo or
Balzac. (Balzac once said: 'I shall be greater than Napoleon. He
failed to conquer the world, but I shall conquer it with my pen'.)
Bill also knew Alfred Reynolds, and felt that his kind of well-
meaning but muddled liberalism was contributing to this
bankruptcy of imagination. Bill's own novel The Divine and the
Decay (1957) was about a politician, the leader of a right wing
minority party, who takes a holiday on the Channel Island of
Sark, to give himself an alibi while his main political ally is killed
in an 'accident'. And although the English have a tradition of
treating first novels with kindness, this one was slaughtered by
the critics. The attitude of Bill's hero was a little too close to that
of Adolf Hitler not to arouse fury and resentment.

Stuart's Emergence from Chaos had also been received with
considerable hostility, largely because our publisher, Victor
Gollancz, had been rash enough to state on the jacket blurb that
those who found The Outsider exciting would find this book
equally interesting. But the absurd furore about 'Angry Young
Men' had by now created such hostility among serious critics that
by that time I was practically unmentionable, with the result that
my second book, Religion and the Rebel (1957) had also been
hatcheted by the critics. ('Scrambled Egghead' crowed Time
magazine.) 

And so at the beginning of 1958, Stuart, Bill and I were licking
our wounds. We all felt as if we had been mugged by the critics.
It was then we conceived the idea of a book of our own, which
would explain precisely what we stood for. Its basic theme would
be the 'vanishing hero' —  that inability of modern writers to
create what Bill called 'monumental characters'. I would treat the
subject from the literary point of view, Stuart from the religious
point of view, Bill from the political point of view. 



The problem was that Bill and Stuart were slower writers than I
was. I had learned fluency from keeping a journal since I was
sixteen. In any case, I had always been fascinated by
romanticism, and recognised that this was the root of the
problem. As soon as man begins to feel 'the eternal longing', he
also begins to find it hard to cope with the demands of everyday
life.

So I wrote my part of the 'vanishing hero' book in the first half of
1958, and sent it to my publisher. Gollancz immediately
suggested that he should publish it on its own. Bill and Stuart
were obviously relieved to be let off the hook, for neither of them
had even started their contributions. Which is how The Age of
Defeat came to appear in the spring of 1959.

My original starting point —  as I state in the Introduction that
follows —  had been an essay I wrote in the London Magazine
on Aldous Huxley. I had been introduced to his work in my teens
by a woman friend who admired him more than any living author
—  particularly Point Counterpoint and Eyeless in Gaza. When
I tried to read these books, I could not understand why she rated
them so highly. It seemed to me they were about irritating,
neurotic fools, and reading them filled me with a mixture of
irritation and disgust. (It was not until I went into the RAF to do
my National Service, and read Antic Hay and Crome Yellow, that
I began to enjoy and admire Huxley.) The first version of The
Age of Defeat borrowed a phrase from Gumbril, the hero of Antic
Hay, for its title: 'I glory in the name of earwig'. In fact, this early
version was later published in a volume of essays which I called
Eagles and Earwigs (and which, to my irritation, the publisher
insisted on changing to Eagle and Earwig (1965).) 

To me, the basic problem with Huxley was his assumption that
you either had to be sensitive and weak, or stupid and strong. I
later came upon the same assumption in the work of Thomas
Mann. It never seemed to strike either of them that some people
are sensitive and strong — an obvious example being
Beethoven. 



When I went to see Waiting for Godot in 1957, I laughed a great
deal during the first act, then became increasingly bored and
irritable. Beckett seemed to be on the same wavelength as
Huxley and Mann: life is meaningless, we are all weak and
doomed... What infuriated me so much was that it seemed
practically impossible to attack this attitude. There was no
crevice to get your crowbar into. People who think that life is
meaningless and pointless are in an impregnable position. They
have an answer to everything. You criticise them for intellectual
laziness, for failing to use their brains, and they shrug and say:
'What would be the point?' When Kenneth Tynan went to see
Beckett's Endgame, which he obviously hated, he was unable to
write the kind of witty attack everyone expected, and had to
content himself with a review that simply parodied the play.

This was my chief difficulty when I came to write The Age of
Defeat. The 'unheroic premise' of most modern plays and novels
seemed plain enough. But how could you explain your objection
to someone who did not share your feeling? One of my friends,
Jack Emery (a drama director) thought Beckett was one of the
greatest of modern writers, and often performed a one-man show
of his work. When I said that I thought Beckett was an overrated
nonentity with minimal talent, he merely shrugged pityingly. The
day after watching Jack do his one-man show at Exeter
University, I again picked up my copy of Beckett's three Molloy
novels, to see if it as really as brilliant and funny as Jack insisted
it was. Was I being as blind and insensitive as the 19th century
art critics who thought Van Gogh and Cezanne had no talent?
But half an hour struggling with Beckett left me thoroughly
depressed, and more certain than ever that this was a case of
the emperor's clothes. So how could I go about writing a book
explaining why I found the 'fallacy of insignificance' so
infuriating? Jack would simply reply: 'There's no disputing about
taste'.

At this point, my friend Negley Farson drew my attention to a
book called The Lonely Crowd by the sociologist David Riesman,
which seemed to offer a starting point. Riesman's basic



argument was that the old pioneering virtues had gone out of
America. The men who opened the West had been 'inner-
directed', while their descendants of post World War 2 are 'other
directed', looking to other people to provide their sense of values.
Whyte's The Organisation Man and Packard's The Hidden
Persuaders made the same point. So did J. B. Priestley in the
volume entitled Thoughts in the Wilderness, to which I had been
introduced by John Braine, another writer who was instinctively
opposed to 'the wet hero' of most modern novels.

Yet Negley Farson himself was a symbol of the problem of the
‘age of defeat’. I had met him through his son Dan, who was (in
those days in 1956) a journalist. Negley's autobiography The
Way of a Transgressor had been one of the great best-sellers of
the 1930s, describing his  life as a foreign correspondent —  he
had been present in the Red Square the day the Russian
Revolution broke out. Negley had had an eventful and
adventurous life, and had now retired, in his late sixties, to a
beautiful house on a cliff top in Devon. He should have been a
happy man. But he was not —  he was an alcoholic. For most of
the time, he never drank at all. But as soon as he drank even a
glass of wine, he experienced a compulsion to go on drinking
until he collapsed in a coma and woke up several days later.

Negley struck everybody who met him as a man of tremendous
vitality, somehow larger than life. I introduced my father to him,
and for the rest of his life, dad (who was a strong character
himself) spoke of Negley with a warm admiration which he
withheld from most of my literary friends.

Now whenever Joy (who was not then my wife) and I went to
stay with Negley and Eve, Negley obviously enjoyed it
tremendously because it gave him the opportunity to talk. He
was a formidable (and sometimes an exhausting) talker, and
loved to tell stories about his travels and the people he had
known. As he talked about the famous foreign correspondents of
the 1920s, he seemed to light up. He liked to tell the story of how
he had seen Dillinger's naked body in the morgue just after the



gangster had been shot down by Hoover's G-Men, and how the
morgue attendant pulled back the cover and commented: 'Well
hung, ain't he?' Negley also described how he called on Scott
Fitzgerald late one afternoon, and found him writing as he stood
at a tall desk. Negley asked why he wrote standing, and
Fitzgerald said: 'Because if I sit down I do that...', pointing to a
bottle of gin on the floor beside the settee. Then Fitzgerald said:
'Come one, let's sit down'. 

I could see what was happening with Negley. As soon as he
began to talk, he went 'into gear', and experienced a sense of
being alive. But on an average day, when there was no one to
talk to, and nothing to do but struggle on with another
autobiographical book (called The Tides of Barney Gatt) which
went forward with painful slowness, he felt stranded, becalmed.
And this was the problem of the romantics, from Goethe
onwards.

I should emphasise that you did not need to be a poet or an
intellectual to feel it. Negley was an intelligent man —  I still have
his copy of McNeill Dixon's The Human Situation, full of
underlinings and annotations on every other page —  but he was
not an intellectual. And the same was true of my father. He was
a strong, hardworking character who had spent his whole life
slaving away in boot and shoe factories, and was an admirable
provider for his family. But he spent all his free time at the pub.
At home he tended to be rather surly and bad tempered, and we
(my brother and myself) stayed out of his way. He came into his
own after his second pint of beer, playing darts or dominoes with
his cronies. If we caught a glimpse of him among his pub friends,
we were amazed to see what a cheerful and charming person he
became. His problem was that the modern world offered him
very little chance of living the kind of life he would have preferred
—  days rambling around the countryside looking for mushrooms
or trapping rabbits, or simply standing beside a river with a rod
and line. He was certainly better off than his great grandfather,
working for starvation wages in some Victorian factory, just as
my mother was better off than her great grandmother. Yet



although they had more security, and a regular wage packet, it
was a dreary existence. Later in his life, things became less
dreary. When The Outsider was published, my father was only
45. From then on, he began taking long holidays in Cornwall —
he had seldom been out of Leicester —  and even came to live
with us in Cornwall for a while. But his life away from Leicester
proved that his capacity for freedom had been ruined forever;
instead of enjoying the freedom to ramble and go fishing, he
spent most of his days in the pub, until my mother —  afraid that
he would drink himself to death —  insisted on returning to the
Midlands. And although dad had become bored with his freedom
in Cornwall, he hated returning to a factory, and soon developed
the cancer that killed him at 64. Negley survived a little longer,
but his tremendous bouts of alcoholism took their toll, and he
died of heart failure in his early 70s.

It can be seen why this problem of 'the vanishing hero' is not
simply an intellectual or literary problem. For better or worse, it
is one of the consequences of this Western society that offers
most of us a decent standard of living and a level of security that
few human beings have experienced in the past ten thousand
years. The heroes of Aldous Huxley and Thomas Mann are, after
all, fairly well off; they have no real cause to complain. Yet they
feel trapped and stifled.

In The Age of Defeat I feel I succeeded fairly well in expressing
the problem. But then, I had the advantage of writing about
literature and ideas, which offered me plenty of material. I can
see why Bill and Stuart never even began their contributions to
the book. Anything Bill said about the inadequacies of modern
party politics would be bound to sound like neo-Fascism. As to
Stuart, he had already stated in 'A Sense of Crisis', his own
contribution to Declaration: 'Our present need is not so much to
come back to religion as to re-discover and re-create it'. What
could he have done except try to square the circle, and do his
best to sound convincing on the subject of a rebirth of religion in
a secular age? In fact, a decade later, there was a kind of
religious revival —  born-again Christians and followers of Hari-



Krishna and other sects. None of them have made the slightest
contribution to solving the problems expressed in Declaration. 
Let me return to an earlier question. I said that the problem of the
romantics was that they felt stranded, becalmed. Why should
that be so? The answer dawned on me a quarter of a century
after I had written The Age of Defeat, when I was writing a book
called A Criminal History of Mankind (1984). In the year 1740, a
printer named Samuel Richardson wrote the first novel —  in our
modern sense of the word — Pamela, about a pretty
maidservant whose boss is determined to get her into bed. This
was followed quickly by the novels of Fielding, Smollett and
Sterne, as well as by the first pornographic novel, Cleland's
Fanny Hill. And suddenly, England became 'a nation of  readers'.
Bored housewives —  and their husbands and children —  could
now 'escape' from life by diving into a novel like someone
jumping into bed and pulling the covers over his head.
Rousseau's Julie, or The New Heloise and Goethe's Sorrows of
Young Werther completed the revolution, and lending libraries
and cheap books made the new drug available to everybody who
could read.

Now this 'alternative world' had not been open to the
contemporaries of Shakespeare, for the Elizabethan novelists
were crude amateur storytellers, and the stage required a high
degree of imagination to transform its bare boards into Agincourt
or Bartholomew Fair. It was this universal 'escapism' that was the
first major slide towards 'the age of defeat'. And it is important to
recognise that this new 'unhappy hero' prefigured in Werther is
unhappy because he is intelligent enough to think about his
problems. The same is true of Senancour's Obermann, a kind of
journal of a failure, one of the major influences on the later
romantics. It is Obermann who complains: 'The rain makes me
sad, yet the sunlight strikes me as meaningless'. Life had
become 'sicklied o'er with the pale cast of thought' (for it has to
be acknowledged that Shakespeare, with his intuitive genius,
foresaw the problems of romanticism.) In other words, the
problem is a problem of thought, of ideas.



Although I would not count The Age of Defeat as one of my most
successful books from the point of view of its sales, it brought me
at least one important contact: an American professor of
psychology called Abraham Maslow. It was Maslow who, after
reading the American edition (which had been re-titled The
Stature of Man) wrote me a letter in which he told me that he had
been preoccupied with the same problem for a long time. He told
me how he had said to his students: 'Which of you expects to be
great?' And when they looked at him blankly, he said: 'If not you,
who then?'

What excited me most about Maslow was a concept I found in
one of the papers he sent me: the peak experience, or PE. This
is that sudden rush of pure happiness that we all experience in
moments of 'delight' (or what J. B. Priestley called 'magic'). For
me, the real revelation was that Maslow had discovered that all
healthy people have 'peak experiences' with a fair degree of
frequency. Shelley was wrong when he wrote: 'Rarely, rarely
comest thou, spirit of delight'. 'Peakers' experience it every day.

The importance of this insight cannot be overestimated. It meant
that much of the unhappiness of the Werthers and Obermanns
was due to a kind of laziness. These 'outsiders' implied that their
unhappiness arose from their intelligence —  or, as the hero of
Barbusse's L'Enfer put it: 'I see too deep and too much'. Maslow
was calling their bluff. It was true that many of Maslow's 'peakers'
were ordinary people, like the hostess who looked around the
room after a party, and in spite of the wine stains on the carpet,
exclaimed 'That was a terrific party!', and went into the peak
experience. But there was no good reason why romantic poets
and professors of philosophy should not also have the same kind
of peak experience.

In short, the peak experience is based on a mental attitude. This
struck me overwhelmingly when I read Maslow's comment that
when his students began to discuss peak experiences among
themselves, and discuss their own PEs, they began having peak
experiences all the time. It was merely a matter of achieving the



right 'mind set'. 

Now from my earliest days, I had been aware that one of the
fundamental problems of human beings is what I called 'close-
upness'. When we are happy, it is as if we are on a mountain top,
seeing into the distance. When we are bored or listless, it is as
if someone has put a paper bag over our heads, so we can see
virtually nothing. Happiness is essentially a feeling of seeing
beyond the present. It is a 'bird's eye view', as opposed to the
'worm's eye view' of our everyday lives. Sartre called this 'paper
bag effect' nausea. This is an extreme of life-failure. What most
of us actually suffer from is less traumatic: a kind of tunnel vision,
which simply prevents us from seeing anything but that which is
directly ahead of us. I once called it 'the bullfighter effect'. The
bullfighter keeps the bull blinded by his cape. No matter how it
twists and turns, he keeps the cape right in front of its nose. And
most human beings seemed condemned to spend their lives
blinded by the cape of a bullfighter they never see.

Of course, this is not inevitable. We all get sudden glimpses of
the view from the mountain top. Our problem is that we fail to
remember them. The next day, when we have to get up and go
to work, the bird's eye view is only a dim memory. If we could
find some way of holding tight to these glimpses, of refusing to
let them escape, the problem would be solved, and we would all
learn to be 'peakers'.

In the past century, the most determined attempt to capture the
meaning-content of the moments of vision was made by Proust
in his enormous novel. In Proust's Way, the French scholar
Roger Shattuck lists a dozen of these 'moments bienheureux' —
what Proust also liked to call 'resurrections', from the famous
madeleine dipped in tea to the party at the house of the Prince
de Guermantes, and I recently spent a few days renewing my
acquaintance with each of them in turn. What then struck me
was that Proust had retreated to his 'cork lined room' to write the
book in 1914, when he was forty-three; eight years later, he was
dead. In short, this immense meditation on 'moments



bienheureux' seems to have ruined Proust's health and left him
prostrated. 

But this was largely because Proust was too close to the
romanticism of the 19th century to escape its prevalent air of
melancholy and defeat. In fact, the Recherche is a
groundbreaking work because it does not treat the 'moments of
delight' as illusions as (let us say) Hoffmann did, but insists that
they are realler and truer than 'everyday life'. 

Now Maslow also acknowledged that we cannot have peak
experiences at will. But he insisted that we can at least create
the conditions for them. They depend on a fundamental
optimism, on the feeling that the effort is worth making.
Huysmans' Des Esseintes, that famous decadent hero who lived
in his own equivalent of the cork-lined room, at one point sets out
to go to London, because he is charmed by a sudden memory of
hansom cabs and beef steaks washed down with porter; but he
only gets as far as the English tavern in the Gare du Nord, where
he decides that he has already tasted the essence of England,
and that the rest would be an anticlimax. In this case, it is plain
that the problem is merely a lack of the kind of energy and
determination required to get from place to place. Des Esseintes
has simply allowed his energy to sink too low. Maslow's hostess,
looking around the room after the party, did not make that
mistake.

This is one of the first things I had to learn in the process of
becoming a writer. I spent most of my early teens in a state of
decadent melancholy, dreaming of Yeats's land of heart's desire
and Morris's horns of elfland. My discovery of the Bhagavad Gita,
and of the importance of self-discipline, taught me that the
answer lies in trying to maintain a high level of optimism and
vitality. I stopped reading Dowson and Yeats and read Synge
and Rabelais instead. I set out deliberately to cultivate optimism
and endurance. 

Life took me at my word, and plunged me into an obstacle



course of down-to-earth problems, beginning with my first
marriage and the need to support a family. For a while I felt as
though I'd been thrown into a swimming pool from the high diving
board. The marriage broke up when I was 21; I met Joy, moved
back to London, and for most of 1954 lived outdoors, sleeping in
a sleeping bag in the open air (to save money), and spending my
days writing my first novel in the Reading Room of the British
Museum.

But at least the effect of this obstacle course was to make me
clearly aware of the dangers of romantic inaction. I had not only
thrown off the longing for the 'horns of elfland', but even the need
to sleep in a comfortable bed. I can still recall leaving Alfred
Reynolds's house in Dollis Hill (where I was still welcome in spite
of our disagreements) after a long evening of music and
philosophical discussion, to find my way to the park at the end of
his road, there to unroll my sleeping bag. I no longer even felt
envious of the people who slept in warm beds —  I had become
so accustomed to sleeping outdoors that when I went home to
Leicester to visit my parents, I slept under the apple tree in the
garden. And as I wrote Ritual in the Dark in the British Museum,
and prepared to spend an evening in a cheap Soho café before
making my way to Hampstead Heath for the night, I could see
very clearly that the basic solution to the Outsider's problem lies
in realism, not in daydreaming.

It had been a hard road since those early days in Leicester when
I spent all my spare time in my bedroom reading poetry. But at
least I could feel that I had solved the Outsider problem in the
real world as well as in the world of literary theory. And when I
came to write —  for example —  about the tragedy of Scott
Fitzgerald, it was perfectly clear to me that his problem was that
he had never achieved any sort of realism. His first novel, This
Side of Paradise, had been a glittering romantic daydream, and
with its success, he went on to try and live that daydream with
the equally unrealistic Zelda. Inevitably, their chief problem was
money, and he was forced to churn out stories for glossy
magazines like the Saturday Evening Post. And when he came



to write his finest novels, The Great Gatsby and Tender is the
Night, he failed to understand why they failed to achieve the
success of This Side of Paradise. It never seems to have
occurred to him that his readers did not want to read about a
hero who is murdered by a jealous husband, or a doctor who
ends as a failure. They wanted to be told that 'you can win'.

Oddly enough, the career of my friend John Braine, whose
healthy instincts led him to reject 'the wet hero', followed a
pattern similar to Fitzgerald's. In Life at the Top, he showed Joe
leaving his wife after finding her in flagrante with a lover, and
drinking too much —  an echo of John's own life —  and then
simply reconciling with her, with no true resolution of the
situation. A series of novels about middle class businessmen
who commit adultery in suburbia showed that he had failed to
find a solution to the problem of creating a hero who was not
'wet' and defeated. Like Fitzgerald, he was inclined to seek the
answer to personal problems in the bottle, and when, in Japan,
I heard about his death from a burst ulcer, it seemed to me that
he was as much a tragedy of the 1950s as Fitzgerald had been
of the 1920s.

In fact, Maslow had stumbled on to the only satisfactory solution
of this problem. It springs out of that fact that when his students
began to talk to one another about their peak experiences, they
began having peak experiences all the time. Consider the
significance of this. The essence of the 'bird's eye view' is that it
is, in certain important respects, truer than the ‘worm's eye view’.
An aerial archaeologist makes use of this recognition by flying
above the site he intends to excavate to photograph it. And his
‘bird's eye view’ enables him to see ancient earthworks or
mediaeval fields that are quite invisible from the ground. He now
knows exactly where to start digging.

For the philosopher, the problem is not quite so simple. His
difficulty is that he has no camera to photograph his own ‘bird's
eye views’. All he can do is try to remember them. In other
words, he is in the same position as romantics like Goethe and



Shelley and Hoffmann, who experienced marvellous flashes of
visionary consciousness, but found it hard to translate them back
into terms of 'close-upness'. Yet all these romantics were
overwhelmed with a sense of the authenticity of their 'bird's eye
views', even when they had to admit defeat in translating them
back into terms of everyday life. This was the cause of that
romantic despair that led to so many premature deaths.

Yet the essence of that romantic insight is a sense of immense
optimism —  what G. K. Chesterton called 'absurd good news'.
It was this sense of 'good news' that caused Maslow's students
to experience an enormous sense of optimism. And what is the
essence of this insight? This is a question we can all answer,
having all had peak experiences at some time or other. It is a
sense of trust, and that the force behind life is good, not evil, or
even indifferent.

And why did Maslow's students find that talking about peak
experiences induced more peak experiences? Again, every one
of us can answer this. It is because, once we recognise that the
peak experience is an objective recognition, we also know that
all we have to do to regain it is to 'tune in' to the same
recognition. It is, so to speak, there permanently, like a
gramophone record that can be put on at any time. Proust had
that same experience when he tasted the madeleine dipped in
tea. But Proust had a certain disadvantage. Like many
oversensitive people, he was prone to pessimism and self-doubt.
So although he came close to making the same discovery as
Maslow's students, he continually returned to his natural
pessimism and self-pity. In spite of which, A la Recherche du
Temps Perdu is probably the greatest novel of the 20th century
because its central theme is what Proust called 'resurrections'.
It was, in fact, the archetypal 'romantic' theme, the theme we
hear again and again, from Rousseau's Julie and Goethe's
Werther to the poems of Ernest Dowson and Yeats. Proust's
novel is one of its last —  and perhaps its greatest —
expressions. We can also see why Fitzgerald's This Side of
Paradise and Braine's Room at the Top were so successful. Both



are bubbling with the peak experience —  with a marvellous
sense of anticipation about the hero's life and expectations. This
is what I am talking about in The Age of Defeat. Not a 'new hero',
but an optimistic hero.

This also explains why Tolkien's Lord of the Rings was voted in
1999 the best of 'the hundred best novels' of the century. It is not
because Frodo Baggins, as a hero, is so remarkable —  on the
contrary, Tolkien enjoys emphasising his 'ordinariness'. It is
because The Lord of the Rings bubbles with the peak
experience, and because Frodo's quest to destroy the ring
arouses in the reader a vision of optimism —  of a world in which
the Dark Lord has been defeated, and everyone can return to the
delights of normality. We all used to feel the same during the
war, when we thought what it would be like after Hitler's defeat.
It is because the vision of optimism that we find in the early
romantics —  Goethe, Jean Paul, Hoffmann —  gradually gave
way to gloom and pessimism that literature plunged into the 'age
of defeat'.

The solution, I would therefore suggest, lies in a consideration of
the implications of the work of such thinkers as Maslow, Husserl,
Whitehead and Howard Miller —  I would also like to introduce
readers who have not yet come across him to the work of the
contemporary psychologist George Pransky. I have discussed
Husserl's significance elsewhere (for example, in Beyond the
Outsider (1965) and The New Existentialism (1966)), but will
here briefly summarise my central points. 

The philosopher David Hume argued that our minds are simply
a conglomeration of impressions and feelings, and that we have
no 'central identity'. Husserl objected that this is untrue.
Consciousness is 'intentional'. When you look at something, your
attention is like a arrow fired at an object, and the archer —
although he is not visible to normal introspection —  is the 'real
you', or what Husserl called 'the transcendental ego'.

Whitehead also objected to Hume and to the ‘mechanistic'



psychology that sprang from his work. His great contribution
consisted in recognising that Hume was wrong to suggest we
have only one mode of perception —  'presentational
immediacy', (the ‘worm’s eye view’). We also, he argued, have
a faculty for grasping things 'as a whole', for grasping meanings.
What I experience when listening to a symphony or looking at a
sunset cannot be explained in terms of purely subjective
emotion. It is a perception of 'meaning', which transcends our
fragmentary perceptions. Although Whitehead never spoke of a
'transcendental ego', a 'real you', this is clearly implied in his
work, (for example, in his phrase: 'life implies a certain
absoluteness of self-enjoyment'). My point is that without this
sense of a 'real you', and of meaning as an objective reality, we
are bound to plunge into pessimism, a sense of the pettiness and
meaninglessness of human life. This is what really underlies the
'age of defeat'.

Howard Miller, an American psychologist and physician, also
insisted on the existence of the 'real you', which he called 'the
unit of pure thought'. Imagine, he said, that you are lying on a
beach on a sunny day —  you can feel the warm breeze and
wriggle your toes in the sand. Now change the picture. Imagine
you are on a snowy hillside on a winter day, and the wind causes
your cheeks to glow... What is it, Miller asks, that triggered that
change from sunny beach to winter hillside? If you were watching
a slide of a sunny beach projected on a screen, and you
changed it for a slide of a winter hillside, you could explain how
you brought about the change. So what changed that internal
mental slide? The answer, Miller suggests, is a 'real you', an
invisible self which is nevertheless capable of acts of free will.
When we fail to recognise the existence of this 'essential you',
we fall into the error of a mechanistic psychology, and into what
I labelled 'the fallacy of insignificance'.

So human beings are in an absurd position. Because of our
highly developed powers of habit, we are usually unaware that
we are free. So on an ordinary day, you may sit in your armchair,
healthy and normal in every possible way, yet totally passive,



with your mind asleep. But if the postman then delivers a book
which you have always wanted to read, and finally obtained with
great difficulty, you virtually devour it, and quickly become aware
of a sense of feeling more alive. You feel 'free'. Yet you were free
ten minutes earlier, before the book arrived. It would seem that
human beings need to somehow 'warm up the engine' before
they can experience this sense of being fully alive. We need, so
to speak, to raise our inner temperature before we can actually
feel free. 

Concern and anxiety are as good a way as any to achieve this
state —  as Dr Johnson says, 'When a man knows he is to be
hanged in a fortnight, it concentrates his mind wonderfully'. When
that happens, you suddenly become conscious of the ‘real you'.
If you compare your body and brain to a motor car, then the 'real
you' is the driver. The odd thing is that he is invisible. But he
makes all the difference in the world. If you let yourself fall into a
mood of boredom and futility, your vital batteries run down, and
you begin to experience a sense of 'life failure', of what Sartre
calls 'contingency'. (It was Sartre's failure to understand the
ideas of his master Husserl that was responsible for the negative
tone of his own philosophy.) 

Of course, what I have just said is what Gilbert Ryle has
dismissed (in The Concept of Mind) as the fallacy of 'the ghost
in the machine'. He declares that the division of man into body
and soul is a mistake born of muddled thinking. In other words,
man is his body. My own view is that he is simply and
disastrously wrong. 

There is one more modern psychologist who seems to me as
important as James, Maslow and Howard Miller. Two years ago,
an email correspondent asked me if I knew the work of George
Pransky, and when I said I had never heard of him, was kind
enough to send me Pransky's book The Renaissance of
Psychology. It had on me the same effect as my first reading of
Maslow's essay on peak experiences. Pransky and his colleague
Roger Mills have labelled their body of ideas 'the psychology of



mind'. In 'How it all began', Pransky describes how, in 1976, at
a time when he was feeling depressed and dissatisfied, he
received a phone call from a close friend and colleague, asking
him to make a trip to an island off the coast of Vancouver, to
hear a man called Sydney Banks. Banks was not a professional
psychologist or doctor, but a layman. But two years earlier, he
had received a kind of revelation that had transformed him. What
had happened (Pransky told me later on the phone) was that
Banks was commenting to a friend that he felt unhappy, and the
friend had said: 'You're not really unhappy, Syd, you just think
you are'. This commonplace remark had an electrifying effect on
Banks. He stared at his friend and said: 'Do you realise what
you've just said?'

And what had his friend just said? What broke in on Banks, like
a revelation, was that our mental states are totally dependent on
our thoughts. That sounds absurd. If I am feeling low because I
am suffering from a headache, or a flu virus, or a stomach upset,
is that dependent my thoughts? 

Before you answer no, consider what happens when you are
feeling ill — perhaps having eaten too much dinner — and trying
hard not to be sick. We all know that it is possible to stop feeling
sick if you can get your thoughts on the right track. In my Adrift
in Soho (1961), the hero is sitting in a churchyard, afraid he is
about to vomit, when he hears a pattering noise. It takes him a
second or two to realise that this is the sound of raindrops on the
leaves above his head. And by the time his attention comes back
to his stomach, he has ceased to feel sick.

In such moments we recognise the importance of thought. If you
are feeling sick, it is easy make yourself sicker by brooding on it.
Think of something totally different, something that interests you,
and the sickness promptly vanishes.

I have described elsewhere one of the major experiences that
revealed to me the power of thought. When our daughter Sally
was about three years old, we managed to lose her in



Cheltenham. I was in a second hand bookshop with her; Joy was
outside rearranging the boot of the car. Sally got restless and
asked: 'Where's mummy?', and I took her outside and showed
her. Sally trotted off and I went back to my books. Five minutes
later, Joy came in alone, and I asked casually 'Where's Sally?'
Joy said: 'I don't know — she was with you'. There was instant
panic. We both rushed out into the street, which was jammed
with rush-hour traffic and pedestrians. Joy went one way, I went
the other. Five minutes later we met again outside the bookshop,
having failed to find her. I was desperate, unable to believe that
disaster could have descended on us so suddenly. We went our
separate ways again, and Joy finally found Sally a quarter of a
mile away on the other side of the block. 

My relief was immense. And as we drove on, I found  myself in
an almost visionary state of delight and optimism. I found myself
thinking: 'Aren't buses beautiful objects?', and 'Isn't exhaust
smoke a nice smell?' The buses did look beautiful. And I realised
that I had simply flung my mind wide open in sheer relief. On our
drive to Cheltenham, I had been feeling rather tired and dull
because I had been out to the pub at lunchtime with my father,
and drunk several pints. But I can now see that I had been
augmenting the effect of the beer by thinking: 'O dear, now I feel
sleepy. I really shouldn't drink at lunchtime — it always makes
me feel terrible...' etc. So I was increasing the sense of tiredness.
If in fact, I had received some marvellous good news before I set
out — that Hollywood had offered a vast sum for one of my
books — I would have felt so delighted that I would not have
even noticed the effect of the beer.

And now we had found Sally, it was even more marvellous news
than a film contract, and my thoughts proceeded to fill me with
bubbling optimism. But it was only when I thought about it later
that I realised that I owed this 'epiphany' to my thoughts. If I had
merely sighed with relief when we found Sally, and switched on
the car radio, I would have missed the whole point.

Again, years later, when I began to suffer a series of panic



attacks due to overwork, I had a chance to observe how negative
thoughts can drain us of all vital energy and bring us to the brink
of nervous breakdown. (I have described this at the beginning of
Mysteries (1978).) 

Syd Banks's sudden insight into the power of thought apparently
transformed him as a person, filling him with such energy and
optimism that people who knew him previously scarcely
recognised him. And he went on the deliver lectures about his
insights, to audiences that included doctors, lawyers and
professors of psychology. Pransky encountered many of these
at the seminar off the coast of Vancouver, and commented:
'They were particularly emotionally stable in that they didn't seem
to get upset or bothered as often as people to whom I was
accustomed. In retrospect, these people exhibited all of the
characteristics that I now associated with living in a high state of
well-being'.

In effect, Pransky was mixing with a group of Maslow's 'peakers',
people with a high degree of mental health. The interesting thing
is that they had become peakers by listening to Syd Banks and
understanding what he was saying to them. I have written
elsewhere(1) of a man called Dan MacDougald, who discovered
a similar method of curing 'hard core psychopaths' in the Georgia
State Penitentiary by similar methods. But MacDougald's
techniques involved a religious element, and since this involved
persuading people to 'swallow' basic Christian precepts, I was
dubious about it. What Pransky has done — with the help of Syd
Banks — is to create a method that produces the same effects
as MacDougald, but without any need for 'religious brainwashing'
— i.e. which makes its appeal to pure intelligence. And now it
should be possible to see what I consider to be the solution to
the problem I have outlined in this book. It is not a question of
creating a 'new kind of hero', but of bringing a new insight to bear
on the problem. It is a hard insight to grasp — many of Pransky's
patients and colleagues could simply not see what he was
driving at — but when grasped, has the effect of a revelation. 



I have told elsewhere the story of a girl I knew in America, who
was married to a professor who was being unfaithful to her. She
decided to leave him, and her brother suggested that she should
keep house for him in Ohio, where he had found a university
post. At the same time, her husband begged her not to leave
him, telling her he intended to take a teaching job in Oregon. She
told me she felt tormented, asking herself again and again:
'Oregon or Ohio, Oregon or Ohio?' And then, quite suddenly, it
burst upon her: I don't have to move to Oregon or Ohio — I'm
free. She said it was like a revelation, and it filled her with energy
and optimism, so even her tennis improved. 

In fact, what Syd Banks has recognised is simply a different
version of Husserl's 'intentionality' — that our state of being is
determined by our thoughts. We are free. This means, in effect,
that if I wished to restore that dazzling recognition that came to
me in Cheltenham when Joy found Sally, I could do so merely by
re-telling myself the story of what happened. In fact, I actually did
this once, when standing near a beach in Cornwall and
describing my 'Cheltenham insight' to my literary agent, who
happened to be staying with us. In the process of describing it,
I suddenly re-lived it, and as I stared at a cliff-face, was
overwhelmed by the feeling of 'absurd good news'.

This, then, is 'the secret' which can produce a completely new
state of being. Whenever I grasp this insight, I experience a
mixture of delight and astonishment — astonishment that the
'secret' should be so close, and delight that it should be so
simple. And when I reflect that this problem has been tormenting
the human race for about two hundred and fifty years, from
Rousseau to Beckett, I feel slightly incredulous, overawed by the
recognition that this 'age of defeat' is at last showing every sign
of drawing to a close. 



Introduction:
The Vanishing Hero

 
THE PROBLEM THAT forms the subject of this essay first
presented itself to me as a question of literature. When I tried to
find a phrase that would express it concisely, I hit upon the
unheroic hypothesis. This seemed to define what I was thinking
about: the sense of defeat, or disaster, or futility, that seems to
underlie so much modern writing. It is not merely that
contemporary authors seem to feel bound to deal with the
‘ordinary man’ and his problems; it is that most of them seem
incapable of dealing with anything but the most ordinary states
of mind.
 
But when I came to consider the reasons for this ‘unheroic
premise’, I became aware of an attitude of mind that seems to
permeate the whole of modern society. I found this more difficult
to characterise. As an approximation, I would say that it is a
general sense of insignificance. De Tocqueville put his finger on
it in Democracy in America, when he said of the American:
“When he comes to survey the totality of his fellows, and to place
himself in contrast to so huge a body, he is instantly
overwhelmed by his own insignificance and weakness.” And I
began to realise that more was in question than a purely literary
problem. If the heroes of modern fiction seem negative and
defeated, they are only reflecting the world in which their creators
live. The first step in understanding the problem of ‘the vanishing
hero’ must be an attempt to gain an insight into the
‘insignificance premise’ in modern society.

But before speaking of these wider issues, it might be as well, 
perhaps, if I explained how the problem of the hero came to 
preoccupy me.

When I was at school, in the early years of the war, a boys’
paper called The Wizard ran a serial that enjoyed fantastic



popularity; its title was The Truth About Wilson. It opened at
some international sporting event: the contestants for the mile
are lined up, preparing to start. Suddenly, a curious figure in a
running-suit of black wool joins them, a last minute entry. When
the race starts, he runs like a dynamo, easily outdistances all the
contestants, and completes the mile in three minutes. In
succeeding issues, this extraordinary man breaks every world
sporting record. The story is narrated in the first person by a
journalist who finally becomes a friend of the mysterious Wilson,
and he makes some remarkable discoveries. Wilson is not a
young man; he is several hundred years old. As a boy, he had
been preoccupied by the fact that men die so young, and that
they are subject to so many diseases. Under the tutelage of an
old hermit who lived on a moor, he had subjected himself to a
rigorous discipline in order to achieve longevity and perfect
physical health. (I seem to remember that he did exercises to
enable him to use his left hand as well as his right.) Finally, the
delicate physical balance was achieved; Wilson became a kind
of immortal....

The story’s popularity must have sent the sales of The Wizard
rocketing, for it had at least two interminable sequels. Everyone
I knew was a Wilson-addict. My friends developed a dozen
different ways of satirical allusion to my own lack of athletic
prowess when compared to my namesake.

By chance, the anonymous author of Wilson had struck a
sympathetic chord in the schoolboy mentality. For the schoolboy,
the future may be unknown, but one thing is certain: it is full of
immense possibilities. All adults are failures (except, perhaps,
one’s favourite film-stars). They have sold out too cheaply,
exchanged their endless possibilities for a few boring actualities.

This revolt against adulthood is also a revolt against the
limitations of the body. Men ought to be greater, to live longer, to
possess more imagination and wisdom.

It is true that the schoolboy’s demand for these qualities in his



heroes comes from a lack of acquaintance with the real world.
But the schoolboy has his own viewpoint: he feels that the adult
acceptance of an unheroic world may spring from too much
contact with the realities of that world—from a premature
defeatism.

Anyway, this was how I tended to feel. And later, when I came to
read Chesterton, Wells and Shaw for the first time, I was
delighted that they seemed to be on my side. The modern world,
I felt, may be a complicated and unheroic place, but these men
knew the values that sustain human life; knew that every man
wants to feel himself a ‘man of importance’, that no one likes
settling down to a routine.

Later still, when I read ‘modern writers’—Joyce, Faulkner, Aldous
Huxley, D. H. Lawrence—I found it difficult not to fling their books
across the room with disgust and irritation. Ulysses enraged me
so much that I spent a whole night lying awake and building up
an attack on it; the next day I filled page after page of my journal
with a denunciation of Joyce. I decided that one day I would write
a book called Fakes, with a chapter on Huxley, one on Greene,
one on Faulkner, and so on, in which I would castigate these
men as figures of miserable inadequacy. But by the time I had
accumulated enough knowledge to write about them, I had also
gained a certain insight into their achievement, as well as a
recognition of my own shortcomings as a writer that disposed me
to humility.

Nevertheless, the earlier attitude was not entirely displaced. My
admiration for such writers as Joyce and Faulkner was always
qualified by an indefinable dissatisfaction. But my attempts at
literary criticism could never get to its source. It was an
immediate, instinctive response to some hidden premise that
seemed to underlie their work. Huxley, in particular, roused me
to indignation. I wrote at least three full-length essays on him at
different times during my teens, trying to define what it was that
made me so restless when I read him. Recently I made a more
serious attempt to pin it down in an essay, Existential Criticism



and the Work of Aldous Huxley, which was published in the
London Magazine. But a few weeks after its publication, I came
across a pile of old manuscripts that contained one of my earliest
and most violent criticisms of Huxley, and found to my surprise
that my very violence had made some of my points far more
clearly. I quote:

“...Huxley began, in Crome Yellow, to give the
impression that he was a clever satirist and an
admirable craftsman. But by the time Antic Hay was
out, his preoccupation with weak, vacillating types,
whom he pilloried with complete callousness, had
given him away. Huxley was the vain, boneless,
vacillating creature, lacking in courage and
lightness of heart, whom he pretended to despise.
He was trying to give himself a sensation of power
by affecting to be the ruthless betrayer of
impotence, the amusing, malicious enemy of all
modern spinelessness. But he was too anxious to
divert attention from himself, he pursued his weak,
miserable puppets with too much fury to be as
impartial as he pretended. Then he decided that it
was time to cease to be the jester: he would now be
ruthless, savage, he would show how much he
despised these introspective, neurotic adolescents.
And Point Counterpoint is a systematic butchery of
lots of images of Aldous Huxley; he slashed with
fury at these worms, these impotent uncertain
weaklings. But he gave himself away at every turn.
He did it so obviously, so disgustingly, that the
spectacle of Mr. Huxley stripping himself naked in
public became rather tiresome. When we began to
read Brave New World, we thought: Ah, at last he’s
got over his desire for indecent self-revelation: now
for some objective satire. But no: before long, in
creeps little Aldous, stark naked, dragging all his
neurosis in a carrier bag….

  



And apparently no amount of self-exhibition could
get rid of that nasty feeling of inferiority... He was so
abjectly aware of his own lack of chestiness that he
failed to recognise when another man was also a bit
of a show. His portrait of Lawrence in Point
Counterpoint is of a Lawrence who was a Man, a
real live Man with hair round his genitals and a
sense of humour. Whereas the works of Lawrence
reveal an introspective weakling. . .” 

The passage is flagrantly unfair, of course, but through its fury it
captures the direct intuition of what I disliked about Huxley’s
work. The truth was that it all came too near the bone. I felt
myself too much like the Huxley hero, but I rebelled against the
idea. At seventeen, I could see that my daydreams of greatness,
my vast plans for sexual conquest, clashed ironically with the
realities of my life, with my total sexual inexperience, with the fact
that my voice wavered and gurgled like an air-raid siren when I
tried to speak in public. The possibility that I might turn out to be
a Denis Stone, a Sebastian Barnack (of Time Must Have a Stop),
even a Casimer Lyppiat, seemed only too likely. But I detested
the idea and opposed it with all my adolescent conviction. My
violence sprang from a fear that Huxley might be proved right
after all.

I still believe he was wrong. I decline to accept the view that the
world is composed of a mass of self-deceiving fools, and a few
impotently honest men who are self-divided and highly
intellectual. I believe that strength and an unimpeded vital insight
are possible to man. My quarrel with modern writing was based
on its unconscious defeatism.

More recently, I had lunch with a publisher who was talking of
launching a new literary magazine. He spoke with enthusiasm
about the avant garde writers of France and America. As soon as
I heard the words avant garde my heart sank. I pressed him to
tell me something more about the French writers and he began
to explain to me the work of Alain Robbe-Grillet. “He describes



things. Sometimes he spends several pages describing one
object. . . .” I asked: “But what is his aim in describing objects at
such length?” I could see immediately that I had asked the wrong
question. “He’s not interested in ideas, if that’s what you mean,
he wants to show that the only thing we have a right to talk about
is surfaces. . . .” He proceeded to expound, using words like
‘cthonic revelation’ and ‘hypostases’.

Later, he lent me several copies of a magazine containing the
work of the avant garde. I read them with a growing sense of
suffocation. It seemed that the defeatism that I had detested so
much in Huxley, Joyce, and Faulkner, had now reached a stage
where it was taken completely for granted. None of these avant
gardistes even felt the need to apologise for devoting their full
attention to literary techniques and the discussion of triviality.
The defeat was too ingrained. What else could ‘literature’ mean,
if not technique? 

I felt the need to define my reasons for rebelling against this
whole unheroic premise, this hypothesis of defeat and
insignificance, but these were not so easy to explain. The things
I disliked were too unreservedly taken for granted: it would
require a very delicate blade to impale them and dig them out.
The same thing had struck me several years before. Drawn by
the ‘rave’ notices of the critics, I had gone to see the Russian
film, The Fall of Berlin. I was astounded by the tone of Flagrant,
cheap, superficial communist propaganda; it was so obvious and
sickening that it hardly deserved the name of propaganda. It
almost parodied itself. What astonished me was that none of the
critics seemed to have bothered to comment on this. It was taken
for granted, like the sentimentality of some early Hollywood films.
The idea of a country in which this kind of thing was swallowed
every day struck me with horror—until I reflected on how much
the English reader takes with his morning papers. But the same
point about Russia came home to me again when I read Not by
Bread Alone and Doctor Zhivago. If these books were regarded
as attacks on communism, then the Russians must be
extraordinarily sensitive about attacks. I felt the same



disappointment that I had felt in my teens on reading Dorian
Gray and A Doll’s House, having been told that the Victorians
regarded them as ‘filthy’. The hero of Not by Bread Alone
seemed to me a typical communist: a man who claims the
highest idealism, and then devotes it all to a scheme for casting
iron drainpipes; who quotes the New Testament: “Man does not
live by bread alone...”, then spends his life living for drainpipes
alone. I felt the same when I saw Eisenstein’s Ivan the Terrible,
which seemed full of typical communist hokum, and was told
later that it had been banned in Stalinist Russia as anti-
communist. If a film like Ivan the Terrible or a book like Doctor
Zhivago could be regarded as anti-communist, then the idea of
total subjection must have eaten its way into Russian culture until
it has become as fundamental as the unheroic premise in avant
garde literature. An idea began to form in my mind, a way of
developing an attack on the unheroic premise.

It clarified quite abruptly when I read about the affair of
Khatchaturian’s ballet, Gayaneh. In its original form, this highly
patriotic work had dealt with a community farm, with the
communist heroine Gayaneh, and with her corrupt and lazy
husband who tries to betray the farm to German agents. In 1952
the ballet was revived, but now its plot was criticised. There was,
at that time, a theory of ‘absence of conflict’ in Soviet art. Its idea
was that since communism had solved all conflicts and
contradictions in life, there was no longer any room for conflict in
art. Writers were ordered to write idyllic little stories about the
Russian countryside, taking care to avoid any suggestion of
dramatic tension. The plot of Khatchaturian’s ballet had to be
altered: Gayaneh’s husband becomes a good communist who
dies opposing the German advance. The result was an
appallingly dull ballet, with a plot that was even more artificial
than that of the original version.

Then I thought I saw the problem clearly. Heroism depends upon
the sense of purpose, and the highest type of purpose is the
least personal, the most idealistic. This was axiomatic. But how
could there be any room for this type of purpose in a world that



is becoming increasingly geared to ‘social thinking’, a world
whose fundamental belief is that ‘Man’s first duty is to society’?
Negley Farson had talked to me about his visits to America in
recent years, and his feeling that the Americans are becoming
somehow afraid of the increasing emphasis on material goods:
that they are beginning to feel worried about the dizzying spiral
of increased production. He had written in a Danish newspaper
about the high suicide rate in that elaborate welfare state, and
asked, ‘Is it because the Danes have robbed life of all
adventure?’ For several days afterwards, the newspaper had
printed a flood of answers, most of which agreed with him. He
felt that the fear he sensed in America was not simply a sense of
the futility of the everlasting emphasis on prosperity, but also a
practical fear of an economic explosion.

Professor Varga, one of the Kremlin’s economic experts, has
recently given body to this fear in an article in The Communist,
in which he points to the tremendous over-production in the
West, and predicts a vast depression, to be followed by world-
communism.(2)

In the meantime, the motto of the Western economy continues
to be ‘More production’. Under conditions like these, it is hardly
surprising that vast numbers of people feel that all their attention
is claimed by political and social problems. A recent book dealing
with these problems—The Affluent Society, by J. K.
Galbraith—became an American best-seller in the autumn of
1958.

It seemed clear to me that if my analysis of the ‘hero’ was to
have any relevance at all, these were the facts it must confront.
My revolt against most modern writing could be traced back to
my rejection of ‘the psychology of defeat’: but this in turn needed
explaining in terms of the social crises of the twentieth century.
But not entirely in terms of these crises; who now accepts the
Marxist notion that economics explains everything, even religion?
In fact, the problem of the hero provides the ideal refutation of
the extreme Marxist position. Social factors can shed an



immense amount of light on the subject, but a point comes where
there is no alternative but to consider the ‘metaphysical’
problems of the indiv idual.  Comm unism , however
sympathetically understood, cannot claim to have solved all the
problems.
 
These were the reasons that  led  me to begin  my study  of the
hero with the evidence of sociology.

 



Part One:
The Evidence of Sociology

 
It is the task of history to display the types of compulsion and of
violence characteristic of each age.

A. N. WHITEHEAD, Adventures of Ideas.

It is also my impression that the conditions I believe to be
responsible for other-direction are affecting increasing numbers
of people in the metropolitan centres of advanced industrial
countries. My analysis of  the other-directed character is thus at
once an analysis of the American and of  contemporary man.

DAVID RIESMAN: The Lonely Crowd.

IN HIS DISTURBING study of American advertising, The Hidden
Persuaders, Vance Packard writes: “In 1953, a leading
advertising researcher concluded that Americans would have to
live a third better if they were to keep pace with growing
production and permit the United States economy to hit a
$400,000,000,000 gross national product in 1958.” It is the
phrase “live a third better” that is important here. It means that
the American consumer will have to be persuaded to spend a
third more money on things he does not really need. It means
bigger hire-purchase schemes, bigger refrigerators and cars and
insurance policies. It will follow that he must then make bigger
concessions to the need for security, and to the ‘organisation’

that employs him, and must learn to conform more rigorously to
its demands for efficiency. In fact, “live a third better” means, in
actuality, make the merry-go-round whirl a third faster. Or to use
a less festive simile, work the treadmill a third harder.

J. K. Galbraith has called this “the dependence effect”. He sees
in it the central fallacy of modern American economics. The



fallacy runs like this: “A higher standard of living depends on
higher production. Higher production is dependent on higher
consumption. Therefore, the best way to improve society is to
step up production, and to persuade everyone to consume
more.” This type of fallacy depends upon taking a premise which
is true up to a point, and extending it until it has become false.
For instance, it is true that an army fights on its stomach. If an
economist then went on to say: “Therefore, we must produce
more and more food; and we must all learn to eat more than ever
before: in this way we shall become unconquerable”, he would
be ignoring the fact that over-eating is more likely to produce a
nation of ulcerated stomachs than a race of efficient soldiers.
The Hidden Persuaders makes it apparent that one of the results
of persuading Americans to “live a third better” is a kind of moral
dyspepsia whose results are quite as harmful as those of
widespread poverty.

Vance Packard makes no bones about his reasons for objecting
to the ‘consumer fallacy’. He quotes Bernice Allen of Ohio
University: “We have no proof that more material goods, such as
more cars or gadgets, has made anyone happier.” Galbraith is
more cautious: “The question of happiness and what adds to it
has been evaded...”.  He is only concerned with pointing out that
the consumer fallacy is wasteful and inefficient as a social
philosophy. “The same week the Russians launched the first
earth satellite, we launched a magnificent selection of car
models, including the uniquely elegant new Edsel.” He suggests
that a higher proportion of the national income should be diverted
to social uses—schools, parks, research—and that this could
easily be done by imposing a higher purchase tax on luxury
goods. However, Galbraith’s economic theories are outside the
range of this essay. What is interesting to note, at this point, is
his analysis of the diseases that attack an ‘affluent society’.
Galbraith is only one of many American sociologists who feel that
something strange and dangerous is happening in America
today. And what is happening is only an outcome of the high-
powered technical civilisation that aims at higher material
standards. This form of society is spreading all over the globe; so



that, unless a world-war calls a halt, there seems no reason why
the problems of the ‘affluent society’ should not reach every
country in the world in the course of time.

The problems I wish to touch on in the first part of this essay are
not problems of economics: they are problems of the effect upon
the individual of increased material security. In 1956 the suicide
rate in Sweden was 1 to every 4,460 of the population: in
Denmark 1 to every 4,431. This is more than twice as high as the
English rate. These countries are also ‘affluent societies’.
Denmark is probably the most highly organised welfare state in
the world, so that the high suicide rate can hardly be due to
social insecurity. Moreover, as a report in the American
Sociological Review points out, suicide rates tend to drop during
wars. This is a further blow to the ‘insecurity’ hypothesis. The
conclusion would seem to be that too much security has the
effect of slackening the vital tension and weakening the urge to
live: a conclusion confirmed by Galbraith, who reports that after
the R.A.F. bombing raids on Hamburg in 1943—raids in which
between 60,000 and 100,000 people were killed and half the city
was burned to the ground—Hamburg’s war production rose. The
living standard of the workers had slumped but their efficiency
was unimpaired. ‘Insecurity’ made no difference.(3)

What attention should above all be focussed on is the state of
mind that permeates an ‘affluent society’. Men clock-in and
clock-out of work; they look at television screens and go to see
films based on best-selling novels. The result is an increasing
emphasis on man, as a member of society. John Donne’s “No
Man is an Island” becomes a commonplace of the ‘conventional
wisdom’, and the Buddha’s “Let each man be unto himself an
island” is an insight to be suspected and feared. There is a
‘planing-down’ process. Society comes first, the individual
second. This is not a consciously held notion, in most people; it
is an attitude that comes naturally, and infiltrates itself into every
aspect of the individual’s work and recreation.



Inner-Direction and Other-Direction

In recent years, two American sociologists have published
important studies in this attitude, and I shall borrow from their
terminology. The first is David Riesman of Harvard, whose essay
The Lonely Crowd has the sub-title: A study in the changing
American character. The second is William H. Whyte, whose
book The Organisation Man is perhaps the most important study
of the American character since De Toqueville’s Democracy in
America was published over a century ago.

Riesman’s book argues that there are three types of social
character, which he labels ‘tradition-directed’, ‘inner-directed’ and
‘other-directed’. The society of the Middle Ages was mainly
tradition- directed (i.e. directed by ritual, social routine, religion).
The inner- directed type of man is the man with pioneer qualities;
in an expanding and changing society he can cope with the
confusion because he possesses the self-discipline to drive
towards a goal he has himself chosen. American literature in the
nineteenth century is rich in this type: Thoreau, Emerson,
Whitman, Dana, Poe.

The other-directed man cares more for what the neighbours think
than for what he wants in his own person: in fact, his wants
eventually become synonymous with what the neighbours think.
Riesman believes that American character is slowly changing
from inner-directed to other-directed. The other-directed man
demands security, and all his desires and ambitions are oriented
towards society. Riesman writes of the other-directed man,
“other people are the problem” (my italics).

Whyte’s book The Organisation Man is also a study in the
increasing tendency to other-direction, but is particularly
concerned with the man who works for a big-business
organisation. It demonstrates how the ‘organisation’ imposes an
ethic of conformity on its employees. But this is not all. The
terrifying part of this study is not merely the observation that men
are willing to swallow the organisation ethic; it is the fact that they



swallow it and like it. Although the subject may sound narrower
than that of The Lonely Crowd, Whyte’s analysis actually ranges
over every aspect of modern American life and culture.

These two books, like Vance Packard’s The Hidden Persuaders,
are arguing that the great danger is to over-emphasise the social
virtues until most men think of nothing but ‘what the neighbours
think’. Whyte says, “I am going to argue that he (the Organisation
Man) should fight the organisation. But not self-destructively. He
may tell the boss to go to hell, but he is going to have another
boss. . .”. In the same way, De Toqueville had concluded his
study of democracy by acknowledging that democracy has
immense virtues, and that these virtues will persist so long as the
balance is maintained between the spirit of equality and the spirit
of individualism. Riesman, Whyte, Packard, Galbraith, feel that
the balance is now being lost very quickly indeed. The necessity
is to re-emphasise the importance of inner-direction. Whyte
suggests, with a lightness of touch that should not be mistaken
for flippancy, that university research teams might take a rest
from studying how to fit the individual to the group, and try
studying such topics as the tyranny of the happy-work team, the
adverse effects of high morale.

Whyte claims to show, among other things, that this ethic of
conformity is, in many ways, self-destructive. For example: after
devoting a great many pages to the “testing of the organisation
man” (tests of intelligence and conformity that have to be taken
by candidates for jobs), he goes on to reveal that when some of
the ‘bosses’ took these tests they failed. The conclusion is not
that the bosses lacked the efficiency they demand from their
employees, but that the qualities demanded of a ‘boss’ have very
little to do with conformity, and a great deal to do with individual
drive and enterprise.

Meanwhile, the ethic of conformity steadily gains a deeper hold.
David Riesman has published an article called The Found
Generation, an analysis of the aims and ambitions of American
college students. It reveals that most American students possess



the ‘organisation mentality’ to a degree that ought to gratify their
future bosses. Their ideas of the future have a monotonously
similar pattern: a home, a wife, a good job in some big
organisation (‘big’ organisations are ‘safer’), a car in two years,
a house in five, a large family, a wife who is a homegirl. . . . No
interest whatever, he found, was shown in politics or religion.
Riesman comments that a world run by these young people will
be an eminently safe world; no one will drop atom bombs or start
world-wars. But although his comments have a professorial
detachment, he finds it difficult to conceal his astonishment at the
complete lack of desire for adventure and of the feeling that the
future is full of vast yet undefined possibilities. He even intimates
that a similar cross-section of his own generation (in the early
1930s) would have yielded a very different result.

Neither Whyte nor Riesman nor Packard, has any definite
solution to offer. I have already quoted Whyte’s suggestions.
Packard concludes that ‘we can choose not to be persuaded’,
and hopes that ‘this book may contribute to the general
awareness’. Riesman puts it like this:

“If the other-directed people should discover how
much  needless work they do, discover that their
own thoughts and their own lives are quite as
interesting as other people’s, that, indeed, they no
more assuage their loneliness in a crowd of peers
than one can assuage one’s thirst by drinking sea-
water, then we might expect them to become more
attentive to their own thoughts and aspirations.”

But he has no suggestions as to how this might be brought
about. He writes oddly like Emerson, in the essay on Self
Reliance; but what can a self-reliant man do but urge others to
become self-reliant?

Galbraith, as has already been noted, reaches conclusions that
are purely economic, tending towards socialism. Socialism,
however, though it might put an end to the consumer-fallacy, can



hardly be expected to go deeper. A novel like Dudintsev’s Not By
Bread Alone shows that Russia has the same kind of problems
as America; in this case, the ‘organisation’ is the Soviet
government and the bureaucracy it supports.

In fact, it is clear that, if one accepts the sociological method of
Riesman and Whyte, it will be difficult to go beyond their
conclusions. They end with a demand for more individualism; this
could hardly be promoted by ‘social remedies’, although social
remedies might clear the way for a re-assertion of it. If the
question is one of ‘remedies’, it is back to the individual that the
emphasis must be directed.

The real problem is the attitude of the individual towards himself.
Riesman’s conclusions about the ‘found generation’ might
indicate that the modern American college graduate is shrewd,
sane and well-adjusted, an altogether wiser man than those
young people of thirty years ago, the ‘lost generation’, of whom
Malcolm Cowley wrote in Exile’s Return. But the case might also
be that they are more afraid of insecurity than of boredom: that
they are a browbeaten generation, lacking enterprise and a spirit
of adventure. The point is a delicate one, and deserves closer
scrutiny. It arises, for example, in The Dialogues of Alfred North
Whitehead by Lucien Price. Whitehead had commented that
English students seem better informed, more self-confident, than
American students. Price answered that this was because the
cultural soil of Europe is deeper. Whitehead disagreed. “You
place too much stress on soil. It isn’t soil. You are the same
people as the Europeans. You have access to the whole of
European history. Americans are too diffident” (my italics).
Whitehead offered no suggestion to account for this; he simply
observed it as a fact.

Kingsley Amis has recently commented that if the American male
is ‘basically insecure’, he makes a very good job of concealing it.
But perhaps insecurity is the wrong word. What is in question is
not so much insecurity as a deeply ingrained habit of ‘other-
direction’. The ‘insignificance’ that De Tocqueville spoke of is not,



however, a conscious ‘inferiority complex’: this species of self-
mistrust is taken too much for granted to qualify as a ‘complex’.
It is at once a man’s attitude towards himself and his belief about
the world; it conceals, that is, a generalisation about mankind, a
judgement about the ‘stature of man’. The ‘other-directed’ tend
to divide the world into ‘ordinary men’ and ‘extraordinary men’.
(Many European celebrities have noticed the respect with which
the American treats anyone who is regarded as ‘extraordinary ’—
the case of Dylan Thomas offers a recent example.) The
extraordinary man seems to belong almost to a different species.

It is no accident that the Americans prefer to use the word
‘genius’ as an exclusive description rather than adjectively.
(Edison and Shakespeare were ‘geniuses’, not ‘men of genius’.)
When used adjectively, genius is a quality that anyone might
possess or attempt to develop; on the other hand, one is born ‘a
genius’ as one might be born with two heads. So the gulf
between the ordinary and the extraordinary is emphasised. This
amounts to a fundamental self-depreciation: an ‘other-direction’
that takes itself so much for granted that it has become a sort of
self-confidence. De Tocqueville had pointed this out in a section
in which he speaks of the high-flown language of American
politicians:

“I have frequently remarked that the Americans,
who generally treat of business in plain, clear
language, . . . are apt to become inflated as soon as
they attempt a more poetical diction. They then vent
their pomposity from one end of a harangue to the
other. . . . The cause of this may be pointed out
without much difficulty. In democratic communities,
each citizen is habitually engaged in contemplation
of a very puny object, namely himself (my italics). If
he ever raised his looks higher, he then perceives
nothing but the immense form of society at large, or
the still more imposing aspect of mankind. His ideas
are all either extremely minute and clear, or
extremely general and vague; what lies between is



an open void.”

The ‘realism’ that, as De Tocqueville observed, makes
Americans ‘treat of business in plain, clear language’ is also the
realism that makes the individual ‘face’ his own unimportance, a
realism that prevents him from even attempting anything
extraordinary, since he acts upon the premise that he is not
extraordinary and never can be. The result of this dubious
‘realism’ (dubious because it does not really ‘face facts’ but only
a self-chosen set of facts that leads to self-depreciation) is a loss
of the drive that comes from self-belief. There will be more to be
said of this attitude, as exemplified by American writers, in a later
section: for the moment, it is worth remarking that one could
hardly imagine a James Joyce or a Robert Musil springing from
an American background. In the case of both Joyce and Musil,
there was an immense act of self-belief that had to sustain years
of neglect. Both were born in small countries — Joyce in Ireland,
Musil in Austria — where there was still a strong tradition of
inner-direction. The disadvantages under which Joyce produced
Ulysses and Musil Der Mann ohne Eigenschaften were great
enough; it is difficult to imagine their case if an American
upbringing had added to these all the weight of transatlantic
diffidence and other-direction.

I have said that the unconscious assumptions that underlie
‘other-direction’ conceal a generalisation about mankind. An
example may help to clarify my meaning. In his Conversations
with Goethe, Eckermann tells how Goethe was asked what he
would have done if he had been born in less fortunate
circumstances, and, instead of ‘drawing the big prize’ in the
lottery, had ‘drawn a blank’. Goethe replied: “Not everybody is
made for the big prize. Do you think I should have done such a
stupid thing as to draw a blank?”

Goethe’s comment reveals more than a certainty of his own
powers; it reveals a confidence about his ‘luck’, his destiny; the
ancients would have put it that he was certain of the ‘favour of
the gods’. Implied in his reply is an assumption about the relation



between a man and his ‘destiny’ (to use the term for want of a
better). Such an assertion, indeed, has many implications. To
begin with, it could never be based on the premise that man is a
worm who longs for meaning and purpose in a universe that has
neither: there is no sense of tragic irony here, no feeling of man’s
insignificance in a hostile or indifferent universe (as with Thomas
Hardy). Nor does the remark ‘Not everybody is made for the big
prize’ indicate that Goethe considered himself a different species
from the rest of mankind: he was not a man to feel that he had
achieved his eminence by pure luck, by the accident of ‘being
born a genius’. On the contrary, it implies a denial of luck, a
belief that, for the man who understands the ‘workings of destiny’
and trusts himself; eminence is only a matter of hard work and
determination.

What it comes to is this; in the simplest statement about one’s
own nature there is an assumption about the whole of humanity.
A man need hold no conscious philosophy; his attitude emerges
from the whole texture of his everyday life. For this reason, a
playwright like Arthur Miller can say as much about American
society in Death of a Salesman as Riesman or Whyte can say in
carefully documented social studies. Underlying the ‘success
philosophy’ that he puts into the mouth of Willy Loman, there is
a pessimistic assumption about W illy’s own stature and his
relation to society. (Perhaps the success of Death of a Salesman
in the States is a symptom of an unconscious revolt against
‘other-direction’, just as the slump in the sale of big cars in 1957
may indicate a revolt against ‘the hidden persuaders’.) And
mention of Willy’s ‘success philosophy’ suggests another
interesting point — the gradual change in the American
conception of success. Whyte uses the expression ‘protestant
ethic’ for the typical nineteenth-century success philosophy;
‘plenty of room at the top’ ‘don’t be afraid to start on the bottom
rung’, etc. But success in the twentieth century involves being a
‘good organisation man’, socially well-adjusted, and all the rest
of it. The organisation man is expected to be ambitious — but in
a ‘balanced’, well-adjusted way. Here is another aspect of the
insignificance premise. It is all very well for a James Joyce to



possess the ambition that eventually produces a Ulysses,
because Joyce was born a ‘genius’: but it would be improper, or
just ‘cracked’, for an ‘ordinary man’ to set his ambitions on
anything so unusual.

Inner-Direction and Insanity

All this emerges very  clearly in a case cited by  the psychiatrist,
Frederick Wertham, in his book, The Show of Violence. Robert
Irwin had tried to amputate his penis. He gave as his reason that
he was attempting to kill his sexual appetite, which, he believed,
was stealing energy from a far more important object. This
project was a rigorous discipline of his own mind, with a view to
intensifying the power of his memory: for Irwin had noted that the
memory retains everything a man has ever done or ever thought,
and that yet only a minute part of this store can be tapped and
put to use. Irwin called his discipline ‘visualising’.(4) But he had
no particular skills, and so was forced to take on the most
frustrating and boring of jobs: and after years of defeat he finally
committed a triple murder. This was not a case of sexual assault
or ‘irresistible impulse’. It was a suicidal impulse that had turned
into a gesture of disgust with society, the disgust of a man who
had been suffering from years of strain. The court rejected Dr.
Wertham’s plea of insanity (rightly, perhaps), but agreed so far
as to impose a sentence of life imprisonment rather than of
death.

Although Wertham tells the story with sympathy, he clearly
considers Irwin insane in the fullest sense of the word, and his
obsession with ‘visualising’ as sufficient evidence of this insanity.
And yet it seems possible that if Irwin had been born, like Marcel
Proust, of rich parents, his ‘project’ might have led him to major
creative achievement; at least, it would almost certainly not have
led him to triple murder. But at no point in his narrative does
Wertham appear to indicate that Irwin’s ‘visualising’ might have
been an obsession of the same type  as that which led Joyce to
write Ulysses or Columbus to discover America: and it is
apparent that this was the general attitude of society towards



Irwin’s curiously touching concentration on his ‘project’.

I am not, of course, suggesting that if Irwin had been born in
Ireland or Austria, instead of in Los Angeles, his obsession would
have met with greater sympathy than in America, or would have
come to some kind of positive fruition. But there seems no
reason to doubt that his American background was an additional
handicap, and contributed to his final defeat. 

Fanatical inner-direction is always regarded as a little ‘queer’ by
any society (until it has made itself respectable by visible
success), but in America it would appear to be a sign of nothing
less than insanity.

The same point is made by Whyte in a chapter called ‘The Fight
against Genius’ (Chapter 16 of The Organisation Man). After
observing that recent years have witnessed an increasing
emphasis on scientific teamwork and a suspicion of the ‘lone-
wolf’ scientist, Whyte goes on to analyse the question of
scientists in industry.(5) The only industrial laboratories that can
boast ‘top scientists’, he points out, are those that allow their
researchers the maximum freedom: most big organisations
distrust undirected research, and, “to some management people,
the desire to do ‘free’ work is a downright defect, a symptom of
maladjustment  that demands ‘cure’.” “The failure to recognise
the virtue of purposelessness”, he continues, “is the starting point
of industry’s problem. . . By its very nature, discovery has an
accidental quality.” He might have added that a certain element,
not merely of independence, but of downright anarchy, is
necessary to the life of the creative worker. The kind of
conformity now being demanded by ‘the organisation’ sounds,
indeed, increasingly like some of the propaganda in Brave New
World, with its motto, ‘Community, Identity, Stability’: and Whyte,
when examining what happens when the organisation tries to
dominate not merely the employee but his family too, actually
evokes Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, with its vision of
totalitarian uniformity, and compares the tactics of the
organisation to those of Big Brother. The fact is that although



Huxley’s Brave New World, Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four and
Zamyatin’s We are all satires on communism, their line of attack
has a great deal of relevance to the organisation. Nor have we
in England any reason to congratulate ourselves on the idea that
our insularity and tradition of personal independence make the
warnings of The Organisation Man and The Hidden Persuaders
irrelevant. The trends may be less advanced over here, but they
are here all the same. In “A Note on Billy Graham” in his
collection of essays, Thoughts in the Wilderness, J. B. Priestley
finishes by observing: “The truth is that now the British crowd is
more easily enticed and dominated by mass-communication,
showmanship and ballyhoo than the American crowd is. The
Americans have had a great deal more of it, and for years were
far more responsive to it, but while there is in them still a strain
of the gullible and hysterical, there is also the work of a powerful
antibody, the strain of the sceptical. . . The satirical journalist and
the jeering comic are figures of power in America. But the newly
arrived British are bowled over by the new nonsense as easily as
the Martian invaders, in Wells’ story, fell victim to the strange
bacteria of the world. Their minds are wide open as well as being
empty.” And Mr. Priestley’s talk of ‘empty minds’ is surely only
another way of observing that the English, like the Americans,
are changing their character and being ‘other-directed’ instead of
‘inner-directed’. His essay, on the other hand, suggests a ray of
hope: namely, that some process of resistance may be
unconsciously going forward, and may blaze up as revolt before
the 1984 stage is reached. But perhaps, at this stage, it is more
politic to ignore the hope and concentrate on the danger.

‘Other-directed’ Religion

Apropos of Billy Graham, it might be of interest to glance at the
religious revivals of our age. Graham himself is a depressing
symptom of ‘other-direction’, and his immense success in
England is one more sign that we are not far behind the
Americans in a character-change that will make Riesman’s
Lonely Crowd as applicable here as there. His evangelistic
methods consist of straightforward ‘Bible-bashing’: when



Whitehead said ‘Religion is what a man does with his own
solitariness’, he was not thinking of the Billy Graham variety. I
have attended only one of Graham’s meetings at Harringey. The
‘show’ had the quality of a high-standard American musical. The
music was syncopated, jazzy, the hymns sounded no more like
the hymns we sang at school than Bing Crosby’s “I’m Dreaming
of a White Christmas” sounds like a Christmas carol. Graham’s
preaching had a colloquial freshness, an easy man-to-man
appeal, that fitted in with the high quality of the rest of the show,
and imposed no strain on the listener. He retold some parable
from the New Testament (I cannot now remember which, though
I do remember his explanation that a ‘publican’ was the
equivalent of a modern gangster), emphasised that heaven and
salvation were round the corner for every single one of his
audience, and glossed lightly over the ‘burning pit’ that would be
the lot of those others who failed to take advantage of his offer.
By this time the singing was like something out of Showboat, and
Graham invited converts to come forward and be accepted into
the arms of Jesus.(6)

Graham’s appeal, as far as I could judge, consisted in giving his
audience (who had been steeling themselves for a chunk of old-
fashioned Methodism) an unexpectedly pleasant evening, and
then utilising the good-will that resulted for his man-to-man plea
that they should come forward and be saved. The effect of the
show was that of a large whiskey. The preaching aimed solely at
suggesting that Christianity was a simple, obvious way of ‘getting
right with God’ and going to Heaven, while Graham’s boyish
charm and colloquial language combined with the soothing music
to make the listener feel that religion was no more remote and
‘other-worldly’ than his favourite television programme. Here was
the technique of ‘mass-media’ — films and TV — applied  to 
conversion. It  depended  for  its  success, as  J. B. Priestley has
observed, upon the receptivity of its film-and-television-trained
audience, and upon the emptiness of their minds.

Of the other religious sects of our time, Jehovah’s Witnesses,
one of the most successful, rely in the same way on the



emptiness of their converts. Unlike the Quakerism preached by
George Fox, their creed knows nothing of an ‘inner light’. Again,
my interest in this sect led me to attend some of their meetings.
I was chiefly struck by their emphasis on ‘the Law’. Whole
meetings were devoted to discussing ‘the Law’ as laid down in
the Old Testament, and to insisting on rigorous obedience to its
letter. Their appeal, if such a militant demand can be called an
appeal, depended on their assertion that the Day of Judgement
would occur within the lifetime of people alive in 1914 (i.e. before
1990), and that only Jehovah’s Witnesses would be saved. I was
reminded irresistibly of Peter Verkovensky, in Dostoevsky’s The
Devils, who gained converts for his revolution by assuring them
that it was already organised and would inevitably take place
within the next few months, and by implying that ‘liquidation’
awaited anyone who declined the invitation. The Witnesses
made no call to ‘inner-direction’. Everything had been laid down
in the Bible: salvation consisted in allowing oneself to be
completely and unreservedly dominated by it — or rather by the
extraordinary interpretations they put upon it.(7) As to the ‘Day
of Judgement’, no one seemed to be aware that two earlier
Judgement Days (as predicted by Judge Russell, the founder)
had arrived and passed without incident.

There is, I think, no need to emphasise further that these
‘religious revivals’ depend upon a complete lack of ‘inner-
direction’ on the part of their converts: upon an appeal, in fact, to
authority. This explains the power of Frank Buchman’s ‘Moral
Rearmament’ movement, with its emphasis on society
(especially ‘high society’); and the esoteric appeal of the British
Israelites, who apparently believe that the British race is a
descendant of the ten lost tribes of Israel.

In all these cases, the Organisation that seeks to dominate is a
religious organisation; otherwise, the pattern is the same as in
the secular Organisation, and the observations of Whyte and
Riesman are confirmed. The ‘inner light’, like Riesman’s ‘inner-
direction’, is out. Kierkegaard’s “Truth is subjectivity” has no
relevance here, for the people concerned possess no



subjectivity, or none to speak of. It is merely a matter of plunging
into the mystique of the community (in this case, the ‘little flock
of Jesus’). Religion as a highly organised and concentrated form
of ‘inner-direction’ is disappearing in the twentieth century. If
religion is ‘what the individual does with his solitude’, then the
definition excludes these mass movements. There has been no
‘religious revival’ in our time.

The American Child

In The Hidden Persuaders Packard has a chapter on “The
Psycho-seduction of Children” that sounds some of its most
ominous notes. He tells how advertisers set out to make contact
with American children, who can not only persuade their parents
to buy the advertised products, but also help to spread the
names of products by getting ‘advertising songs’ off by heart.
Riesman has commented that the advertisers think of their
juvenile audience as a potential army of highly trained
consumers. Nor is their value limited to potential buying: Packard
states that “the Davy Crockett craze of 1955, which gave birth to
300 Davy Crockett products, lured $3,000,000,000 from
American pockets”.

The implications are disturbing, and one in particular. So long as
this deliberate cultural cheapening continues to pay, so long will
the ‘mass manipulators’ remain actively opposed to any rise in
the cultural standard of television and films. A recent case in
point was the affair of the ‘horror comics’. Their suppression, as
Dr. Frederick Wertham’s book on the subject, Seduction of the
Innocent, suggests unmistakably, was no mere outbreak of
unrealistic American puritanism, on a par with Prohibition and the
activities of sundry anti-vice societies. The examples he cites are
nauseating: their constant preoccupation with cruelty and
brutality could produce nothing in a child but callous and anti-
social emotions. Nevertheless it took years to suppress these
publications effectively. They were making too much money for
too many people.



An audience of children can be ‘manipulated’ far more easily by
advertisers than an audience of adults, the reason being that all
children are ‘other-directed’. All children base their lives and
conduct on the insignificance hypothesis: the world belongs to
adults. A world in which all adults had some of the characteristics
of children would be an advertiser’s dream. But in point of fact
this is the world that is now coming into existence, the world of
Riesman’s and Whyte’s observation. It is a world in which the
Organisation and ‘society at large’ play precisely the role in the
life of the American adult that the adult plays in the life of the
child.

There is an essential unreality in the relationship between a child
and an adult. A sympathetic and imaginative adult might just
possibly be able to see into the mind of a child: but the child can
never have any true knowledge of the world of the grown-up.
And usually neither can fully comprehend the other. In a
tradition-directed society, this void of unreality is taken for
granted. The child has to struggle to enter the world of the adult,
and is usually ‘kept in his place’, with the result, very frequently,
that he retains his attitude of submission to authority well into
adulthood. In a recent lecture tour of German universities, I
noticed that German students tend to be less questioning, and
far less obstreperous, than English students. The reason for this,
I was told, lies in the strictness of the school-training of the
German child; the authority of schoolmasters is absolute until the
children are well into their teens. Even with advanced students,
freedom is not encouraged as much as it is in England and
America.

But however many disadvantages this system may have, it also
has advantages, as a comparison with American conditions
makes clear. From an early age the American child tends to be
given considerable freedom: so much so that certain alarmed
observers have spoken of America as a ‘child-dominated
country’. (This also explains why advertisers find the American
child such excellent material.) A journalist friend who recently
returned from America commented on the frequency of cases



where children have murdered their parents — because they
were forbidden to use the car, or to listen to a certain television
programme, or for some equally trivial ‘motive’. These examples
are not, of course, cited to argue for or against any particular
theory of education. They are offered only as extreme indications
of something that must have been apparent to observers of the
American scene for many years: that the American child is
treated far more like an adult than the European child.
Democracy is being extended to the world of the ‘moppets’. The
void of unreality that must exist between the mind of the adult
and that of the child is symbolised by adult authority, in the same
way that in Christianity the relation between man and God is
symbolised by certain rituals. But the relationship is an
imponderable; it cannot be seen and touched. In America, it
would seem that ‘democratic thinking’ has led to a feeling that
adult authority has no more foundation in fact than church ritual,
and there is thus a tendency to behave as if the void did not
exist. The child is assumed to have a far greater capacity for
freedom than it may, in actuality, possess. The result is a blurring
of the child-adult relationship. A child is granted the same right
of self-expression as an adult; thus, the violence and irrationality
of the child are carried into the world of action, instead of
remaining in the world of fantasy, and lead, in extreme cases,
even to murder.

The reason for this is not far to seek. There is more emphasis on
child guidance and child psychology in America than in Europe.
Most Americans have a considerable respect for the figure of the
psychologist—in fact, for any kind of scientist. American
magazines devote a great deal of space to articles on How to
Bring Up your Child, usually by psychologists. Far more books
are published yearly in America on this subject than in England.
The American attitude to children is part of the general American
attitude to scientific ‘authority’. The psychiatrist seems to play a
far larger part in cases of juvenile delinquency, and criminal
cases generally, in America than in Europe. (8)

I have tried to argue that this ‘diffidence’, which seems to lie at



the root of the attitude of the American towards children, is based
on a certain failure of realism. There is a void between the mind
of the adult and that of the child. A realistic approach would
recognise this, and accept the responsibility that it implies, the
need for authority. It is the same kind of failure of realism that
Barrie satirises in The Admirable Crichton, where the socialist
Lord Loam has the servants in to tea.

The Pattern of Violence

In his study of American juvenile delinquency, The Shook-Up
Generation, Harrison Salisbury suggests that the violence of the
New York street gangs is perhaps only a reflection of the
violence of the modern world. The pattern of their lives is
influenced not only by television plays about gangsters and films
like Blackboard Jungle and Rebel Without a Cause, but also by
international tensions, the cold war, the threat of atomic warfare.
The steep rise in juvenile delinquency since the war is usually
attributed to the broken homes and the sense of instability
caused by that social upheaval. And yet it is difficult to believe
that this is the whole explanation. War or no war, modern society
was becoming increasingly mechanised. The ‘organisation —
mentality’ now makes itself felt long before most teen-agers have
left school. This in itself is not the direct cause of teen-age revolt:
German children were brought up to be ‘army-minded’, and the
army is another organisation; nevertheless, juvenile delinquency
in Germany before the war was a good deal lower than after it.
But military organisation depends upon discipline; business
ethics are based upon anarchy, shrewdness and enterprise, the
‘grab what you can get’ system. The American teen-ager lives in
a society that overawes him with its power and wealth, and that
tries to browbeat him with the ‘organisation ethic’. And the
American educational system, as I have already commented,
attempts to teach its pupils to be self-determined at an early age.
As Harrison Salisbury points out, the youths who hang around in
drug-stores today and listen to jazz, or who steal a car to drive to
a dance hall a hundred miles away, might have joined a sailing



ship to make the run around the Horn a century ago.
Adolescence is the time when a desire for inner-direction begins
to stir, and is not yet held in check by ‘realism’. All this
contributes to a revolt that lacks direction. This revolt is the
essential intermediate stage between the ambitious imaginings
of childhood and the adult’s ‘realistic’ surrender to the
organisation. Salisbury has commented that most of the youths
who belong to slum gangs would like to escape from the slums
into more ‘decent’ lives, but that most of them lack the will-power
needed for the hard struggle it would involve (as well as having
no idea of how to go about it).

This problem is not, of course, confined to America. In England,
statistics for juvenile delinquency in 1951 had doubled the figure
for 1937; 1951 was a peak year, but the figures are still a great
deal higher than before the war. Russia also has her ‘teddy
boys’, the stilyagi, although their activities are less violent than
those of American delinquents; they confine themselves to
wearing American-style clothes (especially coloured ties), and
listening to American jazz. The brief outbreaks of teen-age
violence in Russia after the war were quickly suppressed by
armed troops, who were given instructions to fire at any crowds
of teen-agers on the streets. The Russian teddy-boy, like his
American counterpart, is sullen and rebellious about attempts to
make him social-minded, and professes bored indifference to
communist ideology. His attitude shows the same callow and
unrealistic attempt to be ‘inner-directed’. He is still in the stage of
feeling a certain instinctive rebellion against the ‘insignificance’
that society is trying to impose upon him. When he learns to
accept it, he will be a ‘good member of society’.

The Psychology of Violence

The rise in juvenile delinquency has been accompanied by a rise
in the crime and suicide rates in many countries since the war.
In England, 1951 was a peak year for most types of crime; the
figures were between two and three times those of the pre-war



period. Since then, there has been a slight decline in most types
of crime. Crimes of violence and sexual offences have, however,
continued to rise steadily, and in 1955 the number of sexual
offences committed in England and Wales was 17,000 as
compared to 5,000 before the war. Plainly, the war cannot be
entirely to blame, for the tendency is becoming steadily more
marked.

The causes are probably too complex to submit to
generalisation. Nevertheless, it seems plausible that one of the
causes might be sought in the increasing trend of ‘other-
direction’. It is known, for example, that an enormous number of
violent psychopaths show the same character pattern: their long
periods of submission to a sense of inferiority (or ‘ordinariness’)
are broken by sudden violence. It would seem that there is
something about a life lived on a general level of ‘insignificance’
that makes for outbreaks of violence. This violence may be
directed against the self or against society: i.e. may result in
crime or in suicide. Suicide would appear to be the ultimate
expression of self-contempt, and the violence that often
accompanies it probably springs from the same cause. (The
American Sociological Review survey, already quoted, reveals
that one-third of the suicides among unskilled workers are
accompanied by murder; this is six times the rate among the
‘white-collar’ class of suicide.) All this points to the idea that the
increased ‘other-direction’ in modern society, and the sense of
‘insignificance’ that goes with it, may be one of the causes
behind the increased crime-rate.

This would certainly account for the fact that sexual crimes have
shown the steepest rate of increase over the past ten years. Sex
and the idea of ‘other-direction’ are bound closely together.
Other-direction is a strong sense of society, of laws and taboos,
a sense of constant responsibility to other people. Inner-direction
tends to channel the energies of the individual; other-direction
relies on social outlets for them. For all men of strong sexual
appetites, any woman is a potential partner. The inner-directed
man tends to select his sexual partner (or partners), since



selection and purpose are implicit in his inner-direction; other-
direction tends to destroy selectivity, to increase passivity. (This
can be seen in the case of television addicts, who sit in front of
their sets waiting to be entertained, indifferent to what they are
watching as long as they are watching something.)
Consequently, although all women are potentially sexual
partners, the other-directed man is keenly aware of the social
taboos that prevent his desires from finding satisfaction. If he
revolts against his sense of insignificance, his lack of inner-
direction, the revolt will tend to express itself, as a defiance of
taboos, a deliberate contravention of laws, in a crime of violence
or a sexual offence. (When the hero of Henri Barbusse’s L’Enfer
says “It is not a woman I want: it is all women”, he is expressing
the typical attitude of the bewildered other-directed man.)

The case histories of many psychopaths suggest that the ‘other-
directed’ man may release his frustrated desire for ‘inner-
direction’ in a sudden act of violence. A clear example is the
case of Peter Kürten, the Düsseldorf sadist, who confessed after
his arrest that he had often walked through the streets of
Düsseldorf entertaining daydreams of blowing up the whole city
with dynamite. Professor Berg, the psychologist who examined
Kürten in prison, and wrote the classic study of his case,
dismissed the hypothesis that Kürten’s crimes sprang from a
revenge-mania against society, on the grounds that Kürten later
revealed their sexual origin. But if the theory that other-direction
makes for sudden violence has any validity, there is nothing
incompatible between the two motives.

In other ways, Kürten provides verification of the theory. He was
known to his neighbours and workmates as a ‘quiet, insignificant
little man’, and for long after his arrest they continued to believe
that the police had made a mistake. They found it impossible to
associate him with the series of murders and violent attacks of
which he was accused. What none of them knew was that he
had spent nearly the whole of his adult life in prison, much of it
in solitary confinement. (He was forty-eight when he was
executed.)



What emerges clearly from Professor Berg’s study is that Kürten
was a man of rare intelligence and honesty, who was deeply
interested in his own case and in the urges that led him to kill. He
had been brought up against the worst kind of slum background,
in a setting of sexual depravity (his father was given a prison
sentence for raping Kürten’s sister), and had early been taught
the pleasures of inflicting pain by a sadistic dog-catcher. In his
long periods of solitary confinement, Kürten, with little else to do,
would amuse himself with sexual fantasies that, stimulated by an
increasing grudge against society, became steadily more violent.

Under better social conditions, Kürten might have emerged as an
intelligent inner-directed person. But, as with Robert Irwin, his
inner-direction was constantly frustrated, in his case by a society
that exacted long periods of imprisonment as a penalty for his
petty crimes. The effect of long periods of frustration and
boredom was to destroy his sense of inner-direction. The
circumstances of Kürten’s arrest also tend to verify this
interpretation. When he suspected that the police-net was
closing in on him, he confessed to his wife. She also had had no
suspicion of his double life. When he had convinced her, he
urged her to give him up and claim the reward money. While he
was still engaged in persuading her, he took her out to supper.
She could not eat. He finished his share, then ate hers too. The
prospect of arrest stimulated his appetite. The same thing
happened on the night before his execution; then he ate an
enormous condemned-cell supper, and asked for a second
helping. Excitement — even the excitement of his own arrest or
execution — stimulated his vital functions, including his appetite.

The craving for excitement at any cost (even of misfortune to
oneself) is a sign of undeveloped emotions. And an undeveloped
inner-life is equivalent to other-direction. Kürten’s life of crime
was, I would suggest, a result of this urge for stimulation, for
escape from other-direction to the temporary heightened
intensity of inner-direction. He was a man whose basic need was
for inner-direction, who lacked the strength to gain it by
intellectual or emotional discipline, and who threw the whole



weight of his need for intensity upon his body. But this burden of
longing for intensity cannot be borne by the body, which is easily
exhausted, and demands stronger and stronger stimuli.(9) Under
different circumstances, Kürten might equally well have become
an alcoholic or a drug addict.

It seems likely that the reason why ‘insignificant men’ become 
capable of violent crimes is that the need for inner-direction
becomes suddenly overpowering. The psychopath, lacking
intellectual or emotional means of achieving it, throws the burden
on his physical appetites. As a person who spends most of his
life in an ‘other-directed’ state, he has no other resources.
 
I have so far spoken of ‘inner-directed’ and ‘other-directed’ types
as though some people could be clearly labelled ‘inner-directed’
and others  ‘other-directed’. But  obviously  this  is  not  so.
Everyone  is  a combination of the two types. Riesman admits
this in The Lonely Crowd, when he says: “the types of character
and society dealt with in this book are types; they do not exist in
reality, but are a construction, based on a selection of certain
historical problems.” It may be true that many people spend their
lives in a state of more or less contented other-direction, that
others (rarer) have achieved a certain stability of inner-direction,
while a third group, basically inner-directed, spend their lives in
a state of other-direction with sudden violent outbreaks of
rebellion to achieve flashes of inner-direction, after which they
may relapse contentedly back to other-direction for a long spell.

Huxley, Orwell and Zamyatin have all portrayed a society of
contented other-directed types; but it is doubtful whether many
such people exist outside fiction. The real difference between
people is the degree to which they are other-directed or inner-
directed. And these terms may cover a host of finer shades that,
for the moment, defy definition.

Yet the facts are there to be explained, and until a more subtle
hypothesis proves its value, these approximations with all their
clumsiness are indispensable. And there would seem to be some



connection between other-direction, an assumption of diffidence
(or insignificance), and a periodic revolt against it that often
expresses itself in violence. If this connection exists, then it may
also explain why a society whose character is changing from
inner-direction to other-direction builds up a need for violent self-
expression which may, under certain circumstances, express
itself in wars. I submit this hypothesis as a stop-gap until a better
one replaces it, which is the role of all hypotheses.

Conclusion

The total result of a study of Galbraith, Riesman, Whyte and
Packard is deeply disturbing. Moreover, their observations are
relevant not for America alone; America is merely ahead of
Europe in the de-individualising process. Riesman states that the
increase of other-direction is associated with ‘a shift from an age
of production to an age of consumption’, and Galbraith and
Packard show the same concern with the dangers of the
‘consumer fallacy’. But although some of Galbraith’s remedies
point towards socialism (being an American, he takes care not to
go that far), there is no reason to suppose that socialism is a
panacea, as the evidence of Soviet Russia will show. The
problem centres upon the deleterious effects of any organisation
ethic. The harsh truth would appear to be that as far as other-
direction goes, there is not much to choose between Russia and
the U.S.A., except that American sociologists are allowed to
point out the dangers, while it is doubtful whether a Russian
would have the same freedom. The fact that Whyte can evoke
Orwell’s 1984 in writing of American business organisations
speaks for itself. “De Tocqueville made a prophecy. If America
ever destroyed its genius, it would be by intensifying the social
virtues at the expense of the others, by making the individual
come to regard himself as a hostage to prevailing opinion, by
creating, in sum, a tyranny of the majority.” It makes no
difference whether this tyranny calls itself totalitarianism or
democracy.



This is not, of course, to attack the system of representative
government. On the contrary, the analyses of Riesman, Whyte,
and others, make it plain that this is the only final defence
against the development of the ‘inner totalitarianism’ of big-
business. The need is to check the process of de-
individualisation, and this requires a balance of forces. There
must always be an ‘opposition’. W ithout it, the force that
predominates becomes a form of totalitarianism in the limits
within which it operates. If the big-business organisations of
America are preferable to the communist governments, this is
only because they are not yet in a position to dominate the whole
community. But the tendency increases. A recent publication,
The Exploding Metropolis, by the editors of Fortune (of whom
Whyte is one), considers the problem of the spreading American
city almost as if the words ‘city’ and ‘organisation’ were
synonymous. W hyte complains of the process of
deindividualisation that is now altering the face of New York, of
the uniform skyscrapers and apartment buildings which are
replacing the back streets, the Italian restaurants and small
cinemas, the grimy tenements and Victorian houses, and all the
different atmospheres and appearances that make up a city’s
individuality. Whyte is not arguing against slum-clearance. He is
arguing that ‘social progress’ does not have to mean a crushing
uniformity. It is still a problem of balance.

In England we have some reason for congratulating ourselves on
the amount of inner-direction that still exists. We are more
socialistic than America and less than Russia; there is always an
Opposition in the House of Commons. But this may only be due
to the fact that Britain’s resources are smaller than those of the
U.S., that the drift towards ‘organisation ethic’ is therefore slower;
and that the drift is also opposed by a stronger tendency to
‘tradition-direction’ in England. But no one can seriously deny
that the tendency is there, and that it is increasing. And no one
can read Riesman and Whyte — or even De Tocqueville —
without feeling that what is being said has a very considerable
relevance for England as well as for the U.S. The danger may be
ten years more advanced in America, but that hardly gives us



reason for complacency.

How far, in fact, does England — or Europe, for that matter —
show the same tendencies to other-direction as America? No
English sociologists have published studies that compare with
The Lonely Crowd or The Organisation Man. But both Riesman
and Whyte have shown how American culture has come to
reflect the organisation mentality. A comparison of the recent
literature of America with that of Europe leads to some
interesting conclusions.
 



Endnotes

1. See, for example, New Pathways in Psychology (1972) and A
Criminal History of Mankind (1984).

2. The Russians seem to be doing all they can to hasten this
depression by dumping goods on the world-market at rock-
bottom prices: earlier this year (1958) they ‘broke’ the price of tin
by this method. Western economists suspect that they intend to
do the same with the wheat market.

3. Galbraith, of course, is not interested in this aspect of the
matter. His point is only that Hamburg’s superfluous industries
were destroyed, and their man-power freed for war-production.
“In reducing . . . the consumption of non-essentials . . . the
attacks on Hamburg increased Germany’s output of war material
. . .”.

4. His aim obviously has much in common with Proust’s in A Ia
Recherche du Temps Perdu.

5. Negley Farson has pointed out to me that Sinclair Lewis’s
Arrowsmith (1926) contains a remarkable anticipation of The
Organisation Man in its chapters describing the conflict between
the idealistic scientist Arrowsmith and the publicity-loving head
of the corporation.

6. I was so interested that I accepted his invitation, and was
shown into a large tent in the rear of the building, where a Welsh
Clergyman with thick spectacles read the Bible to me, and then
asked — with sudden penetration — if  I was doing it ‘for a lark’.
I answered, with perfect truthfulness, that I was not, regarding
my scientific curiosity as wholly serious.

7. I discover a typical example in today’s Daily Express
(15/12/58). A baby was about to die of a rare blood disease, and



only a blood transfusion could save its life. But the parents, who
were Jehovah’s Witnesses, refused to permit it, on the grounds
that the Bible forbids it. The father quoted the Acts of the
Apostles (XV, 28-29): “That ye abstain from meat offered to idols
and from blood.” The fact that the text refers to blood-drinking
was unable to shake the resolution of the parents. A Toronto
judge ordered that the baby should be removed from the parents’
custody.

8. At the time of writing, I am living in Cornwall, where the
opposite attitude can be plainly seen. In a recent case in which
a youth murdered both his parents, and threw their bodies over
a cliff, the evidence of a psychiatrist testifying to his complete
instability and mental confusion — a testimony that would almost
certainly have secured his release in America — had the
opposite effect on a Cornish jury, who showed their contempt for
it by finding him guilty of first-degree murder. It seems probable
that without the psychiatrist’s testimony a verdict of ‘Insane’
might have been returned.

9. De Sade himself recognised this as the root cause of sadism.
In Les 120 Journées de Sodome, the libertine Durcet says: “One
need only be mildly jaded, and all these infamies assume a
richer meaning: satiety inspires them . . . One grows tired of the
commonplace, the imagination becomes vexed, and the
slenderness of our means, the weakness of our faculties,
[continued opposite...]  the corruption of our souls, lead us to
these abominations.” Vol. 2, p. 16, Olympia Press edition. 

10. This diffidence has always characterised his work —all his
heroes are weak and ineffectual. I have dealt with this theme at
length in the London Magazine, August 1958.

11. This is of particular interest. Faust is traditionally represented
as an old (or elderly) man. Marlowe’s Faustus asks for the return
of his youth as the first gift of Mephistopheles. Goethe obviously
had no wish to load the dice against his hero: all Faust’s despair
can then be concentrated on his self-division, his sense of



internal defeat.

12. See ‘The Kipling Nobody Read’ in Edmund Wilson’s The
Wound and the Bow.

13. It is worth pointing out the similarity of Sartre’s doctrine to the
quietism of Molinos (which the church condemned as a heresy):
the belief that repentance is a waste of time, that a man had
better decide to do better next time and forget about his ‘sins’. Sri
Ramakrishna preached the same: “It is the mind that makes one
bound or emancipated.” Shaw’s dictum that a man should have
the courage of his vices is still another approach to the same
belief. It is pointless to accuse Sartre of ‘unoriginality’. In
philosophy, all thought is common property; what matters is the
light that each individual is able to shed on it.

14. It is interesting to note that D. H. Lawrence was
temperamentally closer to Huxley and Sartre than to Hemingway
or Camus. Although he lays such emphasis on physical
affirmation, the effect of much of his later work— particularly
Lady Chatterley’s Lover — is of cantankerous disgust; only his
very early work seems to be free from this attitude.

15. In the autumn of 1958, it was reported in the Sunday
newspapers that a negro was to be hanged in one of the
Southern States of America for the theft of a few dollars; his
execution was to occur during the following week. Within a
matter of days, there was a world-wide protest that finally
secured a reprieve. In this case, the flagrant unfairness of the
sentence aroused people to protest. But such encouraging
responses are not frequent; most people feel that their protest
would have no effect anyway. In that case, the responsibility is
left in the hands of a minority who are not diffident about the
importance of what they have to say.

16. This became apparent to me when I discussed Camus’s
philosophy with him in Paris, and questioned him on his distrust
of all ‘visionary’ or religious solutions. He indicated a Parisian



teddy-boy who was slouching past the window, and commented:
“Salvation for me must be also salvation for him.”

17. Lawrence dismisses Proust as ‘effete’ in Lady Chatterley’s
Lover.

18. ‘A Writer’s Prospect’, The London Magazine, January 1959.
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Introductory Note

IT WAS in 1951, a year after the publication of In Search of the
Miraculous and Beelzebub's Tales to His Grandson, that I first
came across the ideas of Gurdjieff. I was instantly aware of being
in touch with one of the great minds of this century. I wrote about
him for the first time in 1955, in the concluding chapter of The
Outsider, where he figures (with Ramakrishna and T. E. Hulme)
as one of the few men who have glimpsed a solution to the
'sickness of man in the twentieth century'. Since then I have
written about him in several books —  notably The Occult and
Mysteries.

When the publishers of the present book suggested that I should
write about Gurdjieff, I experienced misgivings; it would involve
repeating a great deal that I have already written. But then, my
own views on Gurdjieff have changed and evolved over the
years, and the idea of getting them between two covers was an
interesting challenge. So I brushed aside my doubts, decided to
repeat myself where necessary, and wrote the book. And in

repeating myself I discovered an entirely new set of meanings
and implications in Gurdjieff.

It was an interesting lesson in the difference between 'grasping'
and merely 'knowing' — a distinction that lies at the heart of
Gurdjieff's thought.

Which is why I make no apology to those who have read me on
Gurdjieff before. His ideas will bear repetition.



One
The Magician

ON A BRIGHT summer morning in 1917, an attractive Russian
woman in her late twenties sat in Phillipov's café, in St
Petersburg's Nevsky Prospect, waiting for the arrival of her friend
Peter Demianovitch Ouspensky. Uncharacteristically, Ouspensky
was late. When he finally hurried in, he was in a state of unusual
excitement. His first words were: 'I think this time we've really
found what we need.' And he reminded her that in Moscow, in
1915, he had met a remarkable teacher, who spoke of the
fundamental problems of human existence with an air of
knowledge and authority. His name was George Ivanovitch
Gurdjieff. Now, said Ouspensky, Gurdjieff had come to St
Petersburg — and was, at that very moment, waiting for them in
another branch of Phillipov's across the road. The lady, Anna
Butkovsky, says:

When I entered the other Phillipov's I saw a man
sitting at a table in the far corner, wearing an
ordinary black coat and the high astrakhan cap
that Russian men wear in winter. Signs of Greek
ancestry could be discerned in his fine, virile
features and in the look that pierced right through
you (though not in an unpleasant way). He had
an oval-shaped head, black eyes and an olive
complexion, and wore a black moustache. His
manner was very calm and relaxed, and he
spoke without any gesticulation. Even to be
sitting with him was very agreeable. Though it
was not his native language, he could speak
Russian fluently, in a manner not quite like ours,
more exact and very picturesque. Sometimes he
would speak in a 'lazy' voice, and you felt that
each phrase was being carefully and specially



put together, for that particular occasion, not at all
like the ready-made phrases which we would
normally use in conversation, devoid of creative
power or individuality. You quickly grasped that
he had a gift of assembling words expressively.
And here I sat, and I felt that I was at last in the
presence of a Guru.

Gurdjieff made the same kind of impression on everyone who
met him. We have, perhaps, a dozen records by pupils
describing their first meeting. Almost without exception, they
mention that 'look that pierced right through you'. A young army
officer named Thomas de Hartmann met Gurdjieff at about the
same time. When two men wearing black coats and black
moustaches approached him in the café, he wondered which
was Gurdjieff. 'But my uncertainty was quickly dispelled by the
eyes of one of the men'. J. G. Bennett, who met Gurdjieff in
Constantinople in 1920, wrote: 'I met the strangest pair of eyes
I have ever seen. The two eyes were so different that I wondered
if the light had played some trick on me.' And all these different
impressions are summarized in a remark made by the wife of the
physician Kenneth Walker after she met Gurdjieff in Paris in
1948: 'The chief impression he gave me was the impression of
immense vigour and of concentrated strength. I had the feeling
that he was not really a man but a magician.'

Gurdjieff was, in fact, a kind of magician. There can be no doubt
that he possessed certain magical or psychic powers. But he
seems to have regarded these as irrelevant or unimportant.
Gurdjieff's central concern was with the potentialities of human
beings — or, more specifically, of human consciousness.
Ouspensky expressed it clearly in a little book called The
Psychology of Man's Possible Evolution, where he remarks that
ordinary psychology is concerned with man as he actually exists.
But there is another kind, that studies man 'not from the point of
view of what he is, or what he seems to be, but from the point of
view of what he may become; that is, from the point of view of his
possible evolution.'



Expressed in this way, the idea sounds vague and general. But
Gurdjieff's approach was precise and particular. The writings of
his pupils — or disciples — contains many accounts of the
operation of his own remarkable powers. Fritz Peters, an
American who had known Gurdjieff since childhood, describes
what happened when he visited Gurdjieff in Paris immediately
after the Second World War. His war experiences had brought
Peters to the verge of a nervous breakdown. The moment
Gurdjieff saw him, he realized that he was sick.

When we reached his apartment, he led me
down a long hall to a dark bedroom, indicated the
bed, told me to lie down, and said: This is your
room, for as long as you need it.' I laid down on
the bed and he left the room but did not close the
door. I felt such enormous relief and such
excitement at seeing him that I began to cry
uncontrollably and then my head began to pound.
I could not rest and got up and walked to the
kitchen where I found him sitting at the table. He
looked alarmed when he saw me, and asked me
what was wrong. I said I needed some aspirin or
something for my headache, but he shook his
head, stood up, and pointed to the other chair by
the kitchen table. 'No medicine,' he said firmly. 'I
give you coffee. Drink as hot as you can.' I sat at
the table while he heated the coffee and then
served it to me. He then walked across the small
room to stand in front of the refrigerator and
watch me. I could not take my eyes off him and
realized that he looked incredibly weary — I have
never seen anyone look so tired. I remembered
being slumped over the table, sipping at my
coffee, when I began to feel a strange uprising of
energy within myself — I stared at him,
automatically straightened up, and it was as if a
violent electric blue light emanated from him and
entered into me. As this happened, I could feel



the tiredness drain out of me, but at the same
moment his body slumped and his face turned
grey as if it was being drained of life. I looked at
him, amazed, and when he saw me sitting erect,
smiling and full of energy, he said quickly: 'You all
right now — watch food on stove — I must go.'
There was something very urgent in his voice
and I leaped to my feet to help him but he waved
me away and limped slowly out of the room.

What had happened, apparently, was that Gurdjieff had
somehow poured vital energy into Peters by some psychic
discipline — either that, or somehow touched the source of
vitality in Peters himself; at all events, it drained Gurdjieff. Peters
says: 'I was convinced... that he knew how to transmit energy
from himself to others; I was also convinced that it could only be
done at great cost to himself.'

What happened next is equally significant.

It also became obvious within the next few
minutes that he knew how to renew his own
energy quickly, for I was amazed when he
returned to the kitchen to see the change in him;
he looked like a young man again, alert, smiling,
sly and full of good spirits. He said that this was
a very fortunate meeting, and that while I had
forced him to make an almost impossible effort,
it had been — as I had witnessed — a very good
thing for both of us.

Gurdjieff's comment is of considerable importance. When Peters
first came to the apartment, he looked tired — 'I have never seen
anyone look so tired.' He made an effort that drained him even
further, transmitting vitality to Peters. And then, within fifteen
minutes, was completely renewed and refreshed. The implication
seems clear. Gurdjieff himself had forgotten that he had the
power to renew his own energies, until the exhaustion of Fritz



Peters forced him to make an enormous effort. Before Peters
came, Gurdjieff had been taking his own fatigue for granted, as
something inevitable. Pouring energy into Peters reminded him
that he had the power to somehow call upon vital energy. This is
why he told Peters that this was a fortunate meeting for both of
them.

This story enables us to see precisely why Kenneth Walker's wife
thought Gurdjieff a magician. It also makes it clear that his
'magical' powers were not of the kind that we normally associate
with notorious 'occultists' or magicians, like Madame Blavatsky
or Aleister Crowley. There are stories of Madame Blavatsky
causing raps to resound from all over the room, of Crowley
somehow causing men to go on all fours and howl like dogs; but
never of their producing this wholly tonic effect on someone. It is
not even necessary to assume that Gurdjieff revitalized Peters by
some form of telepathic transfer of energy; a psychologist would
probably argue that he did it by some form of suggestion.

As to Gurdjieff's power to renew his own energies, its essence
had been understood by psychologists of the nineteenth century,
decades before the age of Freud and Jung. William James
speaks about it in an important essay called 'The Energies of
Man'.

Everyone is familiar with the phenomenon of
feeling more or less alive on different days.
Everyone knows on any given day that there are
energies slumbering in him which the incitements
of that day do not call forth, but which he might
display if these were greater. Most of us feel as
if a sort of cloud weighed upon us, keeping us
below our highest notch of clearness in
discernment, sureness in reasoning, or firmness
in deciding. Compared with what we ought to be,
we are only half awake. Our fires are damped,
our drafts are checked. We are making use of
only a small part of our possible mental and



physical resources. In some persons this sense
of being cut off from their rightful resources is
extreme, and we then get the formidable
neurasthenic and psychasthenic conditions, with
life grown into one tissue of impossibilities, that
so many medical books describe.

Stating the thing broadly, the human individual
thus lives far within his limits; he possesses
powers of various sorts which he habitually fails
to use. He energizes below his maximum, and he
behaves below his optimum. In elementary
faculty, in co-ordination, in power of inhibition and
control, in every conceivable way, his life is
contracted like the field of vision of an hysteric
subject — but with less excuse, for the poor
hysteric is diseased, while in the rest of us, it is
only an inveterate habit — the habit of inferiority
to our full self — that is bad.

James cites the well-known phenomenon of 'second wind' as an
example of this power to draw upon vital reserves. When we are
completing some task, he says, we make a practice of stopping
once we feel tired — once we encounter the first layer of fatigue.
If we force ourselves to press on, a surprising thing happens.
The fatigue gets worse, up to a point, then suddenly vanishes,
and we feel better than before. He mentions that one of the
standard methods of treating 'neurasthenic' patients in the
nineteenth century was to bully patients into making a greater
effort than usual. 'First comes the very extremity of distress, then
follows unexpected relief.' And he adds: 'We live subject to arrest
by degrees of fatigue which we have come only from habit to
obey.'

In this sentence, James has defined the essence of Gurdjieff's
lifework. It is true that the ideas of Gurdjieff cover an immense
range — of psychology, philosophy, cosmology, even alchemy.
But at the core of his work lies this notion that we possess



greater powers than we realize, and that our apparent limitations
are due to a peculiar form of laziness — a laziness that has
become so habitual that it has developed into a mechanism.

And how can this mechanism be controlled or de-activated?
In his essay on vital reserves, William James points out that we
call upon these deeper powers when we are stimulated either by
crisis, or by some deep sense of urgency — of purpose. He
quotes Colonel Baird-Smith, who was in charge of the defence
of Delhi during its six week siege by Indian mutineers in 1857.
His mouth was filled with sores and his body covered with them;
a wounded ankle was a black, festering mess; diarrhoea had
worn him to a shadow. Unable to eat, he lived almost entirely on
brandy. Yet it seemed to have no effect on him. The crisis — the
need to protect the lives of women and children — kept him in
such a state of concentrated determination that he remained
alert and energetic during the whole siege. Clearly, he did
precisely what Gurdjieff did when he left Fritz Peters sitting in the
kitchen: reached down inside himself, and summoned vital
reserves.

In fact, this method — of deliberately seeking out stimulation,
excitement, even crisis — is one of our favourite human devices
for escaping that sense of 'a cloud weighing upon us'. A
depressed housewife goes and buys herself a new hat. A bored
man gets drunk. A discontented teenager steals a car or takes
his knuckledusters to a football match. Generally speaking, the
greater a person's potentiality for achievement, the greater his or
her objection to that feeling of being 'cut off from one's rightful
resources'. Shaw's Captain Shotover tells Ellie Dunne, 'At your
age, I looked for hardship, danger, horror and death, that I might
feel the life in me more intensely.' And this is clearly the
motivation that drove Ernest Hemingway, for example, to spend
so much of his time big game hunting, bullfighting, working as a
war correspondent.

This desire to break the bonds of their own laziness may even
lead men to behave in ways that are obviously contrary to their



best interests. Van Gogh threw up a comfortable job as an art
dealer to become a lay preacher among the miners in Belgium.
Lawrence of Arabia refused comfortable government
appointments to become an ordinary aircraftman in the R.A.F.
The philosopher Wittgenstein gave away an inherited fortune to
become a badly paid schoolmaster. These 'outsiders' were
driven by a need to escape a feeling of enstiflement, of
stagnation. The aim was to throw off the 'habit neurosis' — the
'habit of inferiority to one's full self’.

But then, there is obviously an element of absurdity in
deliberately seeking out danger or discomfort, since we
otherwise spend so much of our lives trying to avoid them. There
must be other ways of breaking through to our vital reserves,
apart from risking our necks or sleeping on a bed of nails. For
example, it is plain that it is not the crisis itself that creates the
flow of vital energy; it is our response to it. It is as if some inner-
voice gave an order that causes something inside us to snap to
attention. Colonel Baird-Smith's response to the mutiny was to
order himself to keep going, to ignore pain and starvation, until
the crisis had been brought under control. The mutiny only
instilled him with a sense of the seriousness of the situation, to
which his 'vital reserves' responded. And if a man could generate
that sense of seriousness, of the need for effort, then he ought
to be able to summon the energies without the need for an Indian
mutiny.

How is this to be done? According to Gurdjieff, the answer falls
into two parts. First of all, a man must commit himself wholly and
totally to the task of escaping his normal limitations; it requires
the kind of commitment that made saints sit on top of pillars.
Secondly, he must understand something of the workings of this
complicated computer that houses the human spirit. (Gurdjieff
died before the age of computers, so he used the word
'machine'; but he would undoubtedly have found 'computer' more
convenient and accurate.) 'Understand the machine.' This body
is a computer; so is this brain. Like all computers, they are
capable of a far wider range of response than we ever demand



of them. But wider responses can only be obtained when they
are thoroughly understood.

Gurdjieff's method of securing the first of these two objectives
was simply to demand an unusual level of commitment. When
the eleven-year-old Fritz Peters told him that he wanted to know
'everything about man', Gurdjieff asked him with great intensity:
'Can you promise to do something for me?' When Peters said
yes, Gurdjieff gestured at the vast expanse of lawns of the
Chateau du Prieuré, and told him that he must cut them all once
a week.

'He struck the table with his fist for a second time. "You must
promise on your God." His voice was deadly serious. "You must
promise me that you will do this thing no matter what happens ...
Must promise you will do no matter what happens, no matter who
try to stop you."' And Peters adds: 'I would have died, if
necessary, in the act of mowing the lawns.'

In fact, Gurdjieff then made him work harder and harder, until he
was mowing all the lawns in four days.

The principle here is similar to that of commando training: that is,
the trainee is made to tackle more and more difficult obstacles,
until he can cascade down cliffs on his back and eat barbed wire
for breakfast. This was the basis of Gurdjieff's method. But it was
not simply a matter of developing strength and alertness. Hard
work can become a mere habit, like any other. Gurdjieff's aim
was also to persuade his pupils not to develop habits. Habit
arises from doing something mechanically, with the mind
'elsewhere'. Gurdjieff's pupils were made to work hard; but it was
important that they should maintain 'mindfulness', intense
awareness.

At some fairly early stage in his career — which we shall
consider at greater length in the next chapter — Gurdjieff
became acquainted with certain types of eastern dancing that
demanded an extraordinary complexity of movements. Anyone



who tries patting the head with one hand and rubbing the
stomach with the other will know how difficult it is. Gurdjieff
devised dances in which the student had to do something not
only with both hands, but with both feet and the head as well.
Again, these dances became fundamental to training in 'the
work'. Their aim was to widen and extend the range of the body's
possibilities — what Gurdjieff called 'the moving centre'. It is true
that these dances (or 'movements') could, in themselves,
become habitual. But, under certain circumstances, they could
also be amazingly effective in producing new modes of
consciousness. One of the most striking examples is to be found
in J. G. Bennett's autobiography Witness, describing Bennett's
experiences with Gurdjieff at Fontainebleau (the Prieuré) in
1923.

Bennett was suffering from dysentery, contracted in the east.

Each morning, it was harder and harder to get
out of bed, and my body shrank from the heavy
work in the heat of the sun. The constant
diarrhoea made me very weak, but somehow I
kept going.

Finally, a day came when I simply could not
stand up. I was shaking with fever and very
wretched in myself; feeling that I had failed. Just
as I was saying to myself: 'I will stay in bed
today,' I felt my body rising. I dressed and went to
work as usual, but this time with a queer sense of
being held together by a superior Will that was
not my own.

We worked as usual all the morning. I could not
eat lunch that day, but lay on the ground,
wondering if I was going to die. Gurdjieff had just
introduced afternoon practices of the exercises
out-of-doors under the lime grove. When the
pupils began to collect under the lime trees, I



joined them.

We started by working on a new exercise of
incredible complexity that even the most
experienced Russian pupils could not master.
The structure of the exercises was drawn on the
board in symbols, and head, feet, arms and torso
had to follow independent sequences. It was a
torture for all of us.

Soon I ceased to be aware of anything but the
music and my own weakness. I kept saying to
myself: 'At the next change I will stop.' ... One by
one, all the English pupils fell out, and most of
the Russian women . . .

Gurdjieff stood watching intently. Time lost the
quality of before and after. There was no past
and no future, only the present agony of making
my body move. Gradually I became aware that
Gurdjieff was putting all his attention on me.
There was an unspoken demand that was at the
same time an encouragement and a promise. I
must not give up — if it killed me.

Suddenly, I was filled with the influx of an
immense power. My body seemed to have turned
into light. I could not feel its presence in the usual
ways. There was no effort, no pain, no
weariness, not even any sense of weight... My
own state was blissful beyond anything I had
ever known. It was quite different from the
ecstasy of sexual union, for it was altogether free
and detached from the body. It was exultation in
the faith that can move mountains.

All had gone into the house for tea, but I went in
the opposite direction towards the kitchen



garden, where I took a spade and began to dig.
Digging in the earth is a searching test of our
capacity for physical effort. A strong man can dig
fast for a short time or slowly for a long time, but
no one can force his body to dig fast for a long
time even if he has exceptional training. I felt the
need to test the power that had entered me, and
I began to dig in the fierce afternoon heat for
more than an hour at a rate that I ordinarily could
not sustain for two minutes. My weak, rebellious,
suffering body had become strong and obedient.
The diarrhoea had ceased and I no longer felt the
gnawing abdominal pains that had been with me
for days. Moreover, I experienced a clarity of
thought that I had only known involuntarily and at
rare moments . . . The phrase 'in my mind's eye'
took on a new meaning as I 'saw' the eternal
pattern of each thing I looked at, the trees, the
water flowing in the canal and even the spade,
and lastly my own body... I remember saying
aloud: 'Now I see why God hides Himself from
us.' But even now I cannot recall the intuition
behind this exclamation.

Bennett went for a walk in the forest, and encountered Gurdjieff,
who began to speak about man's need for 'higher emotional
energy' if he is to transform himself. He went on: 'There are
some people in the world, but they are very rare, who are
connected to a Great Reservoir or Accumulator of this energy...
Those who can draw upon it can be a means of helping others.'
The implication was clearly that Gurdjieff himself was such a
person, and that he had 'supplied' Bennett with the necessary
energy for his mystical experience. He added: 'What you have
received today is a taste of what is possible for you. Until now
you have only known about these things theoretically, but now
you have experience.'

Bennett walked on into the forest; the most important part of his



experience was still to come.

A lecture of Ouspensky came into my mind. He
had spoken about the very narrow limits within
which we can control our functions and added: 'It
is easy to verify that we have no control over our
emotions. Some people imagine that they can be
angry or pleased as they will, but anyone can
verify that he cannot be astonished at will.' As I
recalled these words, I said to myself: 'I will be
astonished.' Instantly, I was overwhelmed with
amazement, not only at my own state, but at
everything that I looked at or thought of. Each
tree was so uniquely itself that I felt that I could
walk in the forest for ever and never cease from
wonderment. Then the thought of 'fear' came to
me. At once I was shaking with terror. Unnamed
horrors were menacing me on every side. I
thought of 'joy', and I felt that my heart would
burst from rapture. The word 'love' came to me,
and I was pervaded with such fine shades of
tenderness and compassion that I saw that I had
not the remotest idea of the depth and the range
of love. Love was everywhere and in everything.
It was infinitely adaptable to every shade of need.
After a time, it became too much for me, it
seemed that if I plunged any more deeply into the
mystery of love, I would cease to exist. I wanted
to be free from this power to feel whatever I
chose, and at once it left me.

Bennett obviously attached great importance to Gurdjieff's
remarks on 'the Great Reservoir or Accumulator'. But to
someone trying to understand the essence of Gurdjieff's ideas,
this is less important than the simple fact that Bennett had
achieved such total control over his emotions. For this is our
central human problem: that we are almost constantly the victims
of our emotions, always being swept up and down on a kind of



inner-switchback. We possess a certain control over them; we
can 'direct our thoughts' — or feelings — in such a way as to
intensify them. This is certainly our most remarkable human
characteristic: imagination. Animals require actual physical
stimuli to trigger their experience. A man can retreat into a book
— or a daydream — and live through certain experiences quite
independent of the physical world. He can even, for example,
imagine a sexual encounter, and not only experience all the
appropriate physical responses, but even the sexual climax.
Such a curious ability is far beyond the power of any animal.

Yet our experience of imagination convinces us that it is bound,
by its very nature, to be no more than a dim carbon copy of 'real'
experience. And the consequences of this unconscious
assumption are far greater than we realize. It means that we
assume that the world of mind is very much a second best when
compared with the world of physical actuality, a kind of sham, a
make-believe. So when confronted by some painful emotion, or
some physical problem, our natural tendency is to retreat and
surrender. We are subject to arrest, not only from degrees of
fatigue that we have come to obey by habit, but from degrees of
self-pity and boredom. Bennett's experience suggests that, if only
we made the effort, we could achieve a degree of control over
our feelings that would at present strike us as miraculous. The
novelist Proust experienced, for a few seconds, an intense
consciousness of the reality of his own past — he describes it in
Swann's Way — and he spent the remainder of his life trying to
rediscover that curious power. Yet such a glimpse would have
been a mere by-product of the kind of control that Bennett
experienced. To actually know this consciously, to realize that we
were not intended to reach breaking point so quickly and easily,
would obviously alter a man's whole approach to his life and its
problems.

To effect such an alteration in human consciousness was
Gurdjieff's central aim.



Two
The Early Years

WHO WAS this man whose air of concentrated power impressed
so many of his contemporaries?

One of the first published accounts of Gurdjieff is to be found in
a book by J. G. Bennett, What Are We Living For?, which
appeared in 1949, the year of Gurdjieff's death. Bennett says: 'To
those who take an interest in such things it has been known for
many years that a remarkable teacher had come to the West in
the person of a man reputed to have gained access to sources
of knowledge denied to any previous western explorer.' He went
on:

Gurdjieff has passed his eighty-third birthday...
He was born in the Caucasus, of an old Greek
family which migrated more than a hundred years
ago from one of the ancient Greek colonies of
Asia Minor. From his early childhood he had
opportunities of meeting with a series of
remarkable men, from contact with whom he
acquired the conviction that something of vital
importance was missing from the views about
man and the world current in the European
science and literature he had been set to study.

In fact, Gurdjieff was nowhere near the age of eighty-three when
he died. His passport gave the date of his birth as 28 December
1877; if this is accurate, then he died shortly before his seventy-
second birthday. In The Occult, I have accepted what seems to
me the likelier date of 1873. The date makes a slight difference
as far as Gurdjieff's nationality is concerned; if he was born in
1873, then he was a Turkish citizen; if in December 1877, then
he was a Russian, since his place of birth, Gumru, fell to the



Russians during the Russo-Turkish war of 1877; it was renamed
Alexandropol, after the Tsar's father.

Gurdjieff's father was Greek; his mother Armenian. Around 1878,
the family moved to the nearby town of Kars; this had been taken
by the Russians in 1877, and many of the Turkish inhabitants
had been massacred. When Kars became part of Russia,
thousands of Turks moved out and thousands of Russians
moved in. It is important to realize that Gurdjieff was born into an
ethnic melting pot; that is, into the reverse of a secure and
settled culture. Conditions like these can create a sense of
rootlessness and insecurity; they can also stimulate the will to
survive. Gurdjieff was a born survivor.

His father was a carpenter by profession, a 'bard' or professional
story-teller by choice. From the beginning Gurdjieff had a deep
sense of kinship with the past. His father recited parts of the Epic
of Gilgamesh. One day, Gurdjieff read in a magazine that
archaeologists had discovered ancient tablets of the Epic in
Babylonia, and he speaks of experiencing 'such an inner
excitement that it was as if my future destiny depended on all
this.' He was impressed that the verses of the epic, as printed in
the magazine, were almost identical to those his father had
recited; yet they had been passed on by word of mouth for
thousands of years. What matters here is the unstated
implication: that in that case, other kinds of ancient knowledge
may have also survived in the same way.

Like most children, Gurdjieff was fascinated by the world of the
'occult' and paranormal; but, unlike most children, he also had a
certain amount of direct experience in this field. At the house of
his tutor, Father Bogachevsky, Gurdjieff watched a 'table rapping'
session, in which the table tapped out answers to questions with
one of its legs. Gurdjieff was still grief-stricken about the death of
a favourite sister, and spent the whole of that night awake,
puzzling about the problem of life after death. When Gurdjieff
asked his first teacher, Father Borsch, about such matters,
Borsch asserted that it was all nonsense; as a result, Gurdjieff



found himself doubting the word of a man whom he had
previously regarded as the incarnation of wisdom. He borrowed
books on the subject, but found no satisfactory answer.

He was also intrigued when a half-witted fortune teller told his
aunt that he would have a bad sore on his right side, and would
have an accident with a firearm. In fact, the sore had been
troubling him for some time, but he had told no one about it. A
week later, when he was out duck shooting, Gurdjieff was shot
in the leg. As a result, Gurdjieff himself consulted the fortune
teller, who sat between two lighted candles and stared for a long
time at his thumb nail — in which he saw 'pictures'. These
prophecies were also fulfilled, although Gurdjieff does not tell us
what they were.

In 1888, Gurdjieff heard the sound of a child screaming; he found
that a group of children had drawn a circle around a Yezidi boy
(the Yezidis were a religious sect, generally regarded as devil
worshippers), and the boy was unable to break his way out of it.
As soon as Gurdjieff rubbed out a part of the circle, the child was
able to escape. Gurdjieff was fascinated; he went from person to
person, asking what the phenomenon could mean. One man told
him the children had been playing a joke on him, another that it
was simply a form of hysteria. In later years, Gurdjieff tried the
experiment with a Yezidi woman; when a circle was drawn round
her, she could not move outside it, and it took Gurdjieff and
another strong man to drag her out. Gurdjieff also confirmed that
when a Yezidi is dragged out of a circle, he falls into a state of
catalepsy, which disappears if he is placed inside again.
Otherwise, says Gurdjieff, it vanishes after thirteen or twenty-one
hours.

One morning, Gurdjieff saw a group of women talking excitedly,
and learned from them that a young man who had been buried
the day before — under a light covering of earth, according to the
Tartar custom — had tried to walk home in the night. Someone
had seen him and raised the alarm; neighbours had cut the
throat of the corpse and carried it back to the cemetery. (Stories



of vampires are current in this part of the world.) Again, Gurdjieff
questioned everyone he knew about what it could mean.

Accompanying a group of pilgrims from Alexandropol, to the
tomb of a saint on Mount Djadjur, Gurdjieff saw a paralytic crawl
on to the tomb of the saint, and then walk away cured. He was
equally fascinated when, during a long drought, a priest from
Antioch brought a miracle-working icon, and prayed for rain. As
the procession was marching back to the town, clouds gathered,
and the rain poured down.

In the house next to Gurdjieff, a young married woman was dying
of 'galloping consumption'. One morning, just after a doctor had
been telling Gurdjieff that the woman would soon be dead, her
mother-in-law came to ask permission to gather rose hips in the
garden. The Virgin had appeared to her in a dream and told her
to boil rose hips in milk and give them to the dying woman. The
doctor laughed. But the next morning, Gurdjieff met the 'dying'
woman coming out of church; a week later, she was completely
cured. The doctor explained that all this was purely a matter of
chance.

It looks as if, on the whole, Gurdjieff encountered rather more
than his fair share of such odd events as a child and teenager —
as if fate intended to steer his highly active intelligence in a
definite direction. His family wanted him to become a priest. His
first 'tutor', Father Borsch, Dean of the Kars Military School (and,
in effect, 'bishop' of the whole region), insisted that priests should
also have a certain medical knowledge, since they may be
wasting their time trying to cure the soul if the illness lies in the
body. Gurdjieff himself had a natural inclination for handicrafts —
he enjoyed tinkering with things, taking them to pieces and
mending them, repairing household articles that had been
broken. He used to earn himself pocket money by travelling to
Alexandropol and undertaking various repairs. (He went there
from shame; he wanted no one in Kars to realize how poor they
were.) So his time was divided between theology, medicine, and
crafts like shoe repairing or clock mending.



Dean Borsch seems to have laid the foundation of Gurdjieff's life-
work with remarks about the general 'laws' of human nature. He
pointed out, for example, that many adults fail to grow up
because they lack the 'corresponding type of the opposite sex'
for their completion. If a person fails to find his or her own type,
he is likely to end up with a second-best, who prevents his
individuality from maturing. As a result, said the Dean, it is
absolutely essential for each person to have beside him the
person of the corresponding type of the opposite sex if he is to
realize his possibilities. The comment sounds as if it might have
been derived from Plato or Goethe, but the Dean attributed it to
'our remote ancestors' — so that, again, it sounded like a piece
of ancient wisdom that had been transmitted by word of mouth.

In his early teens — Gurdjieff is never specific about dates — he
took a job as a stoker in the railway station at Tiflis. He also
formed his first important friendship with someone his own age:
a theological student named Sarkis Pogossian, son of a Turkish
dyer. According to Gurdjieff, he travelled to Echmiadzin, the
Armenian equivalent of Mecca, hoping to find an answer to those
questions about the supernatural that were tormenting him. He
carried with him a parcel for the young novice, who invited him
to share his room.

At this time, Gurdjieff's own orientation was basically religious; he
describes visiting all the places of pilgrimage and praying at
shrines. (It is important to realize that, under different
circumstances, Gurdjieff might have ended as an archimandrite
of the Greek orthodox church — or as a highly unorthodox
religious teacher like Rasputin.) Later, Pogossian — now on the
verge of becoming a priest — came to stay with Gurdjieff in Tiflis.
The thought of the priesthood depressed Pogossian, and when
Gurdjieff suggested that he should take a job at the station, he
immediately agreed — becoming a locksmith. At this point,
Gurdjieff spent several months helping to survey the route of a
proposed railway between Tiflis and Kars. He supplemented his
income by approaching the leading men in towns or villages
through which the railway was scheduled to pass, and offering to



'fix' a halting place there. Most of them paid the bribes.

Back in Tiflis, he had enough money to give up his job on the
railway and spend his days reading. In long discussions, he and
Pogossian had reached the conclusion that there was some
'hidden knowledge' that had come down from ancient times.
They had bought piles of old Armenian texts from a local
bookseller; now they moved to the ruins of the ancient Armenian
capital, Ani, built a hut there, and spent their days in study and
discussion.

It must be emphasized that Gurdjieff owed his freedom to take
such decisions to the unsettled character of life in that region
after the Russo-Turkish war. If he and Pogossian had been born
in St Petersburg or Constantinople, they would have found it
difficult to avoid being ingested by the 'system' and taking up a
respectable profession. In the Asiatic equivalent of the American
wild west, nobody cared too much if they ignored their families'
plans and pursued strange ideas of their own.

So Gurdjieff and Pogossian were able to spend their days
talking, and poking around in the ruins of the ancient city. One
day, exploring an underground passage, they uncovered a monk
s cell, with some decaying parchments written in ancient
Armenian. They returned to Alexandropol to decipher these
manuscripts. They turned out to be letters to a certain Father
Arem. And one of them referred to certain 'mysteries'; the
postscript spoke of a 'Sarmoung Brotherhood' which used to
exist at the town of Siranoush; they recognized the name as that
of an esoteric brotherhood that, according to one of their books,
dated back as far as 2500 B.C. They decided that the
parchments dated back to the seventh century A.D., that a city
called Nivssi referred to in the parchment was present day
Mosul, and that the descendants of the Sarmoung Brotherhood
were the present day Aïsors. The manuscript stated that the
secret school had moved to a valley three days journey from
Nivssi. This was not too far away — a few hundred miles due
south — and Gurdjieff and Pogossian decided it might be worth



seeing whether any traces of the ancient school still existed. All
they needed was finance for the expedition, and this was
provided by a local committee of Armenian patriots, who had
decided to send an expedition to a place called Moush.
Pogossian persuaded them to appoint himself and Gurdjieff their
representatives; and so Gurdjieff set off on his first journey in
search of 'secret knowledge'.

Unfortunately, Gurdjieff preferred not to be specific about what
he learned. He tells us (in Meetings With Remarkable Men) that
he and Pogossian went south, disguising themselves for much
of the journey as Caucasian Tartars. (They heard rumours that
Englishmen had been flayed alive by Aïsors for trying to copy
inscriptions.) At one point, Pogossian was bitten by a poisonous
spider; Gurdjieff cut out the poison with a knife but the wound
festered. An Armenian priest, to whom they had to deliver a
letter, put them up in his house for a month. He told Gurdjieff a
story about an old map he possessed — a Russian prince had
offered to buy it for £500, and had finally paid £200 in order to be
allowed to copy it. Gurdjieff asked to see the map, and was
immensely excited to find that it was an ancient map of Egypt.
When the priest was out, he and Pogossian managed to get hold
of the map and copied it — Gurdjieff admits that it was immoral,
but felt it was necessary. Later, at Smyrna, Gurdjieff and
Pogossian got involved in a brawl between two groups of sailors,
and both received minor injuries. The next day, at the harbour,
they were recognized by the grateful sailors, who proved to be
English. When they learned that Gurdjieff and Pogossian wanted
to get to Alexandria, two of them went off to try and arrange it.
The consequence was that Gurdjieff and Pogossian sailed on an
English warship to Egypt, Gurdjieff polishing the brass while
Pogossian worked in the engine room. Pogossian decided to go
on to Liverpool with the ship, where he became an engineer;
Gurdjieff went to Egypt, then on to Jerusalem, where he became
a professional guide to Russian tourists. But we are not told
whether he and Pogossian found their Sarmoung Brotherhood,
or whether Gurdjieff made important discoveries by means of his
map of 'pre-sand Egypt'. But he does tell of a curious



coincidence. Sitting at the foot of one of the pyramids — this was
his second visit to Egypt — looking at his copy of the map, he
looked up to observe a grey-haired man standing over him; the
man asked, in great excitement, where Gurdjieff had obtained
the map. He turned out to be the prince who had paid the
Armenian priest £200 to copy it; his name was Prince Yuri
Lubovedsky. He and Gurdjieff became close friends.

Bennett believes that Gurdjieff eventually found his Sarmoung
Brotherhood — or its modern descendants. Bennett himself
tracked down the 'valley three days' ride from Nivssi', and
concluded it was a place called Sheik Adi, chief sanctuary of the
Yezidis. Gurdjieff also mentions that the Brotherhood had a
centre in the 'Olman' monastery in the northern Himalayas,
where, he says, he spent three months. And it seems possible
that it was there that Gurdjieff eventually discovered the secrets
that he would one day pass on to his pupils.

In case the reader is, by this time, beginning to entertain the
impression that Gurdjieff may have been a great leg-puller, and
that he invented the amazing story of his 'search for truth', let me
cite an anecdote that demonstrates his possession of esoteric
knowledge. In Meetings With Remarkable Men, he tells the story
of his acquaintance with a talented Russian girl, Vitvitskaia. She
told Gurdjieff how she had always been fascinated by the effect
of music, believing that it produces its impressions by means of
vibrations, which somehow act upon the biological vibrations of
our bodies. In an Afghan monastery she learned how to produce
certain effects on an audience by playing definite notes on the
piano. Gurdjieff himself was able to confirm some of her theories
by telling how he had seen, among the Essenes, a plant made
to grow from its seed in half an hour by means of ancient Hebrew
music.

In his Boyhood With Gurdjieff, Fritz Peters tells how a Russian
family came to the Prieuré. Gurdjieff told his followers that he
could see that their daughter was susceptible to definite musical
chords, and that if a certain chord was played, she would fall into



a trance. The unsuspecting girl came into the room; Gurdjieff
asked his pianist, Hartmann, to play the piano. As he played the
stated chord, the girl fainted, and it took a long time to revive her.
Gurdjieff persuaded her to repeat the demonstration several
times; on each occasion, Peters noticed her bewilderment and
hysteria on waking up, and was convinced that there was no
possibility of collusion.

This, then, was the kind of knowledge Gurdjieff was seeking —
a knowledge that would bring power over people. But he was not
interested in the power for its own sake. He wanted to know why
a Yezidi boy could be confined within a 'magic circle', why a
certain chord could send a girl into a trance. Vitvitskaia revealed
part of the answer when she told Gurdjieff about the secrets she
had learned from the 'Mono-psyche Brethren'. 'It cannot be
denied that when the people present corresponded absolutely to
the mentioned conditions, I could call forth at will in all of them
laughter, tears, malice, kindness, and so on . . .' That is, their
emotions could be triggered, as if they were machines. This was
perhaps the most important single conviction that Gurdjieff
gained from his study of esoteric religions: that man is almost
entirely mechanical. He believes that he 'lives' because he
laughs, cries, gets angry, feels sorrow. In fact, says Gurdjieff,
such reactions are little more than computerized responses to
certain definite stimuli, mere reflexes. This is the meaning of the
title of one of Bennett's books about Gurdjieff: Is There Life on
Earth? The answer is: very little. Most of what we call life is
mechanical response.

But can we achieve a degree of freedom from our mechanisms?
When people asked Gurdjieff that question, he told them that
they had just taken the most important step towards developing
free will.

Vitvitskaia's discovery about music clearly reveals that the
'machine' is controlled by vibrations — in this case, musical
vibrations. And this insight was confirmed when Gurdjieff spent
some time in a 'Sarmoung' monastery in Turkestan. He and his



friend Soloviev were taken there blindfold, and had to swear that
they would never reveal its whereabouts, even if they could
guess it. There Gurdjieff again saw Prince Lubovedsky — for the
last time. Lubovedsky took him to the Women's Court in the
monastery, to witness the sacred dances. There he saw a
number of peculiar 'apparatuses', whose purpose was to teach
the priestesses the basic postures of the sacred dances. Each
apparatus, says Gurdjieff, consisted of a column standing on a
tripod. From this column, in different places, there projected
seven 'branches' or arms. Each arm, in turn, was divided in
seven parts, the individual parts connected together by ball-and-
socket joints, like a man's shoulder joint. There was also a
cupboard full of plates, each one containing a mysterious
inscription. These inscriptions were instructions for altering the
position of the 'arms'. The positions were the basic alphabet of
various postures and movements of the sacred dances. Gurdjieff
says that when he saw these dances, 'I was astounded, not by
the sense and meaning contained in their dances, which I did not
as yet understand, but by the external precision and exactitude
with which they performed them.' These dances were obviously
the basis of the movements he taught his pupils. (Having seen
them performed by Bennett's pupils at Sherborne House in
Gloucestershire, I can confirm that their precision and exactitude
rivet the attention, producing a strange aesthetic effect.)

But the point to note here is the number of the arms and their
segments — seven times seven. As we shall see, the technical
aspect of Gurdjieff's teaching depends on the notion of 'octaves'
(i.e. the seven notes of the scale, completed by a return to the
first note.) He asserts that the universe consists of seven levels
of creation, which are also seven levels of vibration. (This notion
of vibrations is central to Gurdjieff's thinking.) Man is subject to
the 'law of seven'. Man also has seven 'minds', or centres, of
which the intellectual mind is the lowest — or at least, the
clumsiest. (There is also a moving centre — governing the body
— an emotional centre, a sex centre, an instinctive centre, and
also a higher emotional and higher thinking centre.) He is also
subject to another law, the law of three, which asserts that all



action is the result of three forces (and not, as science declares,
of two.) The first two forces, positive and negative, merely
counterbalance one another; they require a kind of kick from a
third force. It seems plain that the tripod at the base of the
column was intended to symbolize this law of three.

In short, it looks as if Gurdjieff derived most of his important
basic principles from the Sarmoung monasteries in which he was
accepted as a pupil. We may say that his quest began in the
underground monk's cell in the ruined city of Ani, and ended in
the Sarmoung monastery in the Himalayas. Gurdjieff's account
of his search is fragmentary, and sometimes confused. He states
that he was one of a group who called themselves 'Seekers After
Truth', headed by Prince Lubovedsky; but the part played by
these other 'seekers' in Meetings With Remarkable Men seems
to be minimal. But perhaps his most important pronouncement
is one that occurs in his first book Herald of Coming Good, where
he states that after spending some time in a Sufi monastery in
central Asia, he came to the conclusion that the answers to his
questions 'can be found... in the sphere of man's unconscious
mentation' — meaning his unconscious mind. That is to say, the
real answers are already there, inside us, and can only be
discovered by minute self-observation, and by reasoning about
and analysing what we observe.

So for practical purposes, we may ignore the remainder of
Gurdjieff's 'search', which took him to various places in Asia.
Meetings With Remarkable Men gives us a clear picture of these
early days, but it should be read with caution. One whole section,
describing how the 'Seekers of Truth' went in search of a lost city
in the Gobi desert (taking twenty-foot stilts with them so they
could walk above the sand storms) seems to be pure fiction —
Bennett thinks it is probably an allegory of people who search for
truth 'out there' instead of 'in here'. There is no knowing how
much of the book is invention. Its chief value lies in the fact that
it is the most accessible and readable of Gurdjieff's four books,
and that it gives us an excellent picture of Gurdjieff as a real
human being. He is never averse to describing the various



dubious ways in which he made money — like catching
sparrows, dyeing them different colours, and selling them as
'American canaries'.

And his stories of his various companions — even of his dog
—show him to have been a generous and warm-hearted man, a
view confirmed by all who knew him well. But it seems unlikely
that we shall ever know precisely what Gurdjieff did between
1891, when he set out on his adventures (either at the age of
fourteen or nineteen, depending which date of birth we accept)
until about 1910, when he first appears in Moscow and St
Petersburg as a teacher of self-knowledge. It seems fairly certain
there was an intervening period when Gurdjieff became a
professional hypnotist and wonderworker — what his critics
would doubtless describe as a charlatan. In the Ekim Bey
chapter of Meetings With Remarkable Men, he describes how he
and Ekim Bey (the man who taught him about hypnotism) earned
some badly-needed money in Tashkent by hiring a hall and
putting on a 'magical' show of hypnotism and other phenomena.
An extraordinary photograph in Bennett's Gurdjieff: Making a
New World shows a young Gurdjieff (with hair) 'as Professional
Hypnotist', standing against some kind of a stage backdrop and
looking like the villain in a Victorian pantomime. Bennett
surmises that Gurdjieff's 'professional' period lasted from about
1907 until 1910.

But the most important event of these early years occurred
around 1904, near a town on the edge of the Gobi desert; it is
described in his last book Life is Real Only Then, When 'I Am'.
Gurdjieff's health had been breaking down for some time — in
fact, since the year 1896, when he had been hit by a stray bullet
on the island of Crete, then decided to walk back to Russia. In
1902, a second 'stray bullet' brought him close to death; he was
unconscious for three months at a place on the edge of the Gobi
desert, near Yangihissar. Two years later, he made the mistake
of getting between the Tsar's soldiers and a group of
revolutionaries; a third stray bullet again came close to ending
his life. By an odd coincidence, he again found himself



convalescing in the same place on the edge of the Gobi desert.

One evening, when he was physically recovered, Gurdjieff lay in
the moonlight, thinking over the past few years. His reflections
plunged him into gloom; in fact, his own shortcomings struck him
as so appalling that he experienced a sense of total
worthlessness. The negative current of his thought was so
powerful that he was unable to shake himself free; he felt he was
about to lose consciousness when the movement of the camels
distracted him and enabled him to throw off this 'dark night of the
soul'. Lying next to a spring, he began a process of self-
examination. It seemed that the various 'powers' he had acquired
in the past few years had been used for the gratification of his
worst impulses, self-love, vanity, pride, sexual lust. According to
Gurdjieff, his powers 'had been brought to such a level that by
only a few hours of self-preparation I could from a distance of ten
miles kill a yak; or, in twenty-four hours, could accumulate life
forces of such compactness that I could in five minutes put to
sleep an elephant.' Yet in spite of these semi-magical powers, he
still felt himself to be little better than a machine. He was still
unable to maintain a state of self-remembering (intense self-
awareness) for more than a few seconds.

What could he do to increase his self-awareness, to galvanize
his inner being with a sense of urgency? The saints of old tried
sleeping on beds of nails and wearing hair shirts; Gurdjieff had
also tried such 'mechanical' disciplines, and found them
insufficient. The only way, he decided, was to make some
enormous sacrifice. (An inveterate smoker might, for example,
give up tobacco, so that the misery of his deprivation would
continually serve as a kind of 'alarm clock'.) What could he
sacrifice? 'Thinking and thinking, I came to the conclusion that if
I should intentionally stop utilizing the exceptional power in my
possession . . . then there must be forced out of me such a
reminding source.' In short, he would sacrifice his powers of 
hypnotism and telepathy.

'As soon as I realized the sense of this idea, I was as if



reincarnated; I got up and began to run around the spring... like
a young calf.'

Gurdjieff thereupon took an oath never again to use his powers
merely for self-gratification — only for 'scientific' purposes.

It was at this point that he ceased to be a mere 'magician' — like
his contemporary Aleister Crowley — and became primarily a
teacher. It was the beginning of a new era in his life.



Three
Moscow and St Petersburg

IN THE year 1909, Gurdjieff decided that it was time to embark
on his new career as a teacher. The reason, he explains in his
first book, Herald of Coming Good, was that 'there was, among
men, a widely prevalent... psychosis', known as occultism or
spiritualism. He was, at this period, in Tashkent (now in Soviet
Central Asia). There, as in Moscow and St Petersburg, there was
a feverish interest in all forms of occultism and mysticism, in the
doctrines of Madame Blavatsky and Rudolf Steiner, in seances
and table-rapping and spirit-healing. And no doubt Gurdjieff
reflected that he knew more about 'hidden knowledge' than all
the fashionable occultists and mystics put together.

At all events, he began to frequent spiritualist and theosophical
circles. He says:

The ensuing circumstances of my life were so
favourable to me that, within six months, I
succeeded not only in coming into contact with a
great number of these people, but even in being
accepted as a well-known 'expert' and guide in
evoking so-called 'phenomena of the beyond' in
a very large circle.

In a short time, he says, he was regarded as a great maestro of
all supernatural knowledge. He speaks frankly of his 'skill in
producing tricks', so it seems likely that not all the 'psychic
manifestations' he obtained were genuine. His aim, at this point,
was to form a circle of disciples who were genuinely in search of
power over themselves — not the kind of hysterical enthusiasts
who were at that time following Rasputin in St Petersburg. His
aim, he explains, was to be able to 'put into the lives of people
what I had already learned.' That is to say, he wanted to put his
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Foreword

A FEW  hours before setting out for America in 1987, I casually
picked up A New Model of the Universe, which happened to be
lying by the bed because I had been duplicating the chapter on
Time for a friend. I began to read ‘Experimental Mysticism’, and
realized suddenly that this was the single most important chapter
in all Ouspensky’s work, and that what he was saying fitted
closely with my own conclusions on the ‘relationality’ of
consciousness, as outlined in the final chapter of my Beyond the
Occult, which I had just finished. Oddly enough, I had read
‘Experimental Mysticism’ before — the chapter was heavily
marked in pencil — yet, until that day, had never grasped its full
significance. I duplicated it, took it with me to America, and used
it as the basis of a number of lectures from New York to Los
Angeles. On my return home I hastened to add sections on
Ouspensky and ‘Experimental Mysticism’ to Beyond the Occult.

All this led me back to Tertium Organum, and to the recognition
that even if he had never met Gurdjieff, Ouspensky would have
been one of the most interesting thinkers of the twentieth

century. This had, in fact, been the thesis of a book called
Ouspensky: The Unsung Genius by J.H. Reyner. I had felt, at the
time, that Reyner was pitching Ouspensky’s claims too high; now
I found myself feeling that, if anything, he had pitched them too
low. Hence my own attempt in this book to stake Ouspensky’s
claim as an individual thinker and man of genius.
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One
The Dreamer

IN THE last years of his life, Ouspensky struck acquaintances as
a sad and disappointed man; he drank too much, and spent a
great deal of time brooding nostalgically about the good old days
in Tsarist Russia. It was not entirely Slavic melancholy. He told
J.G. Bennett in a letter that nothing could be found by intellectual
processes, and that ‘there is only one hope: that we should find
the way to work with the higher emotional centre’. To this he
added the sad comment: ‘And we do not know how this is to be
done.’

The disappointment may also have been due to a sense of
creative unfulfilment. At the age of 20, he had made his
reputation with a book called The Fourth Dimension. By the time
he reached his mid-thirties — in 1913 — Ouspensky was one of
the most promising young intellectuals in Russia, a fine novelist
and writer of short stories, and the author of a brilliant and
profound volume of philosophy called Tertium Organum. In fact
when it was published in America after the First World War, it
made him famous. His third book, A New Model Of The
Universe, was even finer, and guarantees him a place as one of
the most important thinkers of the twentieth century. Ouspensky
should have gone on to have become as well-known in the West
as contemporaries like Berdyaev, Merejkovsky and Bunin.
Instead, he descended into a self-chosen obscurity, preferring to
regard himself as a teacher of ‘the Work’, the ‘System’ of his
great contemporary George Ivanovich Gurdjieff. The latter
achieved a considerable degree of celebrity in America during
the 1930s. And Ouspensky, as far as he was known at all, was
regarded simply as Gurdjieff’s chief disciple — although, in fact,
they had gone their separate ways soon after the First World
War, and Ouspensky even forbade his pupils to mention
Gurdjieff’s name.



Ouspensky must have known that he was one of the most
remarkable minds of the century — that he was no more a
‘disciple’ of Gurdjieff than, say, Coleridge was a disciple of
Wordsworth, or Pushkin of Byron. No doubt he would have
dismissed the whole question as an absurdity — fame, after all,
is little more than a delusion — yet there is something in all of us
that wishes to leave behind a name for posterity. And Ouspensky
virtually renounced his own name and fame to become an
anonymous teacher. Even those who revered him regarded him
as a mouthpiece of Gurdjieff’’s ideas.

When he returned to England from New York in 1947, his former
pupil Kenneth Walker was shocked by the change in him: ‘ . . .
he appeared to me to be a man who had lost all of his former
enthusiasm and drive.’ What was even more shocking was that
Ouspensky had apparently lost faith in the System to which he
had devoted his whole life. ‘There is no System,’ he replied in
answer to a question. And so the sick man dragged himself on
without faith for another nine months. His disciple Rodney Collin
wrote: ‘In Ouspensky’s last months one saw how he accepted
being old, sick, ugly, helpless, in pain, misunderstood . . .’  And
when, after a final talk to a small group of disciples, he died at
dawn on 2 October, 1947, at the age of 69, Rodney Collin locked
himself in Ouspensky’s room for a week without food.

What had gone wrong? In fact, had anything gone wrong, or had
Ouspensky brought his life’s work to a kind of genuine fulfilment?
To answer that question, we must go back to the beginning . . .

Pyotr Demianovich Ouspensky was born in Moscow on 5 March,
1878, the son of an officer in the Survey Service and a talented
artist. Since in Russia one was either a peasant or a gentleman,
Ouspensky was emphatically a gentleman. As his maternal
grandparents were also members of the ’intelligentsia,’ he grew
up among writers, artists and thinkers.

In a more stable society, he would undoubtedly have gone on to
become one of the most important philosophers of his time and



ended as a ‘grand old man’ whose name would have ranked with
contemporaries like Bertrand Russell, Bernard Shaw and
Thomas Mann.

Unfortunately, Holy Russia was one of the most unstable
societies in the world. At the time of Ouspensky’s birth, liberals
were clamouring for a constitution. Organizations with titles like
‘Land and Liberty’ and ‘The Will of the People’ talked openly
about revolution, and were persecuted by the police. Just after
Ouspensky’s third birthday, Tsar Alexander II was blown up by
a bomb made of nitro-glycerine enclosed in glass. His successor,
Alexander III, made a bizarre and heroic attempt to prevent
Russia from advancing into the twentieth century by inaugurating
a regime of repression, but died of exhaustion after a mere 13
years’ rule. His successor, Nicholas II, ‘the last of the Tsars’, did
his best to give the liberals the constitution they wanted, but it
was too late: Russia was already living in the shadow of the
immense tragedy that would engulf Europe and wipe out the
Tsar’s own family. In 1918, the year the Tsar and Tsarina were
murdered at Ekaterinburg, Ouspensky set out on the journey that
would take him into exile. The years of security were over and,
at the age of 39, he had to start all over again.

Under the circumstances, it is not surprising that the young
Ouspensky came to share the ‘spirit of the age,’ and became
imbued with a feverish romanticism; before he was seven, he
was reading Turgenev’s Sportsman’s Sketches and Lermontov’s
Hero of Our Time, the latter a Byronic work by a poet who was
killed in a duel at the age of 26. Both had been regarded as
revolutionary works at the time of their publication and had
earned their authors a period in prison.

Ouspensky’s later description of memories of childhood — some
dating from the age of two — indicate that, like the young Proust,
he experienced life with an almost hallucinatory intensity. He
spoke of the river near a town called Zvenigorod, with its smell
of tar, its old monastery, and its hills covered with forests, and
recalled the illuminations at the coronation of Tsar Alexander III,



when he was three. Yet he also experienced a curious sense of
the fundamental unreality of this world around him. He later told
his pupils how, at the age of six, he had visited a place near
Moscow (perhaps Zvenigorod) and thought that it was not as he
remembered it from four years earlier. Then he realized that he
had not been there before, and that his ‘memory’ of it must have
been a dream.

He also told Kenneth Walker about the occasion when his
mother took him to his first school. In a long corridor, when his
mother admitted she was lost, Ouspensky told her that there was
a passage further down, and that at the end of it there were two
steps, and a window through which they would see the
headmaster’s garden, with lilies growing in it. The door of the
headmaster’s study was nearby. He proved to be correct,
although he had never been in the building before. This sense of
the mystery and ambiguity of time continued to haunt his
childhood; between the ages of six and eleven, he kept having
experiences of déjà vu — ‘I have been here before.’ He and his
young sister — to whom he was very close — shared an ability
to foretell the immediate future: they would sit at the nursery
window and predict — accurately — what would happen in the
street. They never spoke to the adults about this, convinced that
they wouldn’t understand anyway.

Nevertheless, Ouspensky was fortunate in his parents. Through
his mother he came to love poetry and the visual arts. But his
father was also a keen amateur mathematician, who was
fascinated by the then-fashionable subject of the fourth
dimension, and by the age of 12, Ouspensky was as interested
in science as in literature and art. The Latin master who caught
him reading a physics textbook in class confiscated it, and his
fellow pupils murmured mockingly that Ouspensky read physics.
From the autobiographical novel The Strange Life of Ivan Osokin
— started when he was in his mid-twenties — we gather that he
had a particular dislike of this master, a German, and that he was
generally a rebellious pupil.



Osokin is, in fact, our main source of information about
Ouspensky’s childhood and teens. It is a novel about ‘Eternal
Recurrence,’ in which the hero, on the verge of committing
suicide because he has lost the girl he loves, goes to see a
magician, who offers to allow him to live the past few years over
again. But it makes no difference; he makes all the same
mistakes, loses the girl again, and once more goes to see the
magician, to ask to be allowed to live his life over again . . .

How can we be sure that Osokin is autobiographical? Because
Ouspensky admitted that the girl, Zinaida, was a real person, and
we know that certain other events in the novel also happened to
him — for example, that he was expelled from school for a silly
practical joke, that his mother died within two years of his
expulsion, and that he went to Paris. His portrait of the rebellious
young Osokin is also close to what Ouspensky tells us about
himself elsewhere. Like Osokin, Ouspensky was a boarder at the
Second Moscow Gymnasium; like Osokin, he found the place
stifling and squalid. ‘I often want to smash my head against the
wall from sheer boredom.’ His neglect of his studies led the
headmaster to order him to stay behind after school one day.
Osokin finds that the caretaker has forgotten to lock him in. He
walks along the corridor, adorns a bust of Julius Caesar with a
pair of blue spectacles, and writes on the wall underneath it
‘Welcome your Excellency’ — his Excellency being a school
inspector who was expected later in the day. The next day he is
expelled. 

Ouspensky’s own expulsion — at the age of 16 — seems to
have done him no harm. He enrolled as a ‘free listener’ at
Moscow University, and completed his education by reading. He
was an excellent linguist, who had already learned English
(although he never learned to speak it without a strong Russian
accent), and in the 18 months after leaving school learned Italian
well enough to read Dante. But a deep distaste for Latin and
Greek prevented him from going on to take a degree. In the year
he left school he discovered Nietzsche, and was deeply struck by
his concept of Eternal Recurrence. This, Ouspensky concluded,



was what he had experienced in childhood — the moods of ‘I
have been here before.’

A year later, his mother died. Perhaps to recover from the shock,
Ouspensky began to travel — to Paris and to remote parts of
Russia. In Osokin, he describes a visit to an uncle who lives on
his country estate, and a love affair with his uncle’s ward
Tanechka (a diminutive of Tania). The girl is two years Osokin’s
senior. They flirt, kiss and go for long walks in the woods. He is
covered with embarrassment when she calls him and he finds
her standing naked in a stream. After that she spends the night
in his room — it seems clear that she is the one who does the
seducing. Osokin’s uncle finds out and sends him back to
Moscow to become a student at the military academy. As far as
we know, Ouspensky was never at a military academy — but
information about his early years is so sparse that he may well
have been. What we do know is that he attended parties, drank
too much vodka and was known to every policeman in Moscow
because, far from being quarrelsome when drunk, he tried to act
as peacemaker. ‘One night’, he told Carl Bechhofer Roberts, ‘I
remember I got home with the left sleeve of my overcoat missing.
How I lost it, and where, I have never discovered.’ Apart from
such glimpses, we have virtually no idea of what Ouspensky did
during the 10 years between his expulsion from school and 1905,
when his affair with Zinaida came to an end and he tried to
exorcise his misery by writing Ivan Osokin (originally entitled ‘The
Wheel of Fortune’) as a kind of film outline.

This was also the year of the abortive revolution, when troops
fired upon peaceable crowds who had marched to the Winter
Palace to present a petition to the Tsar. In the past 20 years,
Russia had become increasingly ungovernable, and the new
Tsar, Nicholas II, was a vacillator who changed his mind every
day or so. He could not decide whether to establish a military
dictatorship or to give the liberals the constitution they wanted.
Finally, he gave a constitution with one hand and took it back
with the other: that is, he allowed the people to elect a parliament
(called the Duma), but still kept his own government, which held



all the real power. He was determined to remain an absolute
ruler, but lacked all the necessary qualities. He was a weakling
and a dreamer, who preferred to spend his days in his summer
palace with his family rather than getting on with the business of
running the country and trying to avert the revolution prophesied
by the anarchists and Marxists.

Ouspensky’s beloved younger sister (we do not even have a
record of her name) was also a dreamer and, like so many
idealistic students, she joined the revolutionary movement. She
was among those arrested in 1905 and thrown into prison. Her
arrest must have been a tragedy for Ouspensky, who would have
recalled clearly the fate of another idealistic student, Marie
Vietroff, who had been confined in the Peter and Paul fortress in
1896 because a forbidden book had been found in her room, and
who had committed suicide by burning herself to death after
months of ill treatment, including rape. When, in 1908,
Ouspensky’s sister died in prison, it must have confirmed his
feeling that life is basically futile and tragic.

The truth is that Ouspensky, like the Tsar, was basically an
ineffectual dreamer and a weakling. This is something that his
later disciples would have found hard to imagine, for they knew
him as a hard, stern man who was impatient of all talk of
mysticism, and whose squarely-built figure seemed to reflect his
pragmatic disposition. But we only have to consider the facts to
see that this is not a true picture. After being expelled from
school — which he hated with the ardour of a romantic who
regards boredom as an affront to his dignity — he failed to keep
his promise to take a degree and spent his legacy wandering
ineffectually from place to place, vaguely seeking for something
he could not define. He later claimed that he was ‘never such a
fool’ as Osokin, but this is hard to believe. In fact, what Osokin
reveals is a dangerously romantic young man who is immensely
susceptible to women — Tanechka, Anna, Loulou, Valerie,
Zinaida — and who seems to believe that if only he could find the
right one all his problems would disappear . . . 



Most young Russians in Ouspensky’s position would have found
a job in the civil service — which required very little effort — and
devoted themselves to the struggle for achievement in other
spheres. Ouspensky merely seems to have wasted his legacy
(Osokin gambles it away), so that by 1905, when he was 27, he
had to start making a living by journalism. In A New Model of the
Universe, he offers us a glimpse of himself in 1906 or 1907,
sitting in the editorial office of the Moscow newspaper The
Morning, trying to read foreign newspapers in French, German,
English and Italian in order to write an article on the forthcoming
Hague Conference:

Phrases, phrases, sympathetic, critical, ironical,
blatant, pompous, lying, and, worst of all, utterly
automatic phrases . . . But what can I say? It is all
so tedious. Diplomats and all kinds of statesmen
will gather together and talk, papers will approve
or disapprove, sympathise or not sympathise.
Then everything will be as it was, or even worse.

And so he pushes aside the newspapers and opens a drawer of
his desk ‘crammed with books with titles like The Occult World,
Life after Death, Atlantis and Lemuria, Dogme et Rituel de la
Haute Magie, Le Temple de Satan and the like . . . I open one of
the books, feeling that my article will not be written today . . . ‘ 

This is fundamentally the nostalgic romanticism of the 1890s, of
Dowson and Verlaine drinking themselves to death on absinthe,
of W.B. Yeats daydreaming of fairyland because he detests the
real world. It is also the attitude of Goncharov’s Oblomov, unable
to arouse himself to get out of bed, and of Gogol’s landowner
Manilov, whose fantasies of fame and fortune ‘grew so lively that
eventually he could not even follow them himself’. Amusingly
enough, Ouspensky compares the Hague peacemakers to
Gogol’s Manilov — a classic example of the pot calling the kettle
black. 

Ouspensky goes on to meditate that he would like to print his



true thoughts about the Hague Conference, but knows that they
would only land him in jail. And even if they got into print, nobody
would read them. ‘What is the use of attempting to expose lies
when people like them and live by them? It is their own affair; but
I am tired of lying . . .’ And so he turns back to his books on
magic and Atlantis . . . All of which makes it very clear that even
in his late twenties, Ouspensky was still a rather ineffectual
romantic who blamed the world for his own shortcomings.

We know little of these years except that Ouspensky attended
meetings of the Theosophical Society and travelled widely as a
journalist. In his introduction to a translation of Ouspensky’s
Talks with a Devil, J.G. Bennett writes:

Little is known of this period of his life, and I can
report only the episodes I heard from him in the
course of conversations. He was a successful
journalist working on the leading Russian papers,
but more often as a free lance. He travelled in
Europe and the United States writing articles for
St Petersburg papers between 1908 and 1912.

(St Petersburg may here be a slip for Moscow.) 

It was in 1912 that Ouspensky achieved his ambition to go to
India with an open commission to write articles for three Russian
newspapers. He proceeded via London, and there made an
acquaintance who later proved to be extremely valuable — A.R.
Orage, a charismatic socialist who was the editor of one of the
most widely read magazines of the period, The New Age.
Promising Orage to send him some contributions, Ouspensky
then travelled on to Egypt, where he was deeply fascinated by
the Sphinx, then to India, where he met some of the outstanding
yogis of his time, including Aurobindo. He was not impressed by
any of them. He explained afterwards that he was looking for
‘real knowledge’ and had found only holy men who may have
achieved liberation for themselves but could not transmit their
methods to others. He also spent some time at Adhyar in



Madras, the headquarters of the Theosophical Society, of which
he had been a member since 1906. In later years he liked to tell
the story of the ‘caste system’ at Adhyar. On the ground floor
were all the hangers-on and undistinguished visitors. The second
floor was reserved for well-wishers who gave their money and
support to the society. The top floor, with a large open roof, was
the home of the esoteric group, the real initiates of Theosophy.
Ouspensky recalled with relish that he was at once admitted to
the esoteric group in spite of his no longer being a member of the
Theosophical Society and his open criticism of their founder,
Helena Blavatsky. He asserted that he found nothing at Adhyar
that made him wish to stay. According to J.G. Bennett:

He went on to Ceylon, which he found more
congenial, and he met several of the more
famous bhikkus, and satisfied himself that the old
techniques of Buddhism were still being used in
Ceylon. But once again he felt no urge to cut
himself off from the West and become a monk.
He wrote later that he was not interested in a way
that would isolate him from the Western world,
which held the key to the future of mankind. This
did not mean that he doubted the existence of
‘schools’, as he called them, in India and Ceylon,
but that these schools no longer had the
significance that they used to have in the past.
He also added that he found that most of these
schools relied upon religious and devotional
techniques that he was convinced were
insufficient for penetrating into the essential
reality for which he was seeking.

No doubt full records of this period of Ouspensky’s life exist in
the various newspapers he wrote for and will one day be
published by some diligent researcher. Yet, while they would
provide us with facts, they could hardly help us to a deeper
understanding than Ouspensky himself provides in Osokin and
the slightly later Talks with a Devil.



The latter consists of two stories, the first of which, ‘The
Inventor’, utilizes Ouspensky’s American experience. The
inventor is an American called Hugh B., who finds himself
working in a factory, at a job that bores him. One day, as he is
copying a design for a new machine, he realizes that it could be
improved by a simple change. The designer becomes indignant
at the suggestion and shouts at him. But the manager begins to
see that Hugh is correct, and makes him senior draughtsman.
Hugh is still dissatisfied because he is still underpaid for his
inventions. He marries, but he and his wife are soon at
loggerheads. All his attempts to achieve recognition as an
inventor come to nothing. One day, like Ivan Osokin, he decides
to commit suicide . . . 

But at this point, fate intervenes to change his life. As he is
buying a revolver with which to end his life, he has an idea for an
automatic revolver that will fire like a machine gun. By the time
he gets back home, his wife has left him, but he is so obsessed
by his new invention that he takes it in his stride. (At this point,
the devil who is recounting the story to Ouspensky has to admit
that he cannot even begin to understand how a man can become
enthusiastic about a mere invention . . . )

The prototype revolver is made, but no one seems to be
interested. When one day Hugh encounters another inventor
whose life has been a total failure, he almost loses courage. But
eventually he meets a friend who is about to sell his factory, and
the two go into partnership. At last, the new revolver is
manufactured — but it sells so badly that Hugh is tempted to
dispose of his patent for 1,000 dollars . . . 

At this point, though, fate again takes a hand. In Paris, a famous
singer is murdered by her lesbian lover with one of Hugh’s
revolvers. A book about the case becomes a bestseller and
Hugh’s factory is suddenly inundated with orders. Every time
there is a murder or political catastrophe involving the new
repeating pistol, they receive still more orders. Soon Hugh is a
millionaire and is reunited with his wife . . . 



So far, the story seems to be as deeply pessimistic as Osokin:
despair leads to the decision to commit suicide; fate intervenes
and brings success, but the success involves death and misery,
and the death and misery bring still more success until the
inventor feels that life has become meaningless. But at this point,
we become aware that Ouspensky is no longer a pessimist
trapped in the idea of Eternal Recurrence. As Hugh stands on
the bridge of his yacht on the Amazon, gazing at the stars, he is
suddenly imbued with a passion for astronomy. He spends the
rest of the cruise reading books about the stars and, when he
returns home, builds an observatory. ‘Now he worked for the
sake of knowledge alone, creative work, winning over and
extorting from nature her closest secrets . . .’ Hugh has slipped
out of the grip of the devil, whose aim is to confine human beings
to the narrowness of the material world. And when his wife
decides to devote herself to healing the blind, the devil takes his
leave, protesting that he is revolted by her sentimentality.

In a footnote in Talks with a Devil, Ouspensky acknowledges that
he has unconsciously plagiarized an idea from Dostoevsky’s
scene with the Devil in The Brothers Karamazov. In fact, Talks
with a Devil is altogether closer to the third act of Shaw’s Man
and Superman, the dream episode called ‘Don Juan in Hell’.
Shaw’s Devil is also a materialist, who has designed Hell as a
place where human beings can relax and enjoy themselves. He
believes that the aim of life is happiness, good fellowship and
artistic enjoyment. Understandably, religious people strike him as
cranks; so do philosophers and scientists and all human beings
driven by an obscure craving to evolve. Shaw argues that the
purpose of the ‘Life Force’ is to create Intelligence, a brain
through which Life can become conscious of its own purposes,
so that it can pursue these purposes in the full light of
consciousness. Nothing can satisfy the highest type of human
being except to help life in its struggle to evolve.

In the second of the Talks with a Devil, the story called ‘The
Benevolent Devil’, Ouspensky develops ideas that are strikingly
similar to Shaw’s. He describes a visit to the caves of Ellora, in



Northeast Bombay state, which is followed by a dream in which
he meets the Devil (now spelt with a capital D) in the temple of
Kailas, and they resume the conversation that was broken off in
the previous story.

The Devil begins by explaining that, as far as he is concerned,
‘this’ world is the only reality, and there is nothing beyond it. ‘The
kingdom of matter is eternal.’ Then he explains that there are two
kinds of human beings: one, the descendants of animals, who
live entirely on the material plane, and ‘whose lives consist of
harbouring grudges and trying to get out of difficulties by
burdening others with them’, and two, the descendants of Adam
and Eve, who suffer from ‘religious mania’, and believe in absurd
ideals. He goes on to explain how he seduced Adam and Eve
into materialism by giving them large quantities of a delicious fruit
which they liked so much that they began to eat it three times a
day. They became so obsessed by this fruit that they forgot all
their ‘imaginary ideals’. Then they began to quarrel, and when
Eve left Adam, he found himself three wives from a nearby tribe,
while Eve took a lover. And so the Fall began . . . 

Unfortunately, the descendants of Adam and Eve have never lost
their vision of the imaginary ideal and it takes a whole army of
devils to prevent them from backsliding into virtue.

The Devil now tells the story of a young man called Leslie White,
to whom Ouspensky has introduced a Sinhalese yogi. After a
long talk with the yogi, Leslie decides to forgo his dinner — he is
not really hungry anyway — and to spend the evening reading
some books that have arrived that morning. Watched anxiously
by his personal little demon, Leslie settles down in an armchair
with a weak whisky and soda. As soon as he becomes absorbed
in the world of the books, the demon loses sight of him; Leslie
seems to vanish into thin air. This, Ouspensky realizes, is
because ‘his whole being was immersed in the world of ideas,
and material reality did not exist for him’.

So that is the secret, I thought. To get away from



reality means to get away from the devil, to
become invisible to him. This . . . signifies, in
reverse, that people of dull reality, practical,
workaday people, in general all ordinary sober
people, belong absolutely and completely to the
devil . . . To be frank, I was delighted by this
discovery.

Love, it seems, is another way in which the demon can ‘lose’ his
prey, for when a person is romantically in love, the feeling
surrounds him like a wall, and he becomes invisible . . . 

The demon servant now begins trying to seduce Leslie back to
laziness and self-indulgence. To dull his senses, he puts him out
an unusually large and tasty breakfast. Leslie is unable to resist
it and his sense of latent possibilities collapses . . .

Later that day he goes to tea at the house of Lady Gerald, and
there he sees, for the second time, a girl called Margaret, to
whom he is powerfully attracted. She obviously feels the same.
He begins to tell her about the old yogi and she understands him.

Leslie suddenly understood that if he could take
the two steps which separated him from Margaret
and then take her by the waist and lead her right
down to the sea, walk with her along the waters
edge, feel it roll under their feet, further and
further on, until the stars began to shine,
somewhere where there were no people, but only
the two of them, then straightaway everything
that the old Indian had spoken about would
become a complete reality.

But the moment passes — and as it does so, Leslie has an
overwhelming sense that this has all happened before, and that
he has lost Margaret before in the same way.

On his way home, he daydreams about her, and again the



demon feels he is losing him. So he sends someone to invite him
to dinner, and then makes sure that he overeats. (The demon
can even turn himself into particularly delicious-looking dishes.)
Finally, although tempted to stay awake and think out his
problems, Leslie has a whisky and soda, and falls asleep. The
demon looks utterly exhausted.

’You see,’ said the Devil, ‘that is what our life is
like. Is that not self-sacrifice? Think of it: the poor
little devil must keep watch over every step he
takes, not leaving him even for one moment. He
allows himself to be eaten up, works himself into
such a state, and there is still the risk of losing
him because of his various silly fantasies...’ 

And it seems that Leslie is, in fact, lost to his demon. The words
of the yogi have awakened him, and he goes into a Buddhist
monastery and begins to practise fasting and meditation. ‘But,’
says the Devil, ‘I have not lost him yet. I still have one trick up my
sleeve. The stake is on nobility . . .’

Ouspensky learns what he means when he sees Leslie again in
London, two months after the outbreak of the First World War.
He is marching alongside his platoon, on his way to fight. ‘The
stake is on nobility . . .’ War, in which the descendants of Adam
and Eve fight one another and believe it is all for the sake of the
highest ideals, is the Devil’s ultimate seduction . . . This time the
Devil has won.

Together with Ivan Osokin, these two Talks with a Devil afford a
fundamental insight into Ouspensky’s vision of human existence.
It is at once romantic and pessimistic. The world is divided into
black and white: the children of Adam and the descendants of
the beasts, who belong to the Devil. Daydreaming enables us to
escape from the Devil. So does falling in love. But the Devil
usually has an extra trick up his sleeve, and man’s chances of
evolving are very slim indeed.



It never seems to strike Ouspensky that daydreaming, and the
kind of lassitude and pessimism that can spring from it, are as
harmful in their way as the Devil’s materialism. They encourage
man to sit on the sidelines and sneer at the peacemakers while
escaping into a world of romantic imaginings. They encourage
him to believe that the answer lies in finding an ideal woman, or
in finding a Teacher who can initiate him into the Great Secret.
In short, they encourage him to look everywhere for the answer
but inside himself . . . 

Yet all this is not entirely fair to Ouspensky. For by 1914 — when
he was on the eve of meeting his long-awaited Teacher — he
had already taken some major steps towards solving the
problems that tormented Ivan Osokin. In fact, in some respects
he had even gone further than his Teacher.



Two
The Romantic Realist

OUSPENSKY SAILED from London, and arrived back in a St
Petersburg whose name had been changed to Petrograd
(because in the frenzy of World War One patriotism, St
Petersburg sounded too German).

Back in his newspaper office in Moscow, he saw a notice for a
ballet called The Struggle of the Magicians, which declared that
the action took place in India and would give a complete picture
of Oriental magic. Ouspensky published it in his column, with the
sarcastic comment that it would contain everything that cannot
be found in the real India. After that, he went to Petrograd, where
he delivered two highly successful lectures about his travels in
the East, both of which attracted audiences of more than a
thousand.

It was when he repeated the same lectures in Moscow that two
new acquaintances — a musician and a sculptor — told him
about a teacher called Gurdjieff, a Caucasian Greek who was
also the author of the ballet about India. It seemed that Gurdjieff
possessed remarkable hypnotic powers. Ouspensky was
sceptical: ‘People invent miracles for themselves, and invent
exactly what is expected from them.’ Nevertheless, he eventually
agreed to meet Gurdjieff.

We arrived in a small café in a noisy though not
central street. I saw a man of an oriental type, no
longer young, with a black moustache and
piercing eyes, who astonished me first of all
because he seemed to be . . . completely out of
keeping with the place and its atmosphere . . .
this man, with the face of an Indian rajah or an
Arab sheik, whom I at once seemed to see in a



white burnoose or a gilded turban . . . produced
the. . . impression of a man poorly disguised.

Gurdjieff spoke with a strong Caucasian accent, which would
have sounded rather provincial to Ouspensky.

And what did Gurdjieff see? Ouspensky was a man of medium
height, with closely cropped hair, a prim mouth, and eyes that
peered short-sightedly through thick pince-nez glasses. Another
disciple of Gurdjieff, the musician Thomas de Hartmann,
described him as ‘simple, courteous, approachable and
intelligent’. In later years he struck people as unapproachable
and cold; in March 1915, he would still have been a great deal
like the romantic young student who got drunk on vodka and
tried to make peace with everybody. But he was also a well-
known writer and journalist, whose lectures had attracted
widespread attention; so he now had the confidence not to
succumb to the charisma of this man with the piercing eyes, but
to regard him with a certain scepticism. And although Gurdjieff
spoke knowledgeably about yoga, Ouspensky’s scepticism
seemed to be justified when Gurdjieff declined to name some of
the eminent professors whom he claimed were interested in his
work. It increased when Gurdjieff took him to a flat to meet his
pupils. He had spoken of the enormous expense of the
apartments he had taken for his ‘Work’, but this place was
obviously the kind of flat that schoolteachers were given free.
One of the pupils read aloud from a manuscript in which
someone described a meeting with Gurdjieff; it struck Ouspensky
as obscure and lacking in literary skill. When Gurdjieff asked him
if it could be published in a newspaper, Ouspensky suspected
that this oriental gentleman was simply trying to make use of
him. As he left the place — in company with one of the pupils —
Ouspensky was tempted to make fun of Gurdjieff, but allowed
caution to 
prevail.

In fact, as he discovered later, Gurdjieff made a habit of trying to
present himself in the worst possible light when he first met



potential pupils. If they assumed he was a charlatan, it proved 
they lacked penetration. Ouspensky was not put off; he accepted
subsequent suggestions to meet Gurdjieff in noisy cafes, and
was not even discouraged when Gurdjieff suggested that he
should pay 1,000 roubles a year. But when Gurdjieff hinted that
he was willing to accept Ouspensky as a pupil, Ouspensky
explained that he would be unable to give any undertaking to
keep Gurdjieff’s teachings secret. Gurdjieff apparently acceded
to this. ‘There are no conditions of any kind . . . Our starting point
is that man does not know himself, that he is not.’ He went on to
state the principle that Ouspensky was to emphasize for the rest
of his life: that man has no single ‘I’, but dozens of ‘I’s’, replacing
one another with the bewildering rapidity of a game of musical
chairs. And at a later meeting, he stated his basic principle: that
human beings are basically machines, and that our belief that we
possess free will is an illusion. Man could develop some degree
of free will, but it would cost an immense effort. Moreover, his
starting point would need to be the recognition that he is
basically a machine, a kind of robot, merely reacting to stimuli
like a penny-in-the-slot machine.

Ouspensky was deeply impressed. All this was very close to his
own feelings about human beings, the feelings he had expressed
in Osokin and ‘The Inventor’. But in ‘The Inventor’, he had made
the assumption that his hero could escape from ‘the trap’ by
turning his attention to higher intellectual pursuits. If Gurdjieff
was correct, that would do him no good whatsoever; an
intellectual is as ‘robotic’ as a peasant.

’Take yourself,’ said Gurdjieff. ‘If you understood
everything you had written in your own book,
what is it called?’ — he made something
impossible out of the words ‘Tertium Organum’ —
‘I should come and bow down to you and beg you
to teach me. But you do not understand either
what you read or what you write.’

It was a disturbing picture — even more disturbing than



Ouspensky’s own picture of man as a plaything of demons, or a
helpless puppet in the grip of Eternal Recurrence. Yet apparently
Gurdjieff was certain that there was an escape from the trap.
Man could be galvanized out of his condition of ‘sleep’ into
something like waking consciousness. It was this assurance that
led Ouspensky to decide to accept Gurdjieff as his teacher.

This was, of course, inevitable. Ouspensky had spent so many
years looking for someone to tell him ‘The Answer’, how to
achieve ‘higher states’ of awareness, how to hold on to the
mystical glimpses of sheer affirmation, that if he had decided to
ignore Gurdjieff’s offer, he would have spent the rest of his life
wondering what he had missed. Yet with the wisdom of
hindsight, we can see that his decision involved certain
disadvantages that would continue to haunt him for the rest of his
life. Gurdjieff was right when he said that if Ouspensky had
understood everything he had written in Tertium Organum, he
would have been a great teacher. In spite of the pessimism of
Osokin and Talks with a Devil, Ouspensky had come very close
indeed to finding his own answer. There was a basic sense in
which he did not need Gurdjieff. In order to understand this, we
need to look more closely at Tertium Organum (subtitled ‘A Key
to the Enigmas of the World’), which had been published in 1912.

Let us begin by looking at an experience that dated from 1908:

It was in the sea of Marmora, on a rainy day of
winter, the far-off high and rocky shores were of
a pronounced violet colour of every shade,
including the most tender, fading into grey and
blending with the grey sky. The sea was the
colour of lead mixed with silver. I remember all
these colours. The steamer was going north. I
remained at the rail, looking at the waves. The
white crest of waves were running towards us. A
wave would run at the ship, raised as if desiring
to hurl its crest upon it, rushing up with a howl.
The steamer heeled, shuddered and slowly



straightened back; then from afar a new wave
came running, I watched this play of waves with
the ship, and felt them draw me to themselves. It
was not at all that desire to jump down which one
feels in mountains but something infinitely more
subtle. The waves were drawing my soul to
themselves. And suddenly I felt that it went to
them. It lasted an instant, perhaps less than an
instant, but I entered into the waves, and with
them rushed with a howl at the ship. And in that
instant I became all. The waves — they were
myself; the far violet mountains, the wind, the
clouds hurrying from the north, the great
steamship, heeling and rushing irresistibly
forward — all were myself. I sensed the
enormous heavy body — my body — all its
motions, shudderings, waverings and vibrations,
fire, pressure of steam and weight of engines
were inside me, the unmerciful and unyielding
propelling screw which pushed and pushed me
forward, never for a moment releasing me, the
rudder which determined all my motion — all this
was myself: also two sailors . . . and the black
snake of smoke coming in clouds out of the
funnel . . . all.

It was an instant of unusual freedom, joy and
expansion. A second — and the spell of the
charm disappeared. It passed like a dream when
one tries to remember it. But the sensation was
so powerful, so bright and so unusual that I was
afraid to move and waited for it to recur. But it did
not return, and a moment later I could not say
that it had been — could not say whether it was
a reality or merely the thought that, looking at the
waves, it might be so.

Two years later, the yellowish waves of the



Finnish gulf and a green sky gave me a taste of
the same sensation, but this time it was
dissipated almost before it appeared.

Now what has happened to Ouspensky is very clear. The sheer
exhilaration of the waves has momentarily lifted his
consciousness into an orgasmic sensation of sheer power,
enormous health and strength. Our senses normally seem to
extend scarcely beyond our bodies; objects seen around us are
dim and slightly unreal. But a sudden great effort of will, or a
reflection of the external forces of nature, can strengthen the
‘intentionality’ of perception so that our gaze seems to be a spear
thrown from behind the eyes. In such moments, our usual vapid,
feeble sense of our own identity vanishes for a moment in a
sense of sheer joy. Hence the feeling of ‘oneness’. It could be
compared to the sensation one might experience if, in a crowd
cheering with happiness, one flung one’s arms around a total
stranger and felt as much love as for one’s brother or sister.

This is basically the ‘secret’ Ouspensky was looking for. Since he
was personally so withdrawn and shy, it must have seemed
beyond his grasp. But the sensation his experience left behind
was obviously that our senses act as jailers, preventing us from
grasping the reality that lies around us.

This leads us to the starting point of Tertium Organum, a chapter
called (rather unpromisingly) ‘Subjective and Objective’. What,
Ouspensky asks, do we really know about that world ‘outside’
us? If he could feel that he had become the waves and the ship,
how can the usual distinction between subject and object be as
‘real’ as it seems?

According to Bishop Berkeley, such a distinction is quite unreal.
Our senses are not ‘windows’; they are interpreters, and they
translate the information that bombards them into terms we can
understand. Energy of 16 millionths of an inch strikes our eyes,
and our eyes translate it into redness. Energy of 32 millionths of
an inch strikes us, and we translate it into violet. Energy of a



higher wavelength — ultra-violet, for example — is invisible to us
because our senses feel that it is of no use to us. So we do not
live in a real world, but in an interpreted world. That tree is ‘out
there’, but for all practical purposes it is inside my head. Berkeley
argues that we have no proof of the existence of a world ‘out
there’; it might all be a delusion, like a film show projected on my
eyeballs.

Kant did his best to rescue philosophy from this uncomfortable
position. We do not create the real world, he says, but our
senses establish the conditions for the world we see. They are
rather like a nightclub doorkeeper who will only let in people who
are respectably dressed. And their criterion for respectability,
says Kant, is that things have to be dressed in space and time.
Nakedness is not allowed.

But this means that you and I can never know what the clients
look like without their clothes on. We can never know the ‘things
in themselves’, as they were before they had to put on dinner
jackets and long dresses. So, at any rate, said Kant. And
Ouspensky is willing to accept his views on the matter. 

But in the last decades of the nineteenth century, a writer called
C.H. Hinton caused a sensation by extending Kant’s idea in a
most fascinating manner. Very well, says Hinton, our senses act
like doorkeepers who force the clientele to dress in a respectable
manner. But in that case, it is our senses that make the rule that
our world has three dimensions — length, breadth and height.
Why should it not relax its standards, and permit a world with
four dimensions — length, breadth, height, and another
dimension at right angles to these?

Why make such a supposition in the first place? It seems to have
come about as a result of some of the puzzles of the new
‘science’ of psychical research, which began to come into being
in the 1860s. The ‘occult revival’ began in 1848, with loud
banging and rapping noises in the house of a New York farmer
named Fox. These later turned into classic ‘poltergeist’



phenomena, with objects flying through the air. Soon hundreds
of ‘mediums’ were causing even more spectacular effects —
trumpets played themselves as they floated in space, tables rose
from the ground, flowers materialized out of the air, and ghostly
hands stroked the faces of the ‘sitters’ at séances. Moreover,
poltergeists seemed to have the ability to cause solid objects to
fly through walls. The solution, many ‘Spiritualists’ came to
believe, was a fourth dimension. If spirits inhabited a universe
with an extra dimension, then a poltergeist would not actually be
throwing an object through a wall, but ‘over’ it, into the fourth
dimension — just as a giant could step over a wall that would be
an insurmountable obstacle to a beetle.

A Professor Johann Carl Friederich Zollner, of the University of
Leipzig, seems to have originated this theory that spirits inhabit
a four-dimensional world, and he decided to test it by asking a
‘medium’ if he could get the spirits to tie a knot in a piece of
string whose two ends had been joined together in a circle (and
also sealed with sealing wax). The experiment took place in
1877, with an American medium called Henry Slade, and Slade
— or the spirits — tied the knot in the string at his first attempt.
One of the witnesses to the experiment was Zollner’s fellow
professor Gustav Fechner, who had written an essay on ‘Why
Space Has Four Dimensions’ as early as 1846. Unfortunately,
Slade had been tried and convicted of cheating in London in the
previous year — Professor Ray Lankester had snatched a slate
before the ‘spirits’ had time to write on it, and found that it was
already written on. Slade insisted that he had heard the squeak
of the slate pencil moments before Lankester snatched the slate.

Alas, in later life, Slade was often caught cheating, which would
seem to dispose of him as a witness for the fourth dimension.
But this assumption may be too hasty. The Society for Psychical
Research, formed in 1882, reached the conclusion that although
mediums do cheat, the evidence for the reality of spiritualistic
phenomena — including poltergeists — is overwhelming. Their
experience also confirmed that many ‘genuine’ mediums
sometimes resorted to cheating. Slade was later caught cheating



before the Seybert Committee in Philadelphia, and he
acknowledged to them that Zollner had watched him closely only
for the first three or four sittings, then allowed him to do as he
liked. But since the knotted string was produced at the first
sitting, it seems possible that it was genuine.

To Ouspensky, it seemed obvious that the idea of the fourth
dimension is one of the most important that human beings can
contemplate. When we are tired, our minds simply accept the
material world around us without question; everything is merely
‘itself’. But as soon as we experience the sense of happiness
and excitement that often comes on spring mornings, or setting
out on holiday, the world is seen to be full of infinite possibilities,
and nothing is merely ‘itself’: everything seems to stand for
something that is more than itself, just as the words on this page
stand for something more than themselves. Hinton himself
grasped this notion in an essay called ‘Many Dimensions’, where
he speaks of errand boys reading ‘penny dreadfuls’, and how
they could be spending their time more fruitfully ‘communing with
space’ (which for Hinton meant trying to think three-
dimensionally). Then he goes on to say:

And yet, looking at the same printed papers,
being curious and looking deeper and deeper into
them with a microscope, I have seen that in
splodgy ink stroke and dull fibrous texture, each
part was definite, exact, absolutely so far and no
farther, punctiliously correct; and deeper and
deeper lying a wealth of form, a rich variety and
amplitude of shapes, that in a moment leapt
higher than my wildest dreams could conceive.

What Hinton means is that the paper contains all the mysteries
of space itself. But he might have gone farther, and recognized
that even the silliest penny dreadful, explored to its depths,
would reveal unknown vistas of the human imagination.

This is the aspect of the fourth dimension that fascinates



Ouspensky. And he expands it in some of the most remarkable
and profound pages of Tertium Organum. Chapter 14 begins:

It seems to us that we see something and
understand something. But in reality all that
proceeds around us we sense only very
confusedly, just as a snail senses confusedly the
sunlight, the darkness and the rain.

Here we note immediately the quality that makes Ouspensky
such a good writer: his clarity. He has an enviable ability to say
exactly and precisely what he means. But this image of the snail
does more than that: it conveys in a few words Ouspensky’s
feeling that we are surrounded by a vast, unknown universe, and
that our assumptions and presuppositions cut us off from this
world of reality. We may, in fact, reject Kant, and his notion that
space and time are merely the clothes that the nightclub
doorman forces the customers to wear; we may even assume
that that pillar box really is red, and not that our eyes merely
interpret its wavelength as redness. But we may nevertheless
accept Ouspensky’s central point: that our perception is
‘prejudiced’, and we often see only what we expect to see.

Ouspensky goes on to tell a story that makes the same point. He
describes how he and a friend were crossing the River Neva in
St Petersburg:

We had been talking, but both fell silent as we
approached the [Peter and Paul] fortress, gazing
up at its walls and making probably the same
reflection. ‘Right there are also factory chimneys’,
said A. Behind the walls of the fortress indeed
appeared some brick chimneys blackened by
smoke.

On his saying this, I too sensed the difference
between the chimneys and the prison walls with
unusual clearness and like an electric shock. I



realised the difference between the very bricks
themselves  . . . 

Later in conversation with A, I recalled this
episode, and he told me that not only then, but
always, he sensed these differences and was
deeply convinced of their reality.

Ouspensky goes on to say that the wood of a gallows, a crucifix
and the mast of a ship is, in fact, a quite different material in each
case. Chemical analysis could not detect it; but then, chemical
analysis cannot detect the difference between twins, who are
nevertheless quite different personalities.

They are only the shadows of real things, the
substance of which is contained in their function.
The shadow of a sailor, of a hangman and of an
ascetic may be quite similar — it is impossible to
distinguish them by their shadows, just as it is
impossible to find any difference between the
wood of a mast, of a gallows and of a cross by
chemical analysis.

This realization is an extension of his insight on the Sea of
Marmora. In that case, sheer exaltation had somehow amplified
the strength of his senses — just as hunger amplifies a man’s
appetite so he appreciates his food far more. And this
appreciation amounts to a sharper perception of the difference
between roast beef and new potatoes and spring cabbage. 

Our problem is to maintain this recognition of ‘difference’ even
when our senses are tired. If we enter a room in total darkness,
we do not assume that all the furniture has disappeared merely
because we cannot see it. We know it is there. We need to
impress this conviction of ‘difference’ upon our minds so deeply
that we know it is there even when we cannot see it. What good
would that do? It would prevent us from falling into the negativity
that devastates our energy and sense of purpose — and which



also happens to be the chief problem of all human beings. On a
spring morning, when we can see endless ‘difference’ around us,
and our minds are bubbling with optimism, it seems incredible
that human beings can so forget this vision that they collapse
into defeat, even into suicide. Yet Ouspensky himself clearly
came close to suicide when he lost his Zinaida. So this question
of difference is not merely an abstract philosophical issue; it is a
matter of life and death

It is this sense of urgency and excitement that makes Tertium
Organum such a refreshing book. Ouspensky is on to something
important — in fact, to the most important question, and he
knows it. He senses that the experience on the Sea of Marmora,
or walking towards the Peter and Paul fortress, could lead to a
new way of living, a new kind of freedom. He is like a migratory
bird that can smell its home. For more than 10,000 years,
increasing knowledge has given man increasing power over his
environment; but it has not, apparently, given him increasing
power over himself. Yet Ouspensky has glimpsed the answer.
Perception is like a spear thrown towards an object. But our
innate pessimism and laziness prevent us from putting any force
behind the throw. Our negativity means that we allow ourselves
to ‘leak’ energy. Yet the mere recognition of what is wrong
should enable us to put it right, to maintain an inner level of drive
and optimism that would simply prevent us from being
susceptible to such leaks.

Ouspensky asks:

First of all, what is the new knowledge? The new
knowledge is direct knowledge by an inner
sense. I feel my own pain directly; the new
knowledge can give me the power to sense, as
mine, the pain of another man.

What Ouspensky can feel, intuitively, is that if he can get rid of
his tendency to negativity and self-doubt, his Russian
melancholy, he can be a quite different kind of person. When we



are asleep, or very tired, we lose even intuitive knowledge of
ourselves; consciousness ‘bIurs’. When we are awake, we
suddenly ‘know’ ourselves. If we were 10 times as awake — if
our senses were far more highly energized — would we not
‘know’ other people with equal certainty? Our senses could be
compared to flat batteries. How do we ‘charge’ them? By sheer
‘concentrated attention’, which has the same ‘recharging’ effect
on the senses that driving a car has on the car battery.
(Example: as you are reading this book, stop ‘merely reading’.
Concentrate your full attention; clench your fists, use the muscles
of your face and forehead to focus your energies: but go on
reading. Even a minute of this kind of effort will bring a curious
sense of power and meaning, for your intellect is ceasing to work
in vacuo, and is entering into active combination with your vital
energies.) This is what the yogi strives for as he sits cross-
legged, concentrating attention ‘at the root of the eyebrows’.
Unfortunately, Ouspensky’s Western-style romanticism inclined
him to discount this aspect of Eastern religion.

Tertium Organum ends with a chapter about mysticism, dealing
with the phenomenon that R.M. Bucke called ‘cosmic
consciousness’. This, Ouspensky recognizes, is what the human
race is evolving towards. He quotes the mystic Edward
Carpenter:

Men will not worry about death or a future, about
the kingdom of heaven, about what may come
with and after the cessation of life of the present
body. Each soul will feel and know itself to be
immortal, will feel and know that the entire
universe with all its good and all its beauty is for
it and belongs to it forever. The world peopled by
men possessing cosmic consciousness will be as
far removed from the world of today as this is
from the world before the advent of self-
consciousness.

This is a fundamentally Nietzschean view; it springs out of



Zarathustra’s recognition that the most basic answer lies in ‘great
health’ — which, in turn, depends on stopping ourselves from
leaking.

This is why Gurdjieff told Ouspensky that if he understood
everything in his own book, he would be a great teacher. 

Ouspensky’s problem was that he had not yet grasped
everything in his own book. He had, without knowing it, solved
the basic problem of Ivan Osokin: the weakness, the self-pity, the
Tchaikovskian melancholy. The basic solution lay in recognizing
that they were analogous to the snail’s perception of the sunlight,
the darkness and the rain. Once the snail has learned that the
limits of its shell are not the limits of the universe, it has also
taken the most important step towards perceiving that universe
as it really is, rather than as a stifling, trivial, petty, personal
illusion.

These insights had thrown Ouspensky’s mind into a ferment. He
saw threads stretching out from his central idea to all kinds of
apparently contradictory notions: Nietzsche’s Superman, the
message of the New Testament, yoga, the symbolism of the
Tarot, dreams and hypnosis, the ideas of Einstein, Eternal
Recurrence, mysticism, the importance of sex in the evolutionary
scheme . . . The next task was to begin to get this explosion of
insights and connections down on paper. And so, even before
setting out for his trip to Egypt, India and Ceylon, he had started
to write the book that would become A New Model of the
Universe, a work that would contain the most important essay he
ever wrote: the chapter called ‘Experimental Mysticism’. He was
still engaged upon this book when he met Gurdjieff.

Now we can begin to see why, in a certain sense, the meeting
with Gurdjieff was Ouspensky’s greatest personal disaster. He
had already found his own answer, even if he did not know that
he knew it. All he had to do was to pursue it, to think about it
repeatedly until he had plumbed it to its depths. And at this point
he met the man whose philosophy hurled him back into the



pessimism of 10 years earlier. For Gurdjieff, man is a machine,
a helpless puppet in the hands of fate. Eight years later, a young
English doctor named Kenneth Walker would attend a talk by
Ouspensky in a dreary room in Kensington, and would record
Ouspensky’s first words: that man likes to believe that he
possesses a real and permanent ‘I’, whereas in fact he
possesses dozens of ‘I’s’, all struggling for possession; he is
virtually a ‘multiple personality’.

A man also prides himself on being self-
conscious, whereas even a short course of self-
study will reveal the fact that one is very rarely
aware of oneself, and then only for a few fleeting
moments. Man believes that he has will, that he
can ‘do’, but this is also untrue. Everything
happens in us in the same way that changes in
the weather happen. Just as it rains, it snows, it
clears up and is fine, so also, within us, it likes or
it does not like, it is pleased or it is distressed.
We are machines set in motion by external
influences, by impressions reaching us from the
outside world.

There is a simple objection to this: it is untrue. That is to say, it
carries an accurate observation to a point at which it becomes
untrue. The real trouble is that we allow our intellect and senses
to operate in vacuo, and not in association with our vital forces,
our sense of ‘urgency’.

Now if Ouspensky had been as pessimistic as he sounds, he
would not have been giving a lecture. His whole point — and
Gurdjieff’s — is that recognition of man’s lack of freedom is the
first step towards achieving some kind of freedom. Man must do
this by struggle, by ‘work on himself’, by self-observation. The
problem for Ouspensky’s listeners, as Walker and a dozen
others have made clear, is that his gloomy outlook
communicated itself to his audience, producing the opposite
effect to that he would have produced if he had spent the



evening talking to them about the ideas of Tertium Organum.
Walker notes that the room, with its uncomfortable chairs,
reminded him of the Presbyterian churches of his Scottish
childhood, and of the congregation awaiting the arrival of the
minister — who would tell them they were all damned. This, in
effect, is what Ouspensky was doing. This is what Gurdjieff did
to Ouspensky.

The objection to Ouspensky’s view can be stated simply. The
basic problem for human beings is to break through to higher
levels of energy, to what William James called — in an important
essay — ‘Vital Reserves’. James started from the recognition
that there are certain days on which we feel more alive than on
others. Much of the time, ‘most of us feel as if a sort of cloud
weighed upon us . . . Compared to what we ought to be we are
only half awake.’ James recognized that we are, at least, half
awake, not fast asleep:

In some persons this sense of being cut off from
their rightful resources is extreme, and we then
get the form idable neurasthenic and
psychasthenic conditions, with life grown into one
tissue of impossibilities, that so many medical
books describe.

Stating the thing broadly, the human individual
thus lives usually far within his limits; he
possesses powers of various sorts which he
habitually fails to use. He energises below his
maximum, and he behaves below his optimum. In
elementary faculty, in coordination, in power of
inhibition and control, in every conceivable way,
his life is contracted like the field of vision of an
hysteric subject — but with less excuse, for the
poor hysteric is diseased, while in the rest of us,
it is only an inveterate habit — the habit of
inferiority to our full self — that is bad.



He goes on to ask how unusual men manage to escape these
limitations, and answers — exactly as Gurdjieff answered:

Either some unusual stimulus fills them with
emotional excitement, or some unusual idea of
necessity induces them to make an extra effort of
will. Excitements, ideas, and efforts, in a word,
are what carry them over the dam.

He goes on to make an observation that was also the basis of 
Gurdjieff’s ‘Work’:

In these ‘hyperaesthetic’ conditions which chronic
invalidism so often brings in its train, the dam has
changed its normal place. The slightest functional
exercise gives a distress which the patient yields
to and stops. In such cases of ‘habit-neurosis’ a
new range of power often comes in consequence
of the ‘bullying-treatment,’ of efforts which the
doctor obliges the patient, much against his will,
to make. First comes the very extremity of
distress, then follows unexpected relief.

Gurdjieff’s basic method was to combat ‘habit-neurosis’ through
a version of the ‘bullying treatment’ — by forcing his followers to
make efforts that brought ‘the very extremity of distress’, followed
by a sudden sense of freedom, as if a strait-jacket had been
loosened.

William James had arrived at these conclusions through
unpleasant personal experience. In The Varieties of Religious
Experience, he describes how, at the age of 28, he fell into a
state of general pessimism about his prospects:

I went one evening into a dressing-room in the
twilight to procure some article that was there;
when suddenly there fell upon me without any
warning, just as if it came out of the darkness, a



horrible  fear o f my o wn  existe nce.
Simultaneously there arose in my mind the image
of an epileptic patient whom I had seen in the
asylum, a black-haired youth with greenish skin,
entirely idiotic, who used to sit all day on one of
the benches, or rather shelves against the wall,
with his knees drawn up under his chin, and the
coarse grey undershirt, which was his only
garment, drawn over them inclosing his entire
figure. He sat there like a sort of sculptured
Egyptian cat or Peruvian mummy, moving
nothing but his black eyes and looking absolutely
non-human. This image and my fear entered into
a species of combination with each other. That
shape am I, I felt, potentially. Nothing that I
possess can defend me against that fate, if the
hour should strike for me as it struck for him.
There was such a horror of him, and such a
perception of my own merely momentary
discrepancy from him, that it was as if something
hitherto solid within my breast gave way entirely,
and I became a mass of quivering fear. After this
the universe was changed for me altogether. I
awoke morning after morning with a horrible
dread at the pit of my stomach, and with a
general sense of the insecurity of life that I never
knew before, and that I have never felt since. It
was like a revelation; and although the immediate
feelings passed away, the experience has made
me sympathetic with the morbid feelings of others
ever since. It gradually faded, but for months I
was unable to go into the dark alone.

In general I dreaded to be left alone. I remember
wondering how other people could live, how I
myself had ever lived, so unconscious of that pit
of insecurity beneath the surface of life. My
mother in particular, a very cheerful person,



seemed to me a perfect paradox in her
unconsciousness of danger, which you may well
believe I was very careful not to disturb by
revealing my own state of mind.

James’s problem was that he had, like the neurasthenic patients,
fallen into a state of gloom in which life had ‘grown into one
tissue of impossibilities’, an endless series of hurdles that he
lacked the strength to tackle. This sense of helplessness, of will-
lessness, had sapped his ‘vital reserves’ until, so to speak, his
inner-resistance gave way — plunging him into a state in which
nothing seemed worth the effort — hence the sudden
identification with the green-faced patient.

He describes how he succeeded in emerging very slowly from
this slough of despond when he came upon a definition of free
will by the French philosopher Charles Renouvier: ‘the sustaining
of a thought because I choose to when I might have other
thoughts’. Renouvier had commented that we may feel that all
our actions are mechanical, an automatic response to stimuli,
until we consider the fact that we can think one thing rather than
another. I can decide what to think; I can switch my train of
thought from one track to another, and back at will to the first
track. I can summon up images of rain, of snow, of July
sunshine, of autumn gales, all merely by willing it. 

The moment James saw that Renouvier was correct, he began
to emerge from his hopeless gloom, and he struggled his way
back to the state of intense creative activity in which he wrote his
classic Principles of Psychology.

It is clear that this intellectual conviction that he possessed free
will made all the difference between sickness and health. If he
had continued to believe himself a machine, he would have
continued to be undermined by misery and self-doubt. It follows
that if James had met Gurdjieff at that fateful point in his life, and
accepted his view that we possess virtually no free will, he might
never have made a complete recovery from his neurasthenia.



So it becomes possible to see what went wrong for Ouspensky
after his meeting with Gurdjieff. When he had finished Tertium
Organum in 1911, he had an excited sense of being on the verge
of discovering the answer. It was obviously very close, and
something to do with maintaining a high level of excitement and
‘eagerness’. His friend who could see ‘difference’ all the time was
obviously near to it.

And at this crucial point, Gurdjieff explained to him that the first
thing he must understand was that he could do nothing, plunging
him back into something like William James’s state of inner
paralysis. Ouspensky must have known this was nonsense. By
pursuing his goal in his own way, he had achieved a great deal.
What he needed now was to maintain that high level of drive and
optimism that had inspired Tertium Organum, and that was now
inspiring A New Model of the Universe. But Gurdjieff was an
impressive teacher. He seemed to know all the answers.

To begin with, there was self-remembering. This was an exercise
that involved looking at an object, and making an effort to be
aware of yourself looking at it. Anyone can see how difficult this
is. Close your eyes and become aware of yourself. Now open
them and look at your watch.  Instantly, you cease to be aware
of yourself and become aware of your watch. ‘You’ disappear.
With a considerable effort you can reawaken awareness of
yourself as you look at your watch, but if you are not careful, you
then ‘forget’ your watch and become aware only of yourself. (On
the other hand, if you concentrate your attention while reading
this book, you will note that you become aware of yourself as
well as of the book.) 

Ouspensky recognized that all moments of happiness are
moments of self-remembering. What happened on the Sea of
Marmora was a flash of self-remembering. What happened when
he sensed the difference between the factory chimneys and the
prison walls was self-remembering. We often experience self-
remembering when setting out on a journey. But if we think about
this for a moment we see the reason why. Because we feel



relaxed, and we are looking forward to what is to come, we
experience a feeling of eager expectation, the feeling that the
world is a fascinating and delightful place. The same thing
happens if we experience sudden relief when we had been
expecting something unpleasant to happen — like a man being
reprieved from a firing squad. The answer lies in that surge of
optimism.

The American psychologist Abraham Maslow made the same
discovery when he studied healthy people, and discovered that
all healthy people had frequent ‘peak experiences’, experiences
of sudden overwhelming happiness. Such people were good
‘copers’; they tackled problems in an almost competitive spirit
enjoying the sensation of overcoming them. Maslow also
discovered that when he talked to his students about peak
experiences, they began recalling their own past peak
experiences — many of which they had half forgotten — and
they began having peak experiences all the time. Talking about
peak experiences made them feel happy and optimistic, and this
feeling was the major step towards having another peak
experience. This is a matter to which we shall return in the final
chapter.

Maslow’s ‘copers’, then, were in a sense the opposite of the
young and romantic Ouspensky, with his feeling that life is a trap.
They were fundamentally ‘realistic’, and expected to solve
problems with enough effort. The same ‘realism’ is also to be
found — unexpectedly — in the young Albert Camus after he
had escaped a ‘death sentence’ by tuberculosis. Although
Camus had concluded that life is meaningless — he called it
‘absurd’ — he nevertheless found himself experiencing an
‘intensity of physical joy’ which even produced a kind of pleasure
in ‘the absurd’. In an essay in a volume called Nuptials (Noces)
he described standing on the beach at Djemila, in Algeria, and
experiencing a sense of living reality. Thinking about death, he
reflects:

I do not want to believe that death opens out on



to another life. For me it is a closed door . . . All
the [religious] solutions which are offered to me
try to take away from man the weight of his own
life. And, watching the heavy flight of the great
birds in the sky at Djemila, it is exactly a certain
weight in my life that I ask for and that I receive .
. . 

This is again a description of self-remembering, and Camus
makes the important point that it involves a sense of ‘the weight
of his own life’, like a burden that he is glad to shoulder, a sense
of the real. Or it might be compared to a strong and healthy
horse that enjoys pulling a cart, enjoys the feeling of the harness
pressing into its chest and shoulders as it exerts its strength.
Nietzsche said that happiness is the feeling that obstacles are
being overcome, and this is again the secret of the peak
experience.

Of equal interest in this context is the way that human beings
lose their ‘sense of the real’. We can see that when William
James began to experience anxiety about his future, and a
consequent feeling of depression, it was precisely this ‘weight of
his own life’ that he had lost. The harness was hanging loosely
around him, producing a sense of purposelessness. Nietzsche
experienced the same thing in his teens, particularly after
reading Schopenhauer and being convinced that life is ‘absurd’.
Simone de Beauvoir writes:

I look at myself in a mirror, tell myself my own
story, I can never grasp myself as an entire
object. I experience in myself the emptiness that
is myself, I feel that I am not.

Thinking too much and having too little purpose usually produces
this sense of emptiness, particularly in the young.
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