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Rare Olaf Stapledon

The Heavens Declare-Nothing from The Opening of the Eyes

At his death in 1950 Stapledon left a nearly complete text of fifty-four interlaced meditations addressed
to an unnamed "you" - deity or, to use histerm, "daimon." The manuscript was edited by hiswife Agnes
and published in 1954 as The Opening of the Eyes. Asin much of hisfiction, Stapledon was searching
for a spiritual language adequate to the modern world, one that could encompass the newest
understandings of physics: the big bang, the expanding universe, entropy. Meditation 32, "The Heavens
declare - Nothing," is aresponse to Psalm 19, which opens: "The heavens declare the glory of God, and
the firmament showeth his handiwork." It is one of the most concise statements of Stapledon's agnostic
piety, his earnest attempt to yoke science and theology, to reconcile spiritual longing with intellectual
skepticism. For Stapledon the night sky replete with countless stars was at once a scene of never-failing
beauty and a profound dilemma. It is viewed in this meditation from the prospect of Caldy Hill on the
Wirral peninsula, overlooking the town of West Kirby and the Irish Sea. His parents house stood on
Caldy Hill, and he evoked this landscape in hisfirst published book Latter-Day Psalms and most
memorably in his greatest, Star Maker. Indeed, The Opening of the Eyesisin many respectssimilar in
mood to Star Maker, though here the dark night of a soul struggling to understand a remote and
disturbing spiritual entity is portrayed with greater intimacy and ssimplicity.

ON THIS MOONLESS and star-brilliant night, | have come out on to the hill yearning to find you, if not
in my heart, then in the heavens. But in my heart and mind you are silent, and the constellations are not
your features. The heavens declare nothing. The human lights of the town beneath me tell me nothing.
Beyond the houses the sea is nothing but aflat darkness.

Overhead aflight of geese, unseen but vocal, momentarily eclipse one star.

file:///CJ/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry%20krui swij ... menten/spaar/Ol af %620Stapl edon%20-%20Rare%20stories.txt (1 of 160)20-2-2006 23:29:57



file://ICJ/Documents¥20and%20Setti ngs/harry%20krui swijk/Mijn%20documenten/spaar/Ol af %20Stapl edon%20-%20Rare%20stories.txt

To the eye of imagination, the great earth has become visibly a sphere; now great, but now agranulein
the huge void. Bright Jupiter liesfar afield. The vault of the sky, no longer a pricked black tent, is
expanded to be depth beyond depth of empty darkness, with here and there a sun, reduced by distance to
amere punctual star. The Milky Way, that vague over-arching stain, is seen now as a tenuous dust of
suns, extending outwards disc-wise, far afield beyond the constellations. The blackness around the pole
is deep beyond all sounding, is space boundless; wherein the immense galaxy itself is but amote, a
minute wisp of stars. Within that darkness, for imagination's eye, the swarming galaxies drift like
snowflakes; each flake a host of suns, numerous as the sand; each flake the matrix of a million earth-like
worlds. The whole unnumbered multitude of the galaxies, so some astronomers say, bursts ever apart,
the more remote of them racing away faster than light's own speed; inaccessible, therefore, to vision.
Some surmise that the boundless throng of many million galaxiesisfinite. Space itself, though
boundless, they say, isfinite, and mysteriously re-entrant upon itself. Imagination, they say, cannot
picture this truth, which mathematics alone, with its exact symbols, can precisely figure. In thisview, the
galaxies, stars, worlds, and even the very electrons, are numerable. There are just so many of them and
no more. Long ago there was a single creative and explosive act, first cause of this expanding universe.
Long hence, all the energies of that creation will be dissipated, and death will be universal. By then,
perhaps the purpose of the cosmos (if purpose there be, which seems unlikely) will have been achieved,;
and with the ceasing of all change, time itself will cease.

But others, rgjecting this strange boundless finitude, prefer another fantasy, no less unimaginable to
man. They declare that between the ever-separating, ever-dying galaxies, a new sparse dust of matter is
ever being created, here and there alonely atom; and that the new matter gathers slowly into nebul ae,
which mature into galaxies, each with its million earth-like worlds where man-like beings may emerge
from brutishness. Thusin the infinite host of the galaxies the worlds are infinitely many. Imagination
overstrains and collapses. And for ever, within the interstices and ever-wider-yawning chasms of the
ever-dying, ever-infinitely-expanding universe, an infinite sequence of fresh universesisfor ever being
created, in turn to mature and die. If purpose has indeed determined this strange, this seemingly crazy
scheme, it must surely be a purpose infinitely alien to man's desires.

Whichever of the two modern cosmical picturesisthe less false to the fads, man's understanding is
defeated. Truth dlips between the fingers of the exploring mind.

Y et some such picture we must accept. Gone for ever isthe East's great elephant that supports the world
and is supported by a greater tortoise. Gone for ever are the celestial spheres, that box of boxes, which
Dante described, Hell-centred, God-surrounded. Gone too the sun-centred universe within the sphere of
the fixed stars. Gone the uniquenes of the sun's system, the uniqueness of our earth, the uniqueness of
man.

Instead, we must conceive, as best we may, at least a host, perhaps an infinity of habitable earth-like
worlds, each housing its own human or parahuman race.

Yet well it may be, it must be, that both the new pictures of the cosmos, these latest, proudest feats of
terrestrial observation and intelligence, are but avery little nearer to the truth than the East's elephant
and tortoise.

Y es, but for us today they have authority. Some such explosion of ever-receding galaxies, each with its
scattered population of earths, is now the background of al human life.
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Time and Eternity from Death into Life

The seven meditative interludesin the 1946 Death into Life are the most impressive parts of an
otherwise plodding narrative. The fourth, "Time and Eternity," blends autobiography with poetic reverie
inaversion of arecurrent motif in Stapledon's writing: his visionary encounter in 1903 with his visiting
nine-year-old Australian cousin and future wife, Agnes Miller. He always spoke of this moment, so like
Dante'sfirst glimpse of Beatrice at age ninein the VitaNuova, as the wellspring of his creative life.
TODAY! TOMORROW!

Today comprises the whole present universe of infinite detail and inconceivable extent. Today isfields
and houses and the huge sky. Today human creatures are being conceived, are born, are loving, hating,
dying. Electrons and protonsin their myriads are everywhere busily performing their unimaginable
antics. Planets attend their suns. Galaxies drift and whirl.

All thistoday comprises, and with al this the whole past is pastly present in today: Queen Victoria,
Babylon, the ice ages, the condensing of the starsin the primeval nebula, and the initial inconceivable
explosion of creativity.

But tomorrow? It isawall of impenetrable fog, out of which anything may come.

When we remember or discover the past, we confront something that iswhat it is, eternally though
pastly. It is such and such, and not otherwise. Our view of it may indeed be false; but it, in itself, iswhat
in fact it was, however darkly it isnow veiled. No fiat, not even an Almighty's, can make the past be
other than in fact it was, and eternally is. God himself, if such there be, cannot expunge for me the deeds
| now regret.

But the future? It isnot veiled, it is nothing. It has still to be created. We ourselves, choosing this course
rather than that, must play apart in creating it. Even though we ourselves, perhaps, are but expressions
of the whole living past at work within us, yet we, such as we are, are makers of future events that today
are not. Today the future actuality is nothing whatever but one or other of the infinite host of
possibilities now latent in the present. Or perhaps (for how can we know?) not even latent in the present,
but utterly unique and indeterminate.

Y esterday is palpably there, there, just behind me; but receding deeper and deeper into the past, as | live
onward along the sequence of the new todays.

But tomorrow?

Y esterday | had porridge and toast for breakfast, as on the day before, and the day before that.

Y esterday, according to instruction | caught atrain to Preston. | had set my plans so as to reach the
station in good time. And because a thousand other strands of planning had been minutely co-ordinated,
at the appointed minute the engine driver, who had been waiting in readiness for the guard's whistle and
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his waving flag, moved levers. Thetrain crept forward. In that train | found myself sitting opposite a
lovely stranger, not according to instruction, nor as the result of any plan. Soon we were talking, looking
into one another's eyes; talking not of love but of nursing and hospitals and the wished-for planned
society, and of her Christian God, and of afuture life, and of eternity. Before we met, before our two
minds struck light from each other, our conversation had no existence anywhere. But then in afleeting
present we began creating it. And now the universeis eternally the richer because of it, since irrevocably
the past now holdsit, now preserves in areceding yesterday that unexpected, that brief and never-to-be-
repeated, warmth and brightness.

With her | have no past but yesterday, and no future; but with you, my best known and loved, | have
deep rootsin the past, and flowers too, and the future.

Some fifteen thousand yesterdays ago there lies a day when you were alittle girl with arms like sticks
and a bright cascade of hair. In agreen silk frock you came through a door, warmed your hands at the
fire, and looked at me for amoment. And now, so real that moment seems, that it might be yesterday!
For that particular fraction of the eternal reality is aways queerly accessible to me, though fifteen
thousand yesterdays ago.

But tomorrow?

Tomorrow, shall I, asit has been planned, catch the bus for Chester? Or shall | missit? Or will it refuse
me, or never start on its journey? Or having absorbed me will it collide with a hearse or a menagerie
van? Will the freed lions and tigers chase people along the street? Shall | feel their huge clawsin my
flesh and smell their breath, and know that for me at least there is no tomorrow? Or perhaps some
hidden disease is ready to spring on me tonight? Or a bomb? Or will the laws of nature suddenly change,
so that stones leap from the earth, houses become soaring pillars of rubble and dust, and the sea rush into
the sky? Or will the sky itself be drawn aside like a curtain, revealing God on his throne, his accusing
finger pointing precisely at abject me? Or at a certain moment of tomorrow will everything ssmply end?
Will there be just nothing any more, no future at all?

| cannot answer these questions with certainty. No man can answer them with certainty. And yet if |
were to bet a million pounds to a penny that things will go on, and half a million that they will go on
fundamentally much as before, few would call me rash.

Y esterday the events which are now so vividly present and actual were in the main inscrutable and not
yet determined. And therefore yesterday they had, we say, no being. And yet, and yet-there are moments
when we vaguely sense that, just asthe past is eternally real, though pastly, so the future also is eternally
what in fact it will be, though for awhile futurely to the ever-advancing present. We move forward, and
the fog recedes before us, revealing a universe continuous with the present universe, and one which, we
irresistibly feel, was there all the while, awaiting us. Could we but by some magic or infra-red
illumination pierce the fog-wall, we should see the future universe asin fact it is. So at least we
sometimesirresistibly feel. My conversation with that lovely and serious travelling companion-was it
not always there, awaiting me, knit irrevocably into the future asit is now irrevocably knit into the past?
When | was born, was not that journey awaiting me? Through the interplay of external causation and my
own freely choosing nature, was not that happy encounter already afeature of the eternal fact, though
futurely? Was it not equally so when the Saxons first landed on thisisland, and when the island itself
took shape, and when the sun gave birth?

And fifteen thousand yesterdays ago, when you and | first looked at each other, was not our future even
then just what in fact it has been? It was of course related to us futurely, and was therefore inaccessible;
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but was it not al the while there, lying in wait for us? One does not suppose that the centre of the earth,
because it isinaccessible, is therefore blankly nothing, until someone shall burrow down to it.

And indeed | cannot even be sure that in that moment of our first meeting the future was, in very truth,
wholly inaccessible. For in looking into your eyes| did (how | remember it!) have a strange, a startling
experience, long since dismissed as fantasy, yet unforgettable. It was as though your eyes were for me
windows, and as though curtains were drawn aside, revealing momentarily a wide, an unexpected and
unexplored prospect, a view obscure with distance, but none the less an unmistakable prevision of our
common destiny. | could not, of course, seeit clearly; for it was fleeting, and | was a boy and simple.
But | saw, or | seemed to see, what now | recognize as the very thing that has befallen us, the thing that
has taken so long to grow, and is only now in these last years flowering. Today our hair is greying, our
faces show the years. We can no longer do as once we did. But the flower has opened. And strangely it
isthe very flower that once | glimpsed even before the seed was sown.

Fantasy, sheer fantasy? Perhaps! But when we think of time and of eternity, intelligencereels. The
shrewdest questions that we can ask about them are perhaps falsely shaped, being but flutterings of the
still unfledged human mentality.

The initial creative act that blasted this cosmos into being may, or may not (or neither), be in eternity co-
real with today, and with the last faint warmth of the last dying star.

The Reflections of an Ambulance Orderly

Written in Belgium in 1916 after the passage in England of the Military Service Act, this short article
appeared in the Quaker newspaper, The Friend, on 14 April. At the time Stapledon, who was not a
member of the Society of Friends, was adriver for the Friends' Ambulance Unit, and the Unit was torn
over the question of whether to withdraw its pacifist volunteers to face imprisonment in England as
absol ute conscientious objectors or to continue the "compromise” of working alongside the battlefields,
tending and transporting the wounded and evacuating both civilians and soldiers during poison gas
attacks. In April Stapledon's convoy was based in the towns of Crombeke and Woes ten (identified only
as"W" in the article because of military censorship rules) near the Franco-Belgian border, and everyone
was nervously anticipating an apocalyptic "big battle," which finally erupted on the Somme in early
July. As both on-the-spot war journalism and as an anti-absolutist argument for continuing to serve in
the ambulance unit, the article is interesting in its own right. It also stands as an early statement of some
of Stapledon's characteristic philosophical and literary themes.

CERTAIN YOUNG AMBULANCE DRIVERS sat together drinking cocoa and smoking. They talked
of motors, guns, the condition of England, and finally of conscription. That was the burning subject.
Some were determined to claim total exemption; some would be content with compulsory alternative

file:///CJ/Documents¥%20and%20Setti ngs/harry%20krui swij ... menten/spaar/ Ol af %20Stapl edon%20-%20Rare%20stories.txt (5 of 160)20-2-2006 23:29:57



file://ICJ/Documents¥20and%20Setti ngs/harry%20krui swijk/Mijn%20documenten/spaar/Ol af %20Stapl edon%20-%20Rare%20stories.txt

service. All sighed for peace as the only satisfactory solution.

The door was opened by a Frenchman, who gave the order. "A gas attack has begun. Y ou must send five
carsto help your friends at W. Take helmets and respirators. Everyone else must be ready for work here."
Outside, in front of the old grey church, engines were soon started. The sun had set. Venus and Jupiter
shone close together in the twilight. It seemed that those bright spheres could never be theatres of war.

Y et what if this earth should after all be the first world to throw off this primeval strife?

From the east came aroar of guns, continuous, like the noise of awaterfall. At that distance the
cannonade sounded not savage, but methodical, deliberate. It seemed not the cry of nations madly
fighting, but the roar of machinery, the final expression of Western civilisation. Was this the great battle
at last, or only another little experiment, resulting in pain, death and the conquest of a few ditches?

A group of drivers stood before the cars awaiting orders. "It's come at last," said one of them, "what we
have been waiting for." "No, too soon," said another. A staunch pacifist cried, "Go it our guns,”" and
checked himself in shame with the apology, "It's nicer to hear ours than theirs, somehow"; but another
brokein, "It's awful, it's ghastly, no matter whose guns. It's just a huge hideous dog fight." After a pause
he said, "Think of the pluck, though! And afellow can't go into that fire without some ideal."

All stood impatiently quiet, awaiting further orders. Some perhaps had need to screw up their couragein
preparation for expected shell-haunted runs, and all were humbled by the thought of the incomparable
devotion of the fighting men. Helpless anger at the war fought against alonging to share fully the great
burden of danger.

The old grey church stood quiet as ever. Its spire dimly soared into grey sky. Its clock tolled the hour
deliberately, ringing through the noise of war. The aloofness of the church seemed a symbol of that
consciousness of all humanity which sometimes flashes on the mind to make war ridiculous. The quiet
church declared peace ultimate, war merely a stage.

Another order came, and cars dispersed to evacuate the sick and wounded from the hospitals. Men and
baggage were safely stowed, stretchers strapped into place; rugs and hot bottles comforted the lying.
One driver, who was without a car, helped his friends to load, and chatted with the patientsin his best
French. So sudden an evacuation must needs perturb weak men recovering from wounds. To chat with
them isto cheer.

The moon rose red from the enemies' lines, and climbed among tall trees. She seemed indeed a hostile
moon, lighting the attack. She might end the lull that had come with the darkness. Someone seeing her
murmured with quaint urgency, "Couchez-toi, lalune." He added, "Our people a W. will be busy to-
night. Helmets and respirators are no farce there. Some of those roads will be hot enough if thisisreally
the battle. And oneis always short of Sleep at W."

Gradually the hospitals were emptied. The last man, with abad foot, had to go sitting, for lack of space.
There were still cars in reserve and others expected from headquarters. What would be the next order?
Must all move forward to arendezvous arranged in case of heavy fighting? Some hoped for that and "a
good dose of the real thing till we are done up and have to rest."

"But why, why, why," cried one, "why must there be any attack? Think of the live men to be snuffed
out! Think of the smashed bones and tom-up bodies! Think of the blood! Plenty of soaking stretchers for
usfor awhile. Surely it's better to help clear up the mess than to go home and talk peace.”

The great battle did not begin. Thiswas merely afeint, costing some ammunition and life, but seriously
harming neither side. One by one these young men of compromise returned and supped with
thankfulness. Their share of work had been done without a hitch, and there was prospect of a night's
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sleep after all. They duly went to their straw beds, and puzzled drowsily awhile over those gallant but
mistaken multitudes ranged against each other across Europe.

Some say that peace can be established only by a passion of goodwill. But may it not be that some are
called to that work here and some there? While there is the chance of serving those who nobly suffer
through humanity's error we cannot stay at home. Toward these patient, courageous, cheerful, and no
doubt misguided fellow-men we extend our "passion of goodwill." Because of our oneness with
humanity we dare not hold ourselves apart from the calamity. War isindeed strife of the right hand with
the left; it is heart-splitting discord; yet under the shadow of our old grey church, and under the light of
the stars, war itself may help aman to a new knowledge of the communion of all men.

The spirit that is mankind is mad to-day perhaps; but out of the madness she will come purified
wondrously. We, her tiny members, need to be purified with her. That iswhy we are here.

The Splendid Race

While an undergraduate at Oxford from 1905 to 1909, Stapledon began reading some of the pioneering
nineteenth-century studies in genetics by Gregor Mendel, Francis Galton, and August Weismann. "The
Splendid Race," printed in 1908 in The Old Abbotsholmian, a magazine edited by alumni of his
boarding school, isthe earliest complete statement of hisinterest in eugenics, akey concept in the
visionary biology of hislater fiction. The Edwardian quaintness of his project to breed arace of
"gentlemen" and the callow endorsement of new laws governing reproduction would be replaced later in
Last and First Men and Sirius by subtler and warier images of the possibilities and the risks of eugenic
"improvements.” Nevertheless, this youthful exercise delineates alifelong preoccupation reflected in
such pieces as the 1931 broadcast on "The Remaking of Man" and his 1948 speech, "Interplanetary
Man?'

COLUMBUS FOUND A NEW WORLD; but Francis Galton found a new humanity. The former
discovery has given us gold and enterprise; from the latter we may hope for gentlemen, even heroes. It
was long after the voyage of Columbus that the new world began to be used by the old. So also it will be
long after the first probing of the subject that mankind will begin to profit by the science of heredity.
After the work of Mendel, Weismann, Galton, and others, our conception of humanity must be
fundamentally altered. To the ancient the human type was arock, created fixed for evermore. To the
man of the last century it was a cloud, ever changing but unalterable. To usit must be avirgin continent,
to be cultivated and civilised. Darwin showed that man is the result of evolution. Others have shown that
he may direct his evolution. Hitherto we have sought progress with social and political contrivances; but
soon we shall bring to bear what may be afar more potent method. Mankind islike a child that has been
patiently gathering apples as they fall, when suddenly he has the glorious idea of climbing the tree.
Hitherto he has been stinted, but now there opens avision of plenty to be realised by pluck and skill. For
mankind the apples are health and strength, intellect and virtue.

Already lives have been spent in building up the science of heredity. But not till awide-spread interest
has been aroused can that science be applied to the art of eugenics. There must be a general acquaintance
with the wonderful results of statistical investigation and experiment. Most biologists agree that man is
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the expression of a multiplicity of inherited characteristics, which environment can affect directly only
during the life of theindividual. They believe that characteristics acquired during the lifetime of the
parent are not heritable. But some deny this. It isright that we should all know something of this
controversy since itsimportance to eugenicsis very great. If the nature, far more than the nurture, of the
parent determines the character of the child, the unwholesomeness of these days may not seriously affect
our descendants. But it is allowed by all that a bad habit, or evil surroundings, through weakening the
system, may cause the offspring to be stunted. Whatever be the final result of this controversy, much can
be done for the improvement of the race. It seems clear that physical, mental, and moral characters are
governed by the same broad laws of inheritance. In time it may be as possible to breed good men asit is
now possible to breed fast horses. Thisisthe goa at which we should aim. Meanwhile we may improve
the standard of mankind by wisely restricting undesirable marriages. Thus we may eradicate not only the
liability to specia diseases, insanity, and crime, but also general weakness and general incompetence.
The application of the knowledge which has been aready acquired is still hampered by universal
prejudice. Not till this has been destroyed can we hope to realise the schemes of Galton for the
"Improvement of the Human Breed." He suggested that records should be kept of the history of every
family, that every man might know something of his hereditary capabilities and liabilities. In thisway he
hoped that there would arise atrue pride of birth. No one of clean pedigree would be likely to marry into
atainted family. There would be areal aristocracy of birth. The poorer specimens would be continually
dying out, since it would be hard for them to marry. He also points out that it cannot be held cruel to
allow undesirables to die out in thisway. The individuals may still live happy and useful lives. For them
celibacy is self-denial for the good of the community. But nothing can be done till the interest in these
thingsis universal. The homage paid to riches and "nobility" must be replaced by a more honest homage
to pure birth, the true nobility.

It is considered almost sacrilegious to breed men in the way we breed cattle. We must not meddle with
the divinely directed course of evolution. We must not try to confine the fires of love, and if we do try
we shall fail. Loveisadivine spirit, too powerful and too fleeting to be controlled by human devices.
Such are the objections rai sed.

But why isit sacrilegious to use direct means for the improvement of the human breed? We have been
given wherewithal to climb alittle nearer to divinity. Are we to stand mesmerised within the chalk circle
of convention? No doubt we must act with caution. Our knowledge being still incomplete, we must not
attempt very much at first. But let us at least have the will to progress.

We are told not to interfere with the divine caprice of love. Surely thisis unreasonable. We lament when
afriend marriesinto asocial class lower than his own. We should have more reason to deplore his
marriage into afamily tainted with disease or moral weakness. Love is capricious; but even now it is
confined within certain limits. It is held wicked to indulge it beyond them; and such is the force of
public opinion that it seldom occurs beyond them. A marriage in which husband and wife bear some
particular taint may well produce children some of whom are seriously deformed in mind or body. Such
marriages should be regarded as a kind of incest. In time they will be prevented by public opinion,
which should be aided by legidlation. At first, no doubt, there will be many tragedies of revolt against
custom and law. It may be held that love exists not merely for the perpetuation of the race, but isan end
in itself, the spiritual union and beatitude of individual men and women. The noble type of love which
can clam to be a spiritual end in itself has evolved from something less noble. If it be wisely controlled
now, in time humanity may be capable of an emotion far more intense and far more divine.
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The work that isto be doneis not merely negative. Not only must we prevent unsuitable marriages. Not
only are the diseases and weaknesses of humanity to be purged away. When the phenomena discovered
by Gregor Mendel have been more deeply studied, it may be possible to begin the great positive work of
cultivating and fixing the existing desirable qualities of humanity. Perhaps sometime there may appear
some entirely new and highly desirable character. This also must be accentuated and fixed, in the
manner that favourable "sports' have been fixed by horticulturists. To perform all thisit will be
necessary in some way to encourage particular classes of marriages. In the present condition of
sentiment this seems impossible. We can but hope that in time every man will be naturally inclined to
find awife well suited to himself for the sake of his children.

Asyet we are very far from this. But, having stumbled for along time in the valleys, at last we have
arrived at an eminence from which the right way can be seen leading upwards into the mists. It may be
that after much labour and many catastrophes in time there will arise a splendid race of men, far wiser
than we can hope to be, and far greater hearted.

Thoughts on the Modern Spirit

Unpublished and undated, but in a corrected final typescript, "Thoughts on the Modern Spirit" contains
Stapledon most thoughtful speculations on the intersection of literary experiment and philosophical
inquiry. More clearly than anything else he wrote, this essay suggests the extent of (and boundaries of)
Stapledon's affinity with the modernist movement. The prominence of Alfred North Whitehead in the
essay reflects an extensive study of Whitehead's work, especially Science and the Modern World,
Stapledon undertook as a postdoctoral participant in Liverpool University's Philosophy Seminar in 1927-
1928. The allusion to Noel Coward's song "Dance Little Lady," from the 1928 play This Y ear of Grace,
suggests that the essay may have been written just after the Seminar, probably before Stapledon began
serious work on Last and First Men in the late summer of 1928. His absorption in that project may
explain why he never made an attempt to publish "Thoughts on the Modern Spirit." It remains an
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intriguing guide to his mind and art in the period when he achieved hisfirst literary and philosophical
SUCCEeSSesS.

THOUGH THE MODERN SPIRIT knows many moods, two are distinctive of it: complete disillusion,
and zestful but wholly detached admiration of a world conceived as indifferent to human purposes.
Many no doubt still retain their confidence in man's importance, and in his prospects here or hereafter,
but for good or ill thisfaith is not afactor in the characteristically modem spirit. Nor is it among these
optimists that we may find the most active growing-points of thought to-day. Not that faith itself stands
condemned as in every possible sense false, but only that the faithful, having never alowed themselves
to be drenched and impregnated with disillusion, cannot understand the spiritual problem of our age. Just
because, or insofar as, their faith isintact, it isalso infertile.

Our problem may be described as the task of outgrowing both the naive optimism of an earlier age and
the naive disillusion of to-day. The problem is urgent, not because disillusion is unwholesome, but
because aready there are signs that the pendulum is beginning to swing once more in the direction of
faith; and unless we can integrate faith and disillusion in some new mood which will preserve whatever
is sound in each, we shall merely slip back into our old naive optimism, for no better reason than that we
begin to tire of disillusion. In psychological terms, humanity is prone to a dissociation of faith and
disillusion, and a consequent "alternation of personalities.” Our task is to organise these two sentiments
as a stable attitude appropriate to all that we know of reality. And thisisto be achieved only in the
direction of the second and more rare mood of the modem spirit, namely that disinterested admiration
which enlightens our disillusion and perplexes our intelligence.

For the modem kind of religious experience, or if it be preferred the modem substitute for religious
experience, isitself the unexpected outcome of disillusion. Only by way of despair and a subsequent
detachment can we attain this experience in its purity, and distinguish it from the mere conviction that
the heavens care for us. Only when we have countenanced the defeat and even ridicule of the whole
enterprise of life upon this planet can we discover that unique splendour and perfection of existence
which is more admirable even than life's victory. And because this discovery, coming as it doesin the
very trough of our disillusion, cannot be assimilated by a pessimistic view, it should perplex us, and
should indeed start a ferment of the whole mind.

We may understand our case more clearly by considering the movements of thought that have led up to
it. Professor Whitehead has described the conflict between materialistic science and romantic literature,
which came to a head in the nineteenth century and resulted in the defeat of romance. The whole
romantic movement, he says, was a protest on behalf of the organic view of nature and on behalf of
value, arevolt against the unjustified metaphysical dogmas of a science which ever tended to ignore its
own abstractness. The poets concerned themselves with these more subtle or more "spiritual” factorsin
our experience which the science of that day, though it rightly neglected them for its own purposes, had
no right to deny metaphysically. But the gesture of the poets was doomed to failure. Expressions of faith
or mere longing carried less weight than the precise demonstrations and brilliantly plausible guesses of
the scientists. The wind set in the direction of materialism; the whole mental climate had changed. Even
the romantics themselves found their vision blurred by aflood of argument and non-rational suggestion.
In the early stage Wordsworth had been able to dismiss science with a contemptuous phrase, and to
salute "the brooding presence of the hills* without suspicion that it wasillusory. But later Tennyson was
compelled to recognise the forcefulness of materialistic metaphysics, though finally he sought
consolation in an impotent reiteration of faith. Professor Whitehead might have added that Browning,
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with more complacency, but perhaps less intelligence, missed the issue altogether and merely
proclaimed his confidence that human individuals were too interesting to be scrapped at death; while
Carlyle, in spite of his grim concentration, found no better solution for the problem than to condemn
doubt as cowardly and bid the doubter act so vigorously that he should have no time for thought.
Professor Whitehead's theme isimportant; but certain equally important comments should be made. And
first we must ask, had the romantic poets actually seized a truth which the scientists had missed, or were
they merely expressing the fulfilment of their own longing? The answer would seem to be that the poets
had indeed in a sense a truth which the scientists missed, but that the scientists also had a truth which the
poets had missed, and that these two truths did not in fact conflict at all. The conflict was merely
between two unsupported metaphysics, materialistic metaphysics and romantic metaphysics. The
scientists, ignoring all the more difficult aspects of experience, were so enthralled by their admirable
system of abstractions that they assumed universal materialism and neglected value. The poets, on the
other hand, apprehending by direct acquaintance certain superior values, assumed that these values
implied aromantic metaphysics. Quiteillogically it was inferred that because nature was experienced as
a brooding presence, because man could distinguish between good and evil and could espouse the good,
and because the universe calls forth our admiration, therefore at the heart of reality there must be
sympathy for man and advocacy of his most cherished ends.

Professor Whitehead has used the romantic movement to expose the insufficiency of nineteenth-century
science and to support his organic view of nature; but, had he wished, he might equally well have used
the whole movement of scientific interest to expose the incompleteness of the romantic ideal. If
nineteenth-century science erred by ignoring the inner voice which the poets knew, they in turn had need
to learn from science that interest in objectivity, that spirit of detachment from even the noblest human
purposes, that dispassionate cognition in which alone the highest values are to be clearly envisaged. But
this discovery was not possible to those who had not been forced to distinguish between their admiration
of the universe and their faith that whatever was admirable must aso be favourably disposed towards
man's cravings.

We may continue Professor Whitehead's survey of the mental climate so asto bring it up to our own day
and illustrate our own problem. The conflict between science and romance has issued in four distinct
movements of thought. Thereisin the first place the retreat of the pure romantic mind into an
unassailable but isolated stronghold of fantasy. Many of our modern romantics seek only to repeat the
achievements of the nineteenth century, continuing to distill mystery from the past, or from fairyland, or
from the recesses of daily life. Others achieve the same result by playing upon the well-established
religious sentiments. Others again take refuge in extreme subjective idealism, supposing themselves to
have undermined the whole attack of materialism by declaring that, since all our experience is mental,
mind must be foundational to the universe; and that therefore man's nature is guaranteed fulfilment. Or
the movement of withdrawal from the conflict and from reality may take yet another form. The value-
experience which is the core of romanticism may be mistaken for a unique mystical apprehension of the
reality behind all phenomena; and in an age when phenomena are very perplexing and shocking this
yearning for the hidden reality may be so powerful asto trick the mind with many curiousillusions and
sophistries. Thus attention may be turned from the precise but often tragic forms of Western thought to
the confused vision of the East, whether by way of theosophy or by way of Spengler.

The second movement to be noted must also be derived from romanticism, but it is romance reformed,
"modernised” and aggressive. And it has captured the hearts of many who were at first on the side of
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materialistic science, though distressed by its materialism. Thisis essentially a movement of loyalty or
moral obligation towards something which may be very variously described, but is always thought of as
striving against obstructions to achieve agreat end, and an end moreover which is only to be conceived
little by little in the course of mind's development. In this mood we feel the distinction between good
and evil to be absolute, and we pledge ourselves to fight for the realisation of the good. Obvioudly this
essentially moral experience derivesin part from militant religion'sloyalty to a God who strives within
the universe against an equally real prince of darkness. Obviously aso the chivalry of nineteenth-century
romanticism contributes to this zeal. But the object on which it is directed is very different from the God
of the churches. In asense, indeed, it isworship of atribal deity, though the tribeisin this case the
whole race of man; but more strictly it is devotion not to an external power, but to the human race itself,
or to that spirit which is thought to work in the human race for the achievement of a more glorious
mentality.

Very diverse are the prophets of this militant faith, and often they reject one another. Their doctrines
range from a modernised kind of theism and vitalism to Marxian materialism and its consequent
proletarianism, and again from the crudest evolutionism to the most sophisticated humanism. Sometimes
man is regarded as the blind instrument through which a hidden creative energy progressively achieves a
goal not patent to men themselves. Thus the movement draws inspiration from Samuel Butler, and later
from Bergson and Driesch, and comesin line with those modem champions of instinct and the
unconscious who follow Jung rather than Freud; while in literature the movement contributes something
to the ingpiration of such writersas Mr. D. H. Lawrence, with his cult of "the dark god." Sometimes, on
the other hand, it is claimed that man himself must take charge of his own evolution, directing the
"blind" biological forces towards whatever end is progressively revealed as good to his own
consciousness. Thus contact is made with social meliorism, and even with Comte's essentially non-
mystical religion of humanity, with its motto, "L ove, order, progress." Sometimes, with an optimism
inherited from the churches, it is claimed that in the long run life must of necessity triumph. Sometimes,
however, in view of the spatial and temporal immensity of the cosmos, and all the difficulties that
confront man in his own planet and in his own nature, it is recognised that the victory of mind is very far
from certain, that such success as has hitherto been won has been mostly accidental, and that in the
modem world new forces are coming into play which may well result in the suicide of civilization, if not
actually in the destruction of mankind.

But though very diverse theories may be assumed by this mood of moral zeal, one conviction is essential
toit. Alwaysit emphatically declares life or mind or spirit to be good absolutely, and their negation
absolutely bad; always it renders whole-hearted allegiance to one sidein a universal conflict. Always it
is blind to the possibility of any kind of excellence other than the value of the fulfilment of vital
teleology. It would spurn a universe in which life were ultimately to fail.

One poet of the movement is Meredith, with his devotion to the Spirit of Earth. And he aso linksit both
with earlier romanticism and with alater classicism. He admired nature less for her appearance, as
Wordsworth did, than for her vitality. And man he admired less for his individuality, as Browning did,
than for being Earth's self-conscious intelligence. But Meredith is more than an apostle of the faith in
Earth and Man. His Comic Spirit gropes towards the mood of detachment which | shall presently
describe. Meanwhile we may note in Bernard Shaw and H. G. Wells the same dualism of good and evil
grounded in the dynamic nature of life, the same fervent championship, the same sense that man's real
importance lies not in hisindividuality but in hisinstrumentality to the achievement of agoa which he
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himself has not yet clearly conceived. These writers have contributed to the faith which inspires militant
"L abour" today, which distinguishes so sharply between the elect and the damned, which claims from
the individual a puritanical loyalty to a certain social ideal or formula, which in fact isthe modem,
popular, and social-democratic form of Calvinism. Shaw, like Meredith, is saved by humour from rigid
sectarianism, and gropes sometimes beyond the moral view; but Wellsis more strictly confined within
his faith. Bertrand Russell in his social writings, and in spite of his professed ethical scepticism,
sometimes assumes the mood of righteous indignation; but though he renders allegiance to the ideal of
cultural development heis also detached, and capable of dispassionate salutation.

The movement of moral zeal, then, which directsitself now in worship of aLife Force, now in loyalty to
the awakening consciousness of man himself, has many sources and many expressions,; and sometimes it
has seemed to promise a widespread though new-fangled "religious revival." Indeed for many persons it
isin fact to-day aliving religion. But it is not distinctive of the modern spirit, and its original minds
belong to yesterday rather than to-day. Not that it is outworn; on the contrary it should make an
extremely important contribution to the culture of to-morrow. Shameto usif we evade that whole-
hearted obligation to the advancement of mentality on this planet. But there is also another and more
difficult lesson to learn, alesson which in our day at least, it is seldom possible to grasp at all save
through complete disillusion from all our most cherished ends.

And disillusion is the third of the four movements of thought which we have to record in our sequel to
Professor Whitehead's study of the mental climate. It isamovement that is distinctively modem. Not
only have we in these | atter days doubted the existence of anything worthy to be called God, not only
have we despaired of man's capacity to achieve his endsin an unfriendly universe, but also we have
tasted compl ete cynicism with regard to those ends themselves, and about man's very nature. The virtues
and the heaven of an earlier generation are now scribbled over with jibes; yet we have littleto put in
their place, little that can withstand any better the point of our own criticism. And so it comes that the
modern young so often seem to belie the very nature of youth by their cynicism; for they can find
nothing better to do than evade all serious activities and seek conventional pleasures, suppressing a
yawn. Who can blame them? There is nothing better to do in aworld of disillusion. But it iswell known
that alife of undirected "pleasure" |eads nowhere but to nightmare, such as Mr. Noel Coward has
epitomised in his sketch, "Dance Little Lady."

Few would deny that disillusion, sometimes rising to disgust and horror, is the dominant mood of our
age. When the plain man has time to look up from hiswork he seesaworld in disorder; society strained
and rocking; authority concerned chiefly to keep its seat; nations devising slaughter while they chatter of
peace; churches seemingly bankrupt of divinity, and forced desperately to speculate in pew-filling
attractions; prophets on all sides trading in questionable doctrines; the live and intricate thought of our
time soaring further and further beyond the comprehension of the unspecialised, and shedding abroad
only vague and dismal rumours of man'sinsecurity, futility, and insincerity. Such is the panorama that
confronts any unprejudiced and intelligent observer. It isaview so familiar that to state it is to speak
platitudes.

No wonder the plain man turns from a prospect so dreary, and concentrates on his private problems; for
these, however futile in the wider view, have their tentacles about his heart. Even while he yawns at
them they constrain him. For he is breathlessly engaged in the current of his own career, and all the
intricacies of hisrelations with hisfellows. His days are a ceaseless tennisin which he is nearly always
the weaker player; so that without respite he can but struggle to get the ball over the net somehow and be
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ready for the next stroke. To look around and ask himself seriously what it isall about isto risk losing
his grip on the game. Now and then indeed he is inevitably disturbed by rumours of the great world, or
by movements of the very ground on which he plays hislittle life. Political crises, strikes, mysterious
changes of the market and a slump in hiswares-all sorts of obscure and uncontrollable public events
threaten him or actually embroil him. And alwaysin our time there is the dread that there will be another
war, that hiswhole life will be fused and cast into a new mould; and then perhaps destroyed. He can
only hope that the bedrock of society will outlast his day, and even support his children. But his great-
grandchildren? He shrugs his shoulders. They are beyond his ken. If ever they occur at all, of what kind
will they be, and on what treadmill will they find themselves sweating? Will they remember him? Will
his own children remember him only to condemn him for thoughtlessly procreating them in this squirrel-
cage adrift in space?

For the modern man regards his own occurrence without enthusiasm. Reviewing his endless pursuit of a
carrot that is ever removed, or which, being captured, is found to be plaster, he looks forward to death
without revulsion; even perhaps with complacency, as when in aday of worries he looks forward to
sleep. If only there were no old age, no rising tide of contemptible distresses; and at the end no pain. If
only dying were as delicious as falling asleep.

Nothing but loyalty to some admired thing greater than oneself can render alife of drudgery tolerable;
and today the old objects of loyalty are losing their power. The God whom our fathers served is now
revealed to many as atiresome old gentleman vacillating between brutality and sentimentality. Even the
great phrase "God is Love" haslost much of its appeal. If it means that love is the fundamental principle
of the cosmos, we doubt it. If it means that the sentiment of love is the highest of all values, we arein no
mood to worship mere affection. Our allegianceis not for love but for that which islovable. There was
indeed atime, not long past, when it seemed that the greatest concrete object of love was one's nation;
but the war has at |east shown us that nations are but hordes of individuals behaving in the crude horde
manner. And even internationalism, humanism, the religion of Life, are now suspected of being
parochial fervours about matters of no real moment; for they all take for granted that man himself isa
thing which ought to be preserved and can be improved; and this proposition is no longer self-evident.
Hereliestheroot of all modern disillusion. Having lost faith in everything that might be called God, we
turned our admiration on man, and now man also is found to have feet of clay. We see him essentially a
self-deceiver, a brute, pretending but never really striving to be an angel. Hiswill we are told by the
psychologistsis at heart animal craving, though more cunning and less downright. Even his most
generous impulses are said to draw their strength merely from the dynamics of the brute body, or at best
from the itch of the brute mind. Hislove is mere greed; and his loyalty a response to no objective
excellence but to the demands of his own tortuous nature. His intelligence, which was once thought
capable of dispassionate knowledge of the thing that really is, isnow said to be blinkered in the service
of instincts. Thisview of human nature, which was so vigorously advertised by the psycho-analysts, is
accepted by most psychologists, such as Professor McDougall, and many philosophers, such as Mr.
Bertrand Russell, who reject other parts of the Freudian doctrine. And through their able advocacy it is
likely to be incorporated in popular culture before the grain in it has been sorted from the chaff.

No wonder that we are disillusioned. All that was said to be noblest in man we suspect of being at heart
motivated solely by a mererelic of the brute in him. The very distinction between noble and base fails
now to ring true in our ears. Anything that anyone calls good or beautiful is suspect through the very fact
that such radically insincere terms have been applied to them. Only the naive and the insincere, we fed,
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can use such words to-day without shame; and things which are applauded by the naive and the insincere
are likely to be at heart other than they seem. And so in revulsion we affect to cherish things that no one
could possibly call good or beautiful. And when it occurs to us that even this admiration isinsincere,
since it isthe expression of a mere pose of sincerity in ourselves, we turn even from these idols and
renounce admiration itself. Then our only solace liesin ridicule, and especially in jibing at whatever is
commonly held sacred. Thus from disillusion we have at least distilled arefreshing draught of humour,
wit and iconoclastic irony, which some would say is the best achievement of our age. But iconoclasm
itself may become a cult, degenerating into a meaningless ritual of horse-play. Finally perhaps we are
left with nothing but a bleak contempt for our own contemptuousness.

Modern literature of disillusion is of two kinds, which, though they are often difficult to distinguish and
may be even blended in the same work, spring from very different motives. Thereis the literature which
springs from disillusion solely. Thisis at bottom a mere gesture of disgust and revolt, a sort of spiritual
vomiting-up of matter repugnant to our nature, of awhole universe, perhaps, apprehended as nauseating.
This activity was wholesome at first, and was inevitably fostered by the war and its consequences. Thus
in the war-verse of Siegfried Sassoon, though disgust is the dominant note, we fedl it to be fired by
loyalty to certain high values. But disgust itself may become a mere mannerism no less offensive than
the gentility of the Victorians. In much contemporary work nausea seems an end initself. And it is often
difficult to say of any writer whether his vomiting is spontaneous or artificially induced for fashion's
sake. Witness much that has appeared in certain "modernist” periodicals, often of transatlantic origin.
But there is another and more noteworthy literature of disillusion, whose motive is neither mere disgust
nor mere protest against insincerity or prettiness. It isindeed concerned with disillusion, with all the
defeat, pain, futility and insincerity of common life; but it is concerned with them not merely to vomit
them up but to incorporate them in an organised and splendid texture. And further it is concerned, |
should say, not merely to contrive aesthetic unities of light and shade, to fashion ideally formal tragedies
out of the elements of aworld that is merely chaotic and hideous; it is concerned with a strange and
compelling attribute of the world itself. Such | take to be the spirit of the mature Shakespeare, for
instance in King Lear, and again the spirit of Hardy at his best. The novels and poems of Thomas Hardy
were once thought to be merely disillusioned. But does the memorable description of Egdon Heath
express only the weariness of amind trapped in aworld of drab and futility; or doesit symbolise the
objective excellence (there is no other phrase for it) that is sometimes discovered beyond disillusion?
And in Marty South and Giles Winterborne, and again in the Reddleman in The Return of the Native, do
we not find a very different mood from mere world-weariness? These and others of the "strong"
characters of Hardy's fiction preserve both in good times and in bad, and even during their most intense
emotions, an unassailable peace of mind, such asis sometimes the expression of religious faith, but in
these cases demands some other explanation. And surely this attitude of purged admiration is Hardy's
own attitude, though he cannot justify it, and often adulterates it with hisintellectual pessimism. Again,
such tortured characters as Tess and Jude were thought once to signify nothing but futility; but surely the
novelsin which they are set are misread if they are regarded as protracted whimperings. More truly they
are hymns of praise, spontaneous acts of adoration directed upon the world itself. Two on a Tower, even
though it perhaps fails as a novel, expresses even more fervently and unambiguously that same
disinterested salutation of the objective world for its own sake, quite apart from its friendliness or
unfriendliness to man. Surely the whole work of Hardy is moved throughout by a spirit of admiration,
even of worship, which is no less remarkable for having been perhaps unintelligible to Hardy himself.
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Tennyson, harassed by the problems of his day, could but cling to the faith that somehow in the end the
universe would fulfill our demands of it; but Hardy accepted the universe asit appeared to him to be,
and was rewarded amost in spite of himself by a vision more splendid than Tennyson's. No doubt he
was unduly influenced by a crude metaphysics; yet in spite of that he was the forerunner not merely of
modern disillusion but also of modern worship. Meredith aso, though chiefly humanist and optimist,
could regard man with detachment. Thus, while in the myth of Earth and Man he symbolisestruly the
relation of the evolutionary process to human mentality, in "The Thrush in February," especially in the
last two stanzas, he glimpses a value which is not dependent on the triumph of life's enterprise. In fact
both Hardy and Meredith seem to have experienced, even though they failed to interpret, the second
mood of the modem spirit, the fourth of those movements of thought which were started by the conflict
of science and romance. Meredith dimly experienced a value other than victory, but could never
distinguish it from hisfaith in the future. Hardy, on the other hand, saw the universe as a sorry muddle,
yet worshipped it while he condemned it.

The attitude of disinterested admiration is, | suppose, an element in classicism. Certainly it derivesin
part from the Stoics; and again in part from the more objectivistic and classical moods of Christianity.
But today it isless easily learned through classical study or devotional exercise than through such non-
human interests as mathematics and physical science. Mr. Bertrand Russell has well expressed the
fervour which may illuminate such activities; though sometimes, asin A Free Man's Worship, he
adulterates this ecstatic detachment with an irrelevant and self-conscious romanticism over man's
supposed tragic fate. Thisis adouble error; for in the first place the mood is not focused on man at all;
and secondly it does not necessarily involve a pessimistic view, though perhaps only through tragedy
can it be attained to-day. In itself it is an interest, not in man for his own sake, but in the world within
which man is a striving member. Consequently, it regards man neither with hopeful assertiveness nor
with submissiveness or heroic resignation.

Y et, though it isin this sense amood of complete detachment from all striving and all strivers,
emphatically it is no mere apathy, nor doesit consent to inactivity. But, while espousing earnestly all the
values that emerge from the nature of life and mind, it yet maintains an inviolable peace; for whatever
befalls, it has avision of this actual world as excellent. Mr. George Santayana, in Platonism and the
Spiritual Life, has given an account of this attitude more purified than Mr. Russall's because more
dispassionate. But by describing it as adisintoxication from all values he has confused with mere apathy
what is essentially a value-experience, though not merely an experience of biological fulfilment.
Indeed, this mood of ecstatic yet dispassionate admiration is akin to that "sporting” attitude which,
prizing the game more than victory, yet strivesin every fibre. It appreciates the universe as though it
were art, perhaps tragic art. But let us repeat that it is not tragical in essence. Not only in defeat, but in
victory also, we may enjoy the game for its own sake. Alikein victory and in defeat this ecstasy includes
ahunger to play apart in the drama of existence with vigour and delicacy, yet it holds spiritually aoof
from every cause which it champions. We give ear, so to speak, not merely to the theme of human
striving, or life's evolution, but to that celestial music in which our planet's whole story is a passing
melody serving an end beyond itself. We are tempted to say that our attention is directed on the form of
the universe as awhole. But so bold a claim should be made only with qualification, since, after al, we
experience the universe only as fragments, not as an aesthetic unity. Neverthelessit is essential to this
mood that in it we do seem in some sense to glimpse a supreme form in which man is contributory, not
final.
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| would hazard the guess that the work of Mr. T. S. Eliot isinspired by this admiration of an objective
world whose form involves both good and evil. Mr. I. A. Richards, | know, argues that such writing is
concerned solely to make a"music of ideas’; but in this view heis perhaps prejudiced by his own theory
of value and of the nature of art in general. It would seem more true to say that Mr. Eliot calls forth or
indicates a music of objective characters. Or perhaps with more strictness we should say that he
constructs symbols which are indeed themselves "music of ideas," but in their music they purport to
symbolise or epitomise the music of the spheres. Thisis perhaps the nerve of the matter. In disillusion,
we may sometimes discover, or seem to ourselves to discover, an unlooked-for music of facts. And
whatever be the true epistemology of valueit is very important to inspect clearly the deliverance of such
experiences.

There are timesin the lives of most men when they wake from the game of private living, and even from
the more enthralling intricacy of public service, to see themselves and the whole race of men asdustin a
far mightier sport. Some, perhaps, are wholly exempt from such moments; while others, when the blue
or grey sky of their world is ripped away like atent, bury their heads. But some, even while they resent
and fear the star's sudden intrusion, are stung into a strange clarity of mind. Even while they see their
comforts and defences scattered, and their most admired ends snuffed into irrelevance, even while
perhaps they are dissolved in fright, they are thrust into a new and splendid view of things; so that if they
were not all the while paralysed with terror they could shout in the zest of amazed admiration. Unlike
hares, they crouch before the serpent of eternity not in horror merely, but in ecstasy. After cursing the
universe for its seeming mental deficiency, suddenly they recognise that the gods are playing a game
very different from man's game, and playing it brilliantly.

Not that they merely swing from pessimism to optimism about their private fortune or their nation's
welfare or the future of man; for it must be insisted that this unique enlightenment may occur in the very
agony of private defeat or public calamity, even in the terror of death, even in pain, even while they
watch the sufferings of their beloveds, or the downfall of their society. Not that their agony is
diminished or evaded, but rather that its very intensity wakens them to an aspect hitherto ignored. Not
that with the mystics they pierce the veil of sorry phantoms and stand face to face with reality itself in al
its reputed benignity. No, they see the very same world that they saw before, but they unexpectedly exult
init. They judgeit to be, in some sense which cannot yet be defined, intrinsically excellent or
"worthwhile." Having long lived in intimacy with the world, and having ever condemned it for not
conforming to their ideal, they suddenly fall in love withit, fall into worship of it, admirein it a severity
incomparably more desirable than the sweetness they had demanded of it. And as an actor may enter
into the hopes and strivings of his part the more sympathetically just because he appreciates to the full
the aesthetic character of the drama, so they now champion the more earnestly the very causes from
which they now hold themselves spiritually aoof.

Indeed, so well schooled are they in detachment from all that they take most seriously, that their reaction
even to the inhuman excellence of the cosmos is not incompatible with laughter. In mere disillusion we
laugh at the hollowness of fallen idols; and our laughter is bitter. But in this other mood, so well have we
learned the virtue of laughter, that humour is surprisingly infused throughout our admiration. Without
bitterness, and with no need for shame, we can deride the thing we most adore.

Sometimes in this mood man is regarded as a mere irrelevance; but in a shrewder vision we seem to see
that man, sensitive dust that heis, has also his part to play, though not the part he thought. For even the
dust isin the picture. When the bright vision is past, and we try to think out its significance, it seems
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indeed that the office of the human mind must be to strive toward ever clearer percipience, and to master
and enrich its own imperfect nature always for the end which our fathers called worship; so that we, tiny
and ineffectual playersin the gods game, may at least enter intelligently into the spirit of the game, and
admireit not merely so far asit favours the ends of man, but for its own character. But we must not
claim that man's discerning admiration and participation is necessary to the full achievement of the
cosmos; for man's part after all may be finally tragic, and he may never fulfill his supreme office of
worship. But in such experiences of dispassionate appreciation as we already know it does seem to be
implied that, if man has any cosmical function whatever, it is at least to strive towards ever finer
knowledge and will, whether victoriously or toward the doomed failure which is tragedy. For in this
mood, though certainly we have no evidence that man will thus flower, we have strange but sure
conviction that, whatever the issue, it will be the right issue, in the eyes of the gods.

But what isthistalk of "gods"? For good or ill the distinctively modern spirit finds deity both
improbable and unattractive. The universe that it admires, even in spite of itself, is conceived as a
godless universe. Then how can there be a game, since no oneis playing it? Or art, though no one
createsit? How can there be any virtue in the unwitting process of things, however vast and subtly
systematic? If the excellence of the universe lies neither in its expression of God'sideanor in its
conformity with man's own nature, in what sense can it be excellent at all? The claim isthat in certain
moments of unusually clear percipience, or even through long periods or awhole life-time of vision, a
man may discover in the universe, or at least in his schematic view of it, an intrinsic good not commonly
revealed, an excellence not in any way dependent on the fulfilment of our purposes, or Life's capacity or
even God's will. But surely this claim is meaningless; unless indeed the universe as awhole isitself
alive, is an active and self-fulfilling organism. Perhaps it expresses its unconscious nature as a plant
does, but with minds for flowers. Perhaps in these moments of vision we do indeed glimpse the form or
the spirit of the cosmic tree which bears us. And perhaps the tragedy of our existence is but the tragedy
of petalsthat wither when the fruit sets, not the tragedy of universal frustration. Perhaps the faith of the
Romantics was right, though they could not justify it rationally and often interpreted it too ssmply and
optimistically in the light of their romantic preconceptions. Perhaps the truth which they groped for and
confused stands revealed at last in Swinburne's "Hertha."

Perhaps this, perhaps that. Only technical philosophy can ever judge the significance of that seeming
insight which most of us probably experience at one time or another. But unfortunately the philosophers
are still at loggerheads about it all. For it is not clear that there is any meaning whatever in saying that an
object can haveintrinsic value, or be intrinsically good, apart from any mind's appreciation or purpose.

Y et only by such phrases can we do justice to the actual content of this ecstatic mood of appreciation. In
this dilemma some incline to sacrifice logic, othersto suspect the logic-defying experience. While
Professor Whitehead applauds the vision of the Romantics, Mr. Bertrand Russell would probably remind
us that our nervous systems are known to play strange tricks, that this judgment of the excellence of the
universe may be but a projection of our own confused emotion upon aworld which isitself aiento all
value; or again that our admiration of an objective system which is careless of man is at heart merely
enjoyment of our own supposed emancipation from prejudice, or our own skill of cognition.

The policy of explaining the more mature activities of mind in terms of the more primitive has certainly
been fertile in psychology. But whenever it has definitely succeeded, the facts explained have been of
the same order as the explanatory facts. In this case, however, the experience to be explained appears to
be of a nature different in essence from the primitive impulses which are supposed to explain it. And the
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more closdly it is observed, the more different it seems. For it appearsto bein its very essence an
interest in objectivity; and al attemptsto explain it solely in terms of the enjoyment of subjective
activities or of the activities of the individual organism, however complex and "sublimated,” seem
therefore beside the mark. Those who favour such explanations seem to their opponents unable to focus
clearly the experience they would explain. They fail to distinguish in it aquality wholly absent from
primitive experience, a disinterested admiration, implying detachment not merely from private desire but
from the whole endeavour of humanity. This quality, so foreign to primitive mentality, and so
unintelligible in terms of a psychology confined to the primitive, comes to usin the actual experience
itself as the just, though scarcely rationable, response to the universe asit isrevealed in our time.
Thereisthen at |east some reason to suppose that in this unique ecstasy of disinterested admiration
something is apprehended which is only to be attained by an "emergent” activity of developed minds.
But there remains the epistemological question about the status of value. Do such adjectives as "good"
and "bad" apply in strictness only to subjective states, or do they name characters of objects? We cannot
here enter into this technical discussion. But we may note that in one theory the essential meaning of the
word "good" is the character of fulfilment of capacity or activity, and that this theory is borne out by the
experience of disinterested admiration. For in this experience we seem to apprehend the world as
fulfilling its own capacity or nature perfectly, though in a manner wholly distinct from the ordinary
biological fulfilment. But if we are asked just how the world seems to fulfill itself, we cannot answer
intelligibly, and can only plead that the experience is not necessarily deceptive because it cannot yet be
rendered intelligible.

But whatever be the truth of these matters, this kind of experiencing, the deliverance of which certainly
appears to many modem minds as the supreme good, calls for close attention to-day. For surely it is
significant that though the dominant mood of our timeisdisillusion, our disillusion is strangely flecked
with this other, seemingly contradictory, mood of admiration. In times of optimistic faith disinterested
admiration is blended with, and indistinguishable from, gratitude toward a divine benefactor; but in
times of disillusion it stands out sharply from its background. Thus we may conceive it not as doubtful
evidence that "God ison our side,” that the universeis after all kindly disposed to us, but asa
spontaneous sal utation. Our task, then, isto single it out from all that has hitherto confused it, and to
recognise that, whatever its true intellectual significance, it isitself an intuition of avalue which eclipses
all other values. Certainly we must criticise it by bringing to bear on it al the material and instruments
of modem knowledge. Certainly we must disentangle it from all the fair myths that have been woven
round it. Certainly we must recognise that it offers no comfort, no hope, to our more primitive human
longings. But also, in criticising it, we must develop the experience itself. For to-day there are many
who, though they reject all the consolations of the churches as either unbelievable or trite, cannot but
recognise in this unique act of the spirit the very essence of religion, and in the deliverance of this
experience something indestructible and splendid, something in the light of which all other experience
should be interpreted.

The Remaking of Man

On the evening of 2 April 1931, in the afterglow of the triumph of Last and First Men, Stapledon made
hisfirst national broadcast. The speech illuminates some episodesin Last and First Men but also
recapitulates his old interests in eugenics and biological engineering. On 8 April the speech was the
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featured text in The Listener, the official publication of the B.B.C., which hailed Stapledon's
"prominence as a historian of the future." Paragraph divisions were altered and some colloquialisms
were formalized for the print medium; more importantly, the text was also abridged. While limitations of
space may have been afactor, censorship - to which Stapledon was no stranger in his career - may also
be suspected. The talk was branded as blasphemy by some who tuned in their radios, and the editor at
The Listener saved space by excising, among others, precisely those sentences that rejected the
immortality of the soul and hypothesized a godless universe. The version in this Reader, taken from the
script on deposit at the B.B.C. Archive, isthe full text of the broadcast and preserves the texture of
Stapledon's speaking voice.

HUMAN NATURE islike our English climate. No one can be sure what it will do at a particular time
and place, but we all know that it will be mostly dull or bad, and that it can't be altered.

That, at least, isthe common view. Y et both the climate and human nature change. There have been ice-
ages. There have been ape-men.

No doubt our own inborn nature is much like that of the earliest true men. But man has only been man
for about amillion years, and his future may be very much longer. The perfected men and women who
are to come will probably regard us as quaint prehistoric monkeys, dignified by a mere spark of
humanity. They will perhaps have changed so much that we shall scarcely recognise them as men and
women at all. Possibly their bodies will have passed as far beyond the present human form as ours
beyond the reptile. Even if they are still erect bipeds, their physiques will have been refashioned through
and through by the aeons of natural events that are to come, and probably by artifice also. | should
expect that if we could meet a man and woman of that race we should regard them as monstrously ugly.
Y et, to one another, they would seem beautiful with akind of beauty beyond our grasp. For those who
had eyesto see, she, that woman of the future, would expressin her strange body afar nobler and
lovelier womanhood than is found in our world; and he amore virile, a more triumphantly human,
manhood.

But let us think of things nearer home. There is one sense in which man is changing very quickly. The
man-in-the-street today is mentally a very different being from his counterpart of even two hundred
years ago. He may be born much the same, but he has been moulded by avery different world. Itisa
world which, in spite of all our disastrous muddies and quarrels, is coming more and more under our
control. And clearly in so far as we control man's environment, we control human nature itself, at least in
asuperficia sense.

But further, we have our clever biologists and our bold eugenists. They want to control man's inborn
nature, too. Already they have learnt afew surprising tricks, and probably within a century or two they
will have learnt many more.

Almost certainly, then, attempts will be made sooner or later to remake man, not only superficialy, by
changing his circumstances, but radically, by selecting and influencing the germ cells of successive
generations.

Now "remaking" man may very easily turn out to be mere monkeying with man. There are two kinds of
monkeying. Either you may know what improvements you want, and not know how to produce them; or
you may know the technique, without knowing what it is you really want to do. In the case of man, both
these dangers are very great.

The problem of technique we must leave to the scientists, bearing in mind, however, the kind of
alterations which may be possible, sooner or later. Tonight let us consider whether human nature ought
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to be changed at all, and if so, in what direction.

WEéll, | for one am sure that our present human nature needs altering. | can think of many ways in which
| myself, for instance, might be better than | am. And my wife would probably welcome even more
radical aterationsin me.

The general direction of desirable changes | would summarise in thisway. They should afford me a
richer, wider, deeper, more subtle, more accurate experience of this amazing world. Further, they should
help me to see more clearly what isreally desirable. Finally, they should enable me, in every kind of
situation, to take all relevant facts into account, and behave always with supreme tact, intelligence,
insight, foresight, so that always the best possible results may follow.

That | should be remade, or you, isimpossible. But do we not desire that a race of beings far happier and
more vital than ourselves should some day occur? | for one hope that the creation of such arace will
become in time the constant policy of all mankind. And though this radical remaking of man is not
practical politics to-day, already some of the preliminary steps need no longer be dismissed as fantasy.
There is one obvious way in which either man himself or hisworld must be improved. Little by little the
great diseases, such as cancer, tuberculosis, heart-disease, digestive disorders, nerve and brain disorders,
must be abolished. So must all the special troubles of women. And maternity must cease to be a grievous
burden. We must create a race gifted with the health and vitality, the beauty and perennial youth, of the
mythical heroes.

This leads to the question of longevity. If only we could keep young, most of us would certainly desire
to live much longer than the normal span. But from the point of view of the race, and of the far future,
would it really be good that the lives of individuals should be longer? The brevity of human life
certainly enables the speciesto keep on starting again with a clean date. Think of whatever historical
period you most despise. How lamentable if that generation had occupied the earth for ever! On the
other hand, very much of our short life-time is spent in merely overtaking our seniors. And no sooner
have we become properly equipped for carrying on the work of the world than our powers begin to fail.
From the racial point of view, then, two complementary improvements are needed. In the remote future,
when the race has reached its prime, the individual must live much longer than is possible today, say a
thousand times as long; but aso his youthful suppleness and vigour must continue till death. In fact
senility, not only extreme senility, but that blunting of percipience and slow dying of the mind, which
with us begins before middle life, must be abolished.

It is not desirable that the individual should live for ever, since that would prevent any further
improvement in the inborn nature of the species. It is natural that we, who are such self-centered beings,
should want to live for ever, either here or in some heaven. It is natural that we should demand some
kind of immortality for those whom we love and admire. But, as | seeit, not only must these cravings
remain unfulfilled, but also it is better so. | must learn to regard myself and every other individual, even
my dearest, as having the kind of excellence that atheme or phrase of music has. The phrase must not go
on all through the music. It hasits proper place. It must come to an end, and make way for other musical
forms. So also with the man and woman.

Even the lengthening of the life-span would raise a serious population problem. Obviously, if al men
and women are to last for many thousands of years, reproduction must be greatly reduced. It must
therefore be regarded as a very rare and noble privilege. And those to whom it is not permitted must turn
their energiesin other directions. We are sometimes told that parenthood is a function without which the
human spirit cannot flourish. | do not believe it; but if so, then here is another respect in which we must
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change human nature. A function which was very important in early days may well have to be restricted
before man can become mature.

What other alterations can we imagine?

Perhapsit will be possible some day to increase man's sensory powers. Sight, for instance, cries out for
improvement. Future man might see ultra-violet and infra-red colours. And he might analyse our present
primary colours into several new ones. Moreover, by equipping his eyes with many more of the
microscopic units of sight, he might become capable of much more detailed seeing. Thus, to take an
unimportant example, when flying at a great height over a city, he would be able to single out, from the
crowd of upturned faces, the men and the women, the young and the old, the blue eyes and the brown,
and his own particular acquaintances. Similar improvements might be devised for the other senses.
Perhaps entirely new senses might be created, such as a direct awareness of minute electrical changes.
Memory, aso, might be so perfected that the individual's whole past might be recalled at will in al its
original detail and vividness.

There might aso be great improvements in man's perception of time in two manners. In the first place,
he may come to hold together alonger span of timein one "now." Thus he might perceive in one act of
vision the longer rhythms of nature, such as day and night, or even the four seasons, as we perceive the
movements of dancing or astroke in tennis. Y et aso, perhaps, his perception might be so refined that
when amusical tune was sounded, he might at will either hear it as a single quality or sound, or
distinguish its separate pul sations, as we do the ticks of a clock.

Great improvements will probably occur in man'sintelligence. | myself, who am perhaps not much
below average intelligence, find much difficulty in coping with my own unimposing income tax returns.
Imagine a man of the far future entering our present world and discovering our social and economic
confusion. He would see the solution of it al in aflash, just as we solve those little problems that small
children bring us, with tears of despair. "Why," he would say, "thisis what you must do, and this." And
(still greater miracle) he would probably have such powers of persuasion that he would actually get usto
do the sensible thing. Imagine him also talking to our scientists and philosophers. "My dear fellows," he
would say, "your theories are unnecessarily cumbersome and fantastic. Try this new starting point, and
all will be clear." And then (greatest miracle of al) he would get them to share some fraction of hisown
insight.

By far the most important improvementsin man | have still to mention. Today incal culable misery and
waste of life are due to sheer imprudence and selfishness. Most of us are for ever failing to resist
momentary temptations, even when we know that our own lasting welfare is at stake. And as for loving
our neighbours as ourselves, we seldom have enough imagination to realise them as human beings at all,
and even when we do we almost never regard them without prejudice in favour of ourselves,

Now, as| seethings, al this has to be altered, either by nature or by artifice. The man and woman of the
far future will, of course, be each one of them avivid personality; but also each one of them will
imaginatively realise, not merely afew intimates, but the whole race, as a glorious community of fellow-
workers. They will no more be tempted to put private interest before public interest than we are tempted
to test out razors by cutting our own throats. In fact, as| seeit, their neural organisation will be so
perfect that they will always choose to do whatever is seen to be best in the light of all the circumstances.
Y et they will not be moral prigs. Probably they will not care anything for righteousnessasan end in
itself. They will just be sane, with an order of sanity quite impossible to us. Imprudence and selfishness
they will regard as mere madness.
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Some of you think, perhaps, that a race of such inordinately perfect beings would lack all the variety of
character and caprice of conduct that make us so fascinating to the novelist and so unreliablein red life.
Y es, and no. Reliable the remade men and women would certainly be; but they would not lack diversity.
On the contrary, | should expect them to regard us as mere sheep, afflicted with a most wearisome
sameness and poverty of character. For their own nature would have a far more complex gamut on
which to play infinitely diverse themes of temperament.

Do not think, either, that they will be bloodless highbrows. Compared with us they will be both more
spiritual and more animal. For in us, poor transitional creatures that we are, the fact that we have not
courage or strength to be fully men troubles us with a morbid shame of being animal. But in them the
spiritual and the animal would both be stronger, and each perfectly harmonious with the other. They will
enjoy food and drink, and play, with the zest of children. They will delight in their variegated and
colourful world with abarbarian fervour, yet aso with piety. They will lover each other's exquisite
bodies no less than their subtle minds. Their whole instinctive nature, no doubt, will have been remade
and harmonised; but far from being subdued, it will be enriched and completely shameless. They will
surely be devoid of those conflicts and obscene repressions which distort and cripple our minds so often
without our knowing it. On the other hand, they will not make the modem mistake of supposing
primitive instinctive fulfilment to be all that matters.

Then what, you ask, will these very far future and tiresomely perfect beings do? Well, their most serious
racial enterprise will of course be concerned with matters as remote from us as ours from a rabbit.
Perhaps they will once more be striving to remake man for some high destiny beyond our
comprehension. Perhaps, since thereis alimit to the weight of brain that a single organism can safely
carry, they will need to put al brainsinto some kind of telepathic union with one another, so that, for
certain purposes, all may function together as one brain, capable of some higher order of experience.
Perhaps they will have discovered that man's true end is to contemplate and enjoy the whole world of
space and time and living forms, with whatever insight he may, before the ultimate frost destroys him.
But whatever man'sfinal goal may be, for us the general directionisclear. Man in our day isfaced with
two problems. Thefirst is one on which al will agree, namely, to make possible afull and happy life for
whatever individuals that occur in this and succeeding generations. The second isto begin to learn to see
man in his cosmic setting, and to discover how to make of him, in the fullness of time, the best that can
possibly be made. For in our modern age the human race seems to be going through a crisis something
like the passage of the individual from childhood to boyhood. In every child'slife there comes atime
when he begins to see himself as a personality, and to make plans, however fantastic, for along future.
He determinesto be a pirate or an engine-driver. Similarly man is just beginning to be conscious of his
racial past, and of his prospects, and to ask himself whether he has any part at al to play in relation to
the stars. Perhaps he has none. On the other hand, perhaps he is not wholly unimportant. At present he
cannot possibly tell. Heistoo ignorant and dull-witted. But clearly, whatever his cosmical function, the
first thing for him to do isto fulfill those human capacities which are at present so feebly exercised in
him, those capacitiesin virtue of which he justly considers himself the finest of terrestrial animals.

But very possibly, long before he can fulfill his capacities, long before he can even attain spiritual
adolescence, let alone maturity, some accident may destroy him. Astronomical or terrestrial events
beyond his control may easily disinfect the earth of the microbe, man. More likely still, he will commit
some huge folly which will ruin him for ever.
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Machinery and Labour

Latein 1934, at the depth of the worldwide economic Depression, Stapledon spokein aB.B.C. serieson
the history and future of mechanization. By then he had earned areputation for visionary prophecy and
was a natural candidate or the broadcasts. He had also made clear his socialist politics, most recently in
Waking World, published earlier in 1934, and the subject of machines and workers could not €licit from
him an uncritical technophilia. In his twenty-minute talk, Stapledon imagined afuture in which al strata
of society would benefit from technology, but he warned against taking such an outcome for granted.
His utopianism often had a grim underside, and here his ambivalence is evident in the structure of the
speech. The utopian vision is bracketed by an unforgiving analysis of how rapacious bosses might
harness an advanced technology to tighten their grip on their employees. The fantastic tour of acity of
the future in the broadcast has visual images similar to those in the final, utopian section of H. G. Wells's
screenplay for Things to Come, which was not released until the following year. But the apocalyptic
epilogue to the vision, a pure Stapledonian touch, prevents the speech from becoming a piece of
Disneyfied world-of tomorrow fantasy. Printed here for the first time, the text is from Stapledon's
handwritten manuscript in the B.B.C. Archive; the profusion of underscored words suggests that he used
this script to rehearse the emphases and inflections of his delivery.

IF 1 WERE FEARING UNEMPLOYMENT, | should not be quite happy about this series of talks. |
should say, "Here are these blighters, who thrive in a mechanized world, trying to persuade us, who have
been knocked out by it, that what we want is more and more mechanization. For them it means life and
comfort. For usit isaliving death."

Now that's the plain truth. There's no getting over it. And before saying anything else | want to make it
clear that | think mechanization has proved quite as much a curse as a blessing. It might be used to give
everyone afull, interesting, happy life; but actually it hasturned us al into slaves. Some of us are far
more wretchedly enslaved than others, but in one way we are all slaves. Very many, of course, are
forced to spend their lives grinding and sweating for others. They can't move about freely,-yet think of
our cars and trains and planes. They have to live huddled together in shocking conditions,-yet a modem
house can be a pocket palace. | don't know whether "all God's children have wings," but I'm sure they
might fairly soon all have pocket palaces (or apartmentsin larger palaces), if we really set our mindsto
the job. And those palaces might be filled with articles of use and of luxury from every part of the earth.
Y et actually in many cases people haven't enough blankets, and not even enough food.

Well, that's what we have done with machinery, for many people. But that's not all. Even those of us
who are lucky, who are well fed and housed, are in away enslaved to machinery. For we are al more or
less machine-mad. Our minds stink with machinery, and the lust of mechanization. Our gods are speed,
mechanical invention, and mass production. We are like children that are crazy over some new
mechanical toy. We are becoming insensitive to al the really interesting thingsin the world. And we are
going dead inside, dead in our essential selves. If you spend your time driving a car as fast as you can, or
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in running afactory or abusiness as fast as you can, you won't be troubled by uncomfortable thoughts.
Mechanization is a dangerous drug that has got hold of us, and is eating into our minds.

Y et it might be a means for making such aworld as has never existed before, aworld of an entirely new
kind, in which every man and woman would be developed in body and mind right up to the limit of his
or her native capacity. Aswe were told last week, "We have all the resources and skill to give comfort
and leisure to al men." And further, if "we" (which just means all of usworking together), if we can
secure for all men much leisure (voluntary leisure, not the forced and desolate leisure of the man out of a
job), and if we can seethat all children are helped to learn how to get the best out of their leisure, the
world will-how shall | put it?-flower mentally. Men will cease to be the crippled, stunted minds that
most of us aretoday. And then they will see through this obsession of machinery, and begin to use
machinery purposefully, for sane ends. Instead of wanting to be speed hogs, they will want to be real
persons, well-formed in body and mind. And they will want to make their world community into afully
awakened human community.

It would be dishonest and cowardly of meto paint a bright picture of the future of mechanization
without first pointing out that everything depends on how we control the whole process, and who
controlsit. Whatever happens, mechanization will almost certainly increase (unless, indeed, civilization
crashes, and scienceis lost). The machine age has only just begun to begin. Now hitherto the change
over to mechanization has been managed by people whose effective motive has on the whole been
private profit, and whose main interest has been- just mechanization. No thorough attempt has been
made, save recently in Russia, to direct the whole process purposefully and strictly for the benefit of the
community. And so things have gone in a haphazard, muddled way. The destiny of millions has been
determined by massed, day-to-day private buyings and sellings, by the financial operations of private
persons or groups of persons. Thus great power has come into the hands of a single section of the
community.

Now these economic masters of society are mostly decent folksin private life; often kindly, self-
sacrificing, and sincere. It's silly to think that all capitalists are knaves. According to their own lights
they are often public spirited. Often too they are able. But the system that they work is uncoordinated,
undirected to any clear social aim. Moreover, to the cobbler there's nothing like leather. And so with the
economic masters, just because they have spent their whole lives in the atmosphere of individualistic
commerce and industry and finance, they cannot help feeling "in their bones" that the great process of
mechani zation must be carried on by individuals seeking private profit, and that the dominance of their
classis necessary to the community.

WEéll, | see no hope for the full and proper use of mechanization until the control passes from this one
classthat is pledged to economic individualism.

But let us suppose that mechanization does at last come to be directed purposefully and strictly toward
the benefit of all ordinary human beings. Let metry to give a sketch of life asit may be in that sanely
mechanized world.

Imagine that we find ourselvesin acity of the future. We notice first that its great buildings are clean
and bright in the clear air, for there is no smoke. The wide streets are thronged with pedestrians. Y et,
surprisingly, there are few vehicles. Thisis because only freight goes by road. Passengers, when they are
not walking, travel by air or underground. Small flying machines are seen streaming above the
buildings, or entering great doors in the various stories, or hovering in the streets. But the people interest
us more than their machines. They are a striking crowd, well-set-up, and as brown and healthy-looking
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as though they had just come back from a holiday. Dress, we note, is very varied. Most people seem to
be wearing spick and span new clothes, except afew, who (we are told) seek distinction by looking a bit
shabby. The streets are lined with shop-windows, in which are displayed al sorts of articles, of use and
luxury from every part of the world. Along with a great profusion of machine-made goods appear
quantities of handmade articles,-fabrics, crockery, metal work,-many of them obviously the work of
highly skilled craftsmen or artists. For, since all routine work is done by machinery, a vast amount of
human energy and skill and interest is set free to expressitself in handicrafts. And, since everyoneis
brought up to become aleisured citizen with developed taste, thereis a great demand for this kind of
thing. In the centre of the town, along with many great public buildings, such as municipal offices,
libraries, galleries, news theatres, picture houses, and so on, there are many huge blocks of flats. But
since everyone has his own flying machine, most people prefer to live outside the city.

On our way to one of these residential quarters we pass through a manufacturing district, aregion of
more great bright buildings, interspersed with green lawns and trees. One of these factories we enter. It
turns out to be a clothes factory. The interior is clean, roomy, and in a severe business-like way
beautiful. We find that a dozen persons are superintending the whole mechanical operation of the place.
Thisis possible because the principle of automatic transport has been carried to its logical conclusion.
To usethe old gag, the pigs go in at one end and the sausages come out at the other. But here the reality
far surpasses the fantasy. Cloth of many qualitiesis automatically fed into the building from the
automatic goods train which brought it from the weaving factories many miles away. This systemis
controlled, we learn, by a handful of citizens who move switches far away in a great regional railway
centre. Once the cloth has reached the clothes factory, it is automatically fed into cutting machines
which turn it out in pieces of innumerable standardized shapes. These are automatically sewn together
into agreat diversity of suits and dresses; and the finished articles are again fed out of the factory
automatically to find their way to the stores, where skilled hand-workers may sometimes alter them
dlightly to suit individual needs. This sort of thing, we aretold, istypical of the whole industrial
organization of the world.

We begin to watch the few persons in the place. One or two are in overalls, tinkering at the machinery.
A few are holding telephone conversations with the Central Clothes Board, or the Railway Centre, or
other factories, or with the Stores. One is sitting before a switch board, pressing switch after switch, and
thereby arranging what kinds of cloth are to be worked up in what quantities and styles and sizes during
the day. We note a certain peaceful ness about these people, very different from the worried manner of
our own industrial workers. Thisis evidently largely dueto their extremely short hours, and the curious
deliberateness of the whole process.

One girl does, indeed, seem worried. Y esterday (we are told) she pressed the wrong switches, and the
unfortunate result was a thousand sports coats made of satin and a thousand evening dresses made of
rough tweed. The factory manager seems much more amused than annoyed. "What doesit really
matter," he says. "There's plenty of everything, now that we have got the world organized properly. But
in the old days, during the transition to the new order, it was very different. Still, that sort of thing ought
not to happen. It'sinartistic.” We ask if the girl is a case of overstrain. He laughs. "Yes," he says, "she
spends too much of her time chasing round the country from one play-acting competition to another."
We very soon learn that these people are not only leisured, but that they do use their leisure. Thisis
because they are not too tired to useit, and because they are educated as much for leisure as for work.
For in the fully mechanized world a practical education, an education suited to the facts of the ordinary
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man's life consists not merely of learning to be an efficient and docile industrial worker, but in learning
how to make the best of himself as a person, how to be keenly and accurately aware of hisworld, how to
think critically and fearlessly, how to play an intelligent and responsible part in the great common
enterprise of maintaining atruly human and civilized world-society. Of course everyone has some
profession or other. There are factory workers, agriculturalists, doctors, teachers, and so on. But aman's
working hours are mostly very short, and his leisure occupations are often socially quite asimportant as
his official work. Moreover, the authorities strongly disapprove of anyone who becomes so absorbed in
hiswork that he begins to grow mentally blinkered. Everyone'sfirst duty isto keep himself mentally
wide-awake to the life of the world around him. Government is of course carried on by experts chosen
for their skill in statecraft, but every grown person isliable to be called upon to vote on questions of
general policy. Thisvoting, we find, he doesin avery novel way. When we have passed through the
factory area, and are looking at the "pocket palaces’ in aresidential quarter (a country-side interspersed
with private houses and great blocks of flats), we are of course surprised at many thingsin the interiors
that we see, at the labour-saving devices that reduce household chores to amere brief diversion, at the
innumerable domestic uses of electric power, at the organization for communal cooking and cleaning,
and so on. But one dodge is quite new. Everybody entitled to a vote can cast his vote in his own house,
simply by turning an electric button, to register "yes' or "no," or one of a number of alternatives.
Ingenious adding machines tot up the national poll, or the world poll, as the case may be, and issue the
results on the very day of the question. This machinery, you can well imagine, is not very often used.
Daily plebiscites would cripple any government. But the device isinvaluable in times of crisis, when far-
reaching decisions have to be made in ahurry. Moreover, it gives the private citizen avivid sense of his
responsibility.

The immense increase of travel, and the huge development of radio, we learn, have turned the world into
something like an ancient Greek city state, in which everyone is everyone else's neighbour. Each person
has his own aeroplane; and great air liners are at his service to take him in afew hours to any region of
the planet. He can flit off for the day to a conference in Patagonia or a tennis tournament in Australia.
Even when he istoo busy to travel, he may hear and see in his own home every interesting event in any
part of the world. Not only so but on the phone he can speedily call up hisfriendsin every country.

Now in spite of all this vast development of mechanization, mechanism (we soon find) forms only the
background of the mental life of these people. They are mildly interested in it, but on the whole they
takeit for granted. They are far more interested in one another, as personalities, and in all the really
human activities of their world-society, and of course in the universe within which their planet is a mote.
The more intelligent sort of ordinary citizen (we find) is really much concerned with world-politics,
science, history, the arts, and even philosophy. Incredible, you say. But you see, he is not dogged by the
need to earn wages. And he is not hypnotized by machinery.

| have tried to imagine the sort of life which the increase of mechanization should bring. Let me end by
repeating that, in my view, this possibility depends on our controlling the whole process purposefully for
the social end. If control remains in the hands of a class which is devoted to private enterprise, this
dream will never be realised. Instead the future will be far blacker than the present. For as the existing
economic system becomes more insecure (and it is daily doing so) those who believe in it will sincerely
feel that every means must be used to preserve it. And in anot very remote future increased
mechanization will give them immensely increased power to crush opposition. The plain man's freedom,
such asit is, will vanish. He will become a helpless cog in arickety machine. If he rebels or criticizes,
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all sorts of grim mechanical dodges will be used to suppress him. But indeed few persons will have the
Imagination to criticize authority, for by means of highly mechanized propaganda, the government will
mould every man's mind to suit its own purposes. The press, the cinema, and above all the radio will be
used in such a manner as to give voice only to officially approved ideas and moral principles. Ordinary
human beings will become mere mindless robots. And sooner or later, slowly or swiftly, the whole
system will break down, and civilization will be lost.

On Cultural Diversity

Published in the column "Personal View" in the Manchester Evening News in the summer of 1937, this
short, untitled journalistic essay is Stapledon's account of a holiday in the remote and isolated Shetland
Islands. Thetitleit is given here reflects concerns articulated also in "Literature and the Unity of Man"
that the homogenization of culture threatens those unique local traditions and ways of life that enrich the
global community.

THE CROFTER-FISHERMEN of Shetland may sometimes be overawed by the superficial glamour of
life on the largest of the British Isles, but they possess a treasure which we have lost-if, indeed, we ever
really possessed it. Their country, whose very real beauty istoo subtle to spring to the eye, is not likely
to attract many tourists. It is remote, bleak, monotonous, and singularly devoid of amenities. But its
inhabitants are human. In comparison with our specialised, robotised minds, they give an unexpected
impression of vitality. Thisisthe more surprising because inevitably it is from the larger island that they
receive most of their intellectual food.

Many times during my short visit | asked myself how it was that these people, who were obviously
much less "educated" than myself, impressed me as being in some important way more fully human.

| am not one of those who assume that the countryman is necessarily a nobler creature than the
townsman. Indeed, | am inclined to regard the townsman as, on the whole, more sensitive and
quickerwitted, and far more aware of the genera pattern of the human world. In Shetland this
Impression had to be qualified.

In some respects, undoubtedly, the better type of townsman has the advantage over the countryman. But
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in certain less obvious yet in the long run perhaps more important ways the countryman really isthe
superior. Or rather the Shetland Islander is the superior. For | cannot help believing that a good deal of
the excellence that impressed me did indeed spring from the special circumstances of thisisland
population. Theirsis a distinctive native tradition and culture, compounded of British and Norse. Also
the influences of land and sea have been intimately blended in the making of their lives.

Even in England one may meet occasional landworkers (and, of course, occasional town workers also)
who seem in an obscure manner more "real" than the rest of us. In spite of their obvious ignorance, and
even mental crudity, they convey an impression that within the sphere of their own direct contact with
life they experience more precisely and feel more justly and sincerely than most men. It is as though
they were exceptionally fine instruments that were being used for rather smple music, while the rest of
us are rather poor, battered, and machine-made instruments from which very subtle music was being
painfully and unsatisfyingly wrenched.

In England these less spiritually damaged people are rare, in every social class. Most of us are not only
damaged but also mass-produced, turned out to pattern. And the pattern is mechanical. In Shetland, so
far as| could judge, average human beings are of the finer type.

Perhaps | am exaggerating the virtue of the Shetland Islanders. | met them in particularly favourable
circumstances, not as a tourist but approximately as the guest of a native. From the first hand-shake,
reserved but friendly, to the rather warmer farewell the relationship was a natural human relationship,
very different from the usual intercourse between tourist and natives. But | am convinced that thiswas
not the whole explanation of my sense of the presence of remarkably aware and remarkably responsible
and generous and "well-born" individuals. And this, let me repeat, although their opinions about such
remote matters as the Royal Family and an after-life sometimes seemed pathetically naive.

| suppose this exceptional human excellence should be attributed partly to the crofters great variety of
practical skillsand partly to aremarkable absence of class distinctions, or at any rate of the snobbishness
and servility that usually spring from class distinctions.

The diversity of the Shetlander's life is due mainly to its combination of fishing and agriculture. The
coastline is so fantastically indented that every bit of land is within easy reach of salt water. The crofters
are at once fishermen, agriculturists, and shepherds. They work long in their little patches of cornfield
and kitchen garden. With the help of their amiable dogs they round up their sheep on hills where the
grassis often scanty and the heather is so dwarfed as to be almost unrecognisable. The fine Shetland
wool, famous throughout Britain, is still spun and knitted in the crofts, particularly in the long winter
months. In the sheltered firths or voes and out on the ocean these descendants of the Vikings take
whiting, haddock, mackerel, herring. Their boats, of strikingly Norse pattern, nose in and out among
fantastic rocks where sea birds are constantly wheeling, crying, diving, and crowding the cliff ledges. At
certain seasons they cut peat on remote hill sides, and carry it by boat to stack near the croft.

Such are some of their very diverse skills, easy to mention, difficult to acquire, as we found when we
tried to lend a hand. The fish got away with our bait. Half a day's work on the peat stiffened our backs.
Theirsisahard life and often dangerous. But it isalife of skill and varied interest.

And itisastrikingly communal life. Neighbours are aways hel ping one another with their peat-shifting
or their sheep-dipping. Such co-operation is not necessarily an expression of special friendliness. It isthe
normal order of life. Both for work and pleasure the crofters living round a particular voe, or centred in a
particular village, are in constant touch with one another. In summer thereis avery extensive coming
and going, for men of different districts meet at the regattas which are held at all the principal centres.
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There they display their seamanship in racing their own seaworthy and often home-built boats.

The seeming absence of class-distinction has its roots in the remote past when the free "odallers' held
their croftsin their own right, though paying atax to the crown. Subsequently, however, this system was
broken down by Scottish feudalism, and in recent centuries the crofters were cruelly oppressed, almost
enslaved. But lately they have recovered much of their old security of tenure and their old independent
spirit. For practical purposes the crofter is his own master, arranging his work as he wills. The basic fact
of hislifeisthat with his own strength and varied skills he wins a scanty livelihood from the land and
sea. Conscious of his security, his prowess, and hisintrinsic worth, he bows to no man but is kindly
disposed toward all. Such, at least, was my impression. Here, it seemed, was areal example of the true
spirit of the classless society-or as nearly so as might be in a system which is after all fundamentally
capitalistic.

Much rubbish has been talked about the dignity of manual toil. But where manual toil is an expression of
fine maritime and agricultural lore it does indeed enrich and dignify the spirit. Judging from their
behaviour | suspect that the crofters themselves, even while they consciously envy the opportunities and
excitements of Britain, have an obscure but deep sense of their own human worth in comparison with us.
It istrue that the young are emigrating in increasing numbers to our cities. But thisis not simply due to
city's lure. Economic necessity compels them. The bleak islands can only support a small crofter-
population. And Lerwick, the only considerable town, has suffered grievously from the decline of the
herring industry. Political causes have deprived us for ever of the Russian and Italian markets. The huge
fleets of driftersthat formerly visited Lerwick have now sadly dwindled. But though these factors have
increased emigration, some emigrants return, disappointed, home-sick for their native voes. They are
lucky if they manage to gain a footing once more in some croft. A large proportion of Shetlandersjoins
the mercantile marine. A common plan is for ayoung man to spend some months of the year working on
the family croft and the rest voyaging as a seaman or ship's carpenter to China or New Zealand.

Things are changing very rapidly in Shetland. The impact of the larger island and of the world is ever
intensified. Though there are no railways the motor is affecting life in many ways. The marine oil engine
facilitates communication with outlying islands, such as storm-bound Foula. In Lerwick the shops are
crowded with the familiar machine-made products of Britain, America, Germany, and Japan. The
cinemais beginning to have its usua effect. Radio is a commonplace in the crofts. Far to the south, the
more fertile Orkneys have aready been largely assimilated to Scotland. Shetland itself must soon
succumb.

Sentimental considerations incline one to deplore this prospect. There is aromantic spell about remote
islands with distinctive cultures and we readily protest when they become less remote and less
distinctive. Our curiosity, our idle curiosity, is robbed of a possible titillation, our town-bred
claustrophobiais deprived of a symbolic appeasement. Isthis regret justifiable?

Obviously there must be no question of preserving the islands as a museum piece. If the islanders want
our civilisation they must have it. But can we give them our best without our worst, stimulus without the
subtle poison that has so lamentably depraved us? Some Shetlanders, | am convinced, prize their
distinctive life highly, and recognise that modern conveniences cannot compensate for itsloss. Having
tasted city life, these struggle to return home. Others are less farsighted.

What precisely isit that we should envy in them, and what that they may reasonably envy inus? It is
very difficult to say. We should envy them, | think, their far richer, more varied and concrete practical
life. They may reasonably envy our more voluminous social intercourse and contacts with the world at
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large. They attain a personal solidity and depth of root which we for the most part lack. But they attain it
at the expense of isolation from the great world. We, on the other hand, have impoverished roots, and so
we cannot properly utilise our greater opportunities.

If thisanalysisistrue we must indeed regret the passing of the distinctive island life and culture. We
should wish it not to be preserved unchanged but to be fostered as a nursery of well-born and well-
nurtured human beings. We should wish, that is, the preservation of its two main sources of strength,
namely, the essential fishermancrofter skills, and the spirit of "classlessness," of human dignity; but we
should wish the islanders also to receive full benefit of all modern aids to their way of life, and of full
cultural intercourse with the rest of the world. Perhaps thisideal isin its very nature unrealisable.

Those who, like myself, desire a unified world-wide culture should aso desire al distinctive and
valuable insularities of culture to be preserved, though for their own enrichment they must also be
modified by contact with the rest of the world. What we desire is atrue world-community; but a
community in which there was no diversity would be barren. The greater the diversity of the components
the richer their communal life, so long as diversity is based upon a deeper identity of character and will
and interest. Without this, diversity must lead to misunderstanding and strife.

Mysticism from Philosophy and Living

Philosophy and Living, published in two volumesin 1939 and intended as a"plain man's' practical
guide to the history and practice of philosophical inquiry, sold more copies during his lifetime than
anything else Stapledon wrote. The book culminatesin an analysis and cautious endorsement of mystical
and intuitive vision as a counterbalance to rational and materialist ways of experiencing and interpreting
the world. Thisis a case Stapledon often made, in both his philosophical and his literary works; indeed,
Philosophy and Living treats dispassionately the problem of the morality of the cosmos that torments the
narrators and dominates the concluding chapters of several of his philosophical romances, including Last
and First Men, Star Maker, and The Flames. In discussing mysticism Stapledon also deploys his favorite
portmanteau term, " personality-in-community,” which he used to describe atwofold human ideal:
spiritual self-cultivation united to an active social responsibility, inward- and outward-looking habits of
mind and behavior.

THROUGHOUT THIS SURVEY it has been borne in on us that intellectual knowledge, though reliable
up to apoint, is superficial, piecemeal, and sometimes treacherous; but hitherto we have barely noticed
the claim that there is another kind of knowing which is penetrating, comprehensive, and infallible. |
shall now briefly consider this claim asit is put forward by the mystics. European philosophy has been
mainly intellectualistic in temper; Indian philosophy has been mainly mysti-cal. The great European
mystics have been moral |eaders, but they have not been philosophers.

| shall consider mysticism only in the most general manner, and shall merely try to show what, in my
view, isits relation to philosophy, which we have defined as the love and pursuit of wisdom.
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The word "mystical" is used in two very different senses. In the more general sense it applies to any
ideas which are not strictly rational but have an element of intuitive guesswork in them. In this sense
"mystical" sometimes becomes synonymous with "superstitious.” In the stricter sense the word
"mystical” appliesto aspecia kind of non-rational experience, in which, it is claimed, the individual
attains some degree of illumination or insight into the essential and normally hidden nature of reality.
Thisinsight is reported to be not merely akind of knowing; it is the supreme achievement of knowing-
feeling-striving in one al-fulfilling act. The "knowing" aspect of it is said to be not abstract, like
intellectual knowing, but concrete, like sense-experience. In fact, in so far asit isknowledge, it isan
immediate acquai ntance with the hidden essence of a"reality" whichissaid to lie behind all ordinary
and illusory experience.

The reports of the mystics vary greatly, but in spite of their differences they show aremarkable
agreement about the general character of the experience. | shall consider only the features which are
most general.

The mystic's starting-point is often a condition of torturing self-contempt or of revulsion from the
cruelty and injustice practised by hisfellow men. It isimportant to recognise that his motives, like most
human motives, are very complex. He certainly desires, amongst other things, personal salvation in
some sense. Christians concelve this as eternal personal life, but some Indians reject this view. Another
and a subtly entangled motive is spontaneous compassion and the desire for the spiritual fulfilment of
others. Different from these motivesis the self-oblivious admiration for virtue or for the spiritual way of
living. In this mood the spiritual way of living is conceived not merely as a means to salvation but as an
intrinsic good. Different again is the admiration or adoration or worship of a personal God, or of the
universal Spirit, or of something quite indescribable save as the supremely holy object of worship. This
may be concelved either in terms of love and tender intimacy or in terms of awe and even terror, or in
both of these manners.

The aspirant to mystical experience is generally a highly selfconscious individual, and often highly other-
conscious aso. He seeks to escape from the bondage of the bodily hungers and of personal self-regard.
And he seeks very often, but not always, to free others from this slavery. In Europe he is apt to say that
he denies himself in order to save his soul, or find union with his God. In the East he generally longsto
annihilate his separate self and lose himself in the universal spirit.

Two different impulses appear among the mystics, often in the same individual. Thefirst is the tendency
to withdraw from the world in order to concentrate on self-discipline for the sake of the desired self-
mastery and self-transcendence. The other is the tendency to play an active part in the world, to find his
self-discipline in heroic social service, to find self-transcendence through absorption in the lives of
others. It is claimed that the greatest mystics, at any rate in the West, have been not world-forsakers but
world-embracers. In the East too, | understand, it is recognised that the final and most lethal temptation,
the final snare of self, which traps many noble spirits when they are well on their way, is the temptation
to shun all mundane responsibilities and seek self-annihilation for purely selfish motives.

Mastery over the flesh and the self-regarding passions is sought by various kinds of self-discipline. It
often begins with special exercisesto acquire voluntary control of bodily functions, such as breathing
and blood-circulation. It may include fasting and other forms of asceticism, or actual "mortification of
the flesh” by self-torture. It generally involves the religious exercises and ritual characteristic of the
individual's socia environment. Good works among his fellow men may also play alarge part in it. It
may take the form of meditation, in which the individual triesto concentrate his attention upon, or to
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yield himself in utter passivity to, the spiritualising influence of God, or of the Whole. Or he may seek
by introspective meditation to discover hidden imperfectionsin his own nature, so that he may eradicate
them by spiritual discipline.

By such methods the mystics have sought their goal. Each method contains its own peculiar snares.
Discipline of the flesh may turn into a perverse lust of self-torture or of spiteful cruelty to others. Every
kind of self-denial may produce puritanical harshness. Good works may starve the inner life, and reduce
the individual to akind of charity-dealing robot. Meditation may lead to flight from social responsibility,
and self-indulgence in aworld of dreams; or to such a habit of self-analysis that the will is paralysed.
Amongst all these snaresthe traveller's progress is bound to be fluctuating and slow. Very different
experiences are reported by different individuals, but the underlying identity is unmistakable. The story
generaly includes a phase, sometimes known as "the dark night of the soul,” in which all contact with
the universal seemsto be lost, and the spirit sinks into despair. Subsequently the adventurer struggles out
of this slough of despond to find himself nearer to his goal than he expected. Little by little he may gain
complete detachment from all worldly desires and be able to meet every issue of fate not merely with
stoical resignation but with joyful acceptance. For all things have now come to seem particular
manifestations of the universal spirit in which he desires to lose himself.

Thefina illumination and self-transcendence are of course described very differently by mystics of
Eastern and Western culture. All differences, it may be, are differences in the interpretation of
experiences that are essentially identical and indescribable. Such, perhaps, is even the seemingly radical
difference between those who claim union of the personal self with a personal deity and those who speak
of the annihilation of the personal self in the impersonal Whole. We must bear in mind always that any
experience that is beatific, and also too subtle for literal description, islikely to be interpreted in terms of
the most cherished ideas of the individual's traditional culture. Consequently, in Christian lands and ages
it isamost inevitable that interpretation should conform to the ideals of personal immortality and union
with a personal God.

In general the ecstatic experience, which isthe mystic's supreme reward, is said to give profound insight
into the essential nature of reality, aong with a stammering inability to describe what has been revealed,
save in the most metaphorical and paradoxical terms. Sometimes the reality thus revealed isreferred to
in terms of dread, and even terror, as the divine and ruthless " Other," rightly careless of man and his
petty desires. In some cultures, on the other hand, it is said to be the divine, personified Love, which
embraces, or gathers up into itself, the spirit of the individual lover of this all-loving God. In other
cultures it appears as the impersonal and wholly dispassionate universal spirit, or the underlying reality
which constitutes the unity of all things. One point on which there is general agreement is that in the
supreme experience timeisin some sense transcended. What is discovered is areality which is eternal.
The effect of mystical experience on the individual's ordinary lifeis claimed to be far-reaching. All his
conduct isirradiated by memory of hisvision. Heis able to surmount all troubles with fortitude and joy.
He behaves with increased wisdom, sincerity, courage, and devotion to whatever social ideal he has
espoused. Heis spurred by a new sense of the reality that informs all ordinary phenomenal things. Even
senseperception may reveal unexpected significance to him, significance of the essential nature of the
universe. He has an immensely increased capacity for delighting in everything. In particular he may
discover an intrinsic worth and lovableness in his fellow human beings, even in those who, in their
blindness, pursue evil ends. In short, he becomes a much more sensitive, more practical, more alert,
more integrated, more genuinely social personality. Such isthe claim.
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It is easy to dismiss these contentions as mere delusion. It is easy to point out that alcohol, nitrous oxide,
opium and other drugs may induce ecstatic moods and beatific visions remarkably like some aspects of
mystical experience. Simple starvation al'so may cause a striking mental lucidity and exaltation. Most
remarkable is the well-attested fact that the onset of an epileptic attack may be accompanied by a
conviction of profound insight and beatitude. Such evidence suggests that the mystic merely deludes
himself into "projecting” upon the external universe a sense of extreme personal well-being which has
been caused in him by nothing more exalted than glandular action in his own body.

Another argument against the objective validity of mystical experience may be derived from modern
psychology. It is obvious that the |language in which some mystics describe their experience is tinged
with sexual metaphor. This vaunted union with the divine may after al be merely a hallucination bred of
suppressed sexual craving. Or alternatively it may be a grandiose expression of primitive self-regard, or
of the infantile longing for parental care, or for return to the womb, and annihilation.

The cogency of all such argumentsisimmensely enhanced by the contemporary disposition to regard
explanations in terms of scientific concepts as more credible than any other. We have already noted that
the supposed metaphysical implications of science are based on the hypostatisation of the physical
categories and the dismissal of all others as unreal. But though we must discount this prejudice in favour
of the physical, we must not rush to the other extreme of accepting the mystic's claims uncritically. We
must consider whether they can in fact be properly accounted for in terms of familiar concepts. What
then must our judgment be? What is the reasonabl e verdict from the point of view of the plain man who
has not himself had any mystical experience?

The mystic can account for the physically-induced seemingly mystical experiences by arguing that of
course there is a physical aspect to the process of mastering the flesh, and that some of the phenomena
produced during self-discipline may also be produced by purely physical causes. He may go further, and
say that these physically-induced experiences really are approximations to the authentic mystical
experience, though so oddly caused. In fact, if he has already made up his mind about the validity of
mystical experience, he need not be disturbed by the arguments derived from physiology, nor yet by
those derived from psychology.

But ought he to have made up his mind? Or rather, ought we, who do not share his experience, to accept
his verdict? The main facts to remember are: that alarge number of personsin all countries and all ages
have claimed mystical experience; that in spite of diversity their reports show on the whole a surprising
agreement; that many of them, though certainly not all, have been persons well above the average of
intelligence and integrity; that some of them are the world's greatest saints, moral teachers, religious and
socially dynamic leaders; that among ordinary people in most phases of the world's history though not in
our own, the belief in, and the very fragmentary apprehension of, some kind of mystical reality has been
asource of strength. It istrue, of course, that, like other good things, mystical experience may become a
snare. It may be used as an occasion for flight from the responsibilities of this life. Undoubtedly this has
often happened. But such withdrawal is emphatically condemned by some of the greatest mystics. It is
possible that it occurs only inindividuals and in cultura phases of somewhat depressed spiritual vigour.
In view of all these considerations it seems rash to accept the simple materialistic theory that all mystical
experience is merely an illusion. It seems on the whole probable that the mystics do have access of some
kind to something which is missed in ordinary experience, and may have a supremely invigorating effect
on the individual, and therefore on his behaviour.

On the other hand, all intellectual descriptions and interpretations of the mystical experience must be
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regarded with great suspicion. It is after all very unlikely that human thought and language, which are
adapted to much simpler, more commonplace experience, should be able to cope with experience of a
very different order. Descriptions and interpretations can be intelligible only to those who have at least
some slight immediate acquaintance with the matters described.

The plain man may reasonably feel that this conclusion is both vague and unconvincing. He may say,

"Y ou may be right. But the whole thing may be moonshine. | have no persona knowledge of any such
experience, and | shall continue to regard the mystic's claims with grave suspicion.”

But has he no personal acquaintance with mystical experience of any kind? Have not very many fairly
sensitive people some acquaintance at least with amystical aspect of normal experience? In our
materialistically-obsessed civilisation it is difficult for them to recognise the fact. Perhaps many who
have it overlook it. There are many kinds of normal experience which to the sincerely observing mind
do seem to reveal an aspect which deserves the name mystical. In these experiences some particular fact
is strongly felt to be in some incomprehensible manner significant of the essential nature of the universe.
The most obvious example of this kind of experience is perhaps youthful falling in love. Sometimes, but
not always, the lover feels very strongly that either love itself or the nature of the loved person gives him
anew and penetrating insight. It is easy to dismiss this seemingly mystical aspect as merely a product of
uncritical emotion. It isaways fatally easy to dismiss unobtrusive facts that do not accord with our
theories. Another kind of experience which may have amystical flavour is the appreciation of "natural
beauty," as Wordsworth knew. Less obviously, and less frequently, intellectual exploration may give the
same impression, when matters which were obscure suddenly assume a far-reaching pattern. Artistic
creation and appreciation are often felt to have amystical aspect over and above their normal aesthetic
character. Most strikingly thisisreveaed in tragic art. In watching a great play, in which the leading
characters present themselves both as unique individuals and as symbols of humanity striving to mould
its destiny, we are torn between human sympathy for the individual and acceptance of histragic fate.
The experience is not purely aesthetic; or if it is, then the aesthetic itself has a mystical aspect. We feel
that in some obscure way the tissue of fictitious events symbolises aterrible and yet somehow aright
characteristic of the universe. It istoo easy (to repeat) to explain away this aspect of tragedy, in terms,
let us say, of suppressed sadism or some other unwitting craving.

Perhaps the most impressive of all the ways in which the normal person may sometimes gain a hint of
mystical experienceisin grave persona danger or pain, or distress of any kind, and even in the agony of
pity for one who isloved and is suffering. On such occasions one may find oneself strangely divided.
The normal self is strained almost to breaking-point by unbearable terror or pain or compassion; and yet,
even in the case of compassion, one sees the dread event as arevealing symbol of reality, and as such
one accepts it, not merely with resignation but with a sense that even thisisinvolved in the terrible but
somehow right nature of the universe. And so, even while one is perhaps behaving with panic terror or
horror, one is also, in some strange manner, fundamentally peaceful and glad.

| suggest the following tentative conclusion about this whole subject. In mystical experience, of all sorts
from the humblest to the most exalted, the human mind gropingly reaches out to a mode of apprehension
very different from all "normal" experience. This kind of apprehension is attained confusedly and
precariously by quite alarge number of people in the course of normal experiences, though it is seldom
recognised as such. A very small number, whose mental development reaches to the extreme limit of
human capacity, enjoy a much fuller measure of it, and can know it with much greater clarity and
assurance. | suggest further that mystical experience is both one of the most dangerous moral snares and
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one of the most important sources of moral strength, not only for those who go far in it but also for all
normally intelligent and sensitive persons.

But what of the philosophy of mystical experience? How are we to think of it?Isit realy akind of
knowledge, a peculiar insight into hidden reality? We may perhaps more truly think of it in a somewhat
different manner. In every kind of mystical experience, from that most closely associated with normal
experience to that which is described by the great mystics, there occurs some kind of self-discipline and
some kind of consequent vision. But the vision, | should say, is not most satisfactorily described asa
discovery of hidden redlity; it is rather a discovery of a new kind of value or worth or excellence or
beauty in the normally experienced world. This rightness (we have no more satisfactory word) was
formerly overlooked, and now suddenly confronts the mind. In fact, mystical experience constitutes
essentially a new and more awakened way of feeling about the world. But "feeling about" must not be
taken to mean a purely subjective attitude. It must mean a subjective attitude which is appropriate,
objectively justified by, the real nature of the universe in relation to the real nature of the individual
mind.

In this theory of mystical experience thereisavery serious difficulty. How can the mystical attitude of
delighted acceptance of the universe as perfect be reconciled with the moral attitude which distinguishes
between good and bad, right and wrong, and recognises an obligation to struggle for the good against the
bad, seeking thus to improve a universe which isregarded as very far from perfect? Plainly thereisa
logical conflict here, and it is useless to pretend that thereis not.

| have argued that moral right and wrong depend on the intuited goodness of the free activity of
conscious beings, and particularly on the fulfilling of personality-in-community. It almost seems as
though the mystic, and the plain man in his rare half-mystical apprehension, had access to another kind
of "good," independent of conscious beings, a*good" which somehow embraced ordinary good and evil,
right and wrong. This view, it must be admitted, is both unintelligible and dangerous. It is dangerous
because it may lead to a complacent acquiescence in the misfortunes of others, as being "all in the
picture," all needed for the perfection of the universe.

On the other hand, it is undoubtedly a psychological fact that, in spite of the seeming logical
inconsistency, mystical experience does very often clarify the moral consciousness and strengthen moral
behaviour. Gautama Buddha, Socrates, Jesus Christ, Mohammed, and, | believe, Spinoza are outstanding
examples. It is not impossible that Lenin, too, though he would have been indignant at the suggestion,
owed his strength partly to unrecognised mystical experience.

It may be that at the human level of mental development a satisfactory intellectual solution of this
conflict between moral protest and mystical acceptance isimpossible. But we may grope toward a
solution in the following manner. We may regard the human mind as having two aspects. In the one
aspect aman is afiniteindividual; and his concern, his whole duty, isto champion the cause of
personality-in-community in the human world. And this human enterprise is probably one minor theme
in the universal enterprise of the advancement of the spirit through personality-in-community in a host
of worlds. It may be that at some date in the history of the cosmos this enterprise will be fulfilled in the
attainment of the perfection of knowing-feeling-striving through the experience of some cosmical
society of worlds. Or perhapsthisistoo trite away of conceiving the culmination of the cosmical
process. Perhaps the spiritual perfection of the cosmos as a whole involves no such triumph of the
enterprise of finite minds, but rather their partial defeat, much as the well-being of aliving organism
involves all sorts of internal, intra-organic conflicts, strains, and partial defeats. Of this we know
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nothing. But clearly the human individual in one of his aspects feels called to play a minute part in the
great widespread struggle for personality-in-community.

L et us suppose, however, that he has also another aspect, in which he finds precarious contact with the
eternal and perfected spirit of the cosmos, and in which hiswill tends to conform to that spirit, in the
sense that heis no longer enslaved to the cravings of the separate self, or even to the service of the ideal
of personality-in-community, but is able, so to speak, haltingly to feel all things from the universal point
of view. In this mode of experience he recognises intuitively that the cosmosis an overwhelmingly
glorious thing, and that all the struggle and defeat and agony of finite minds, no less than their partial
triumph, are justified by the perfection of the whole. He realises that it is foolish and impious to demand
that the universe shall be moral, or that the universal spirit shall be moral, or that "God" shall be good.
These, he fedls, do not exist for the sake of morality. On the contrary, morality exists for them.

In some such manner we may try to cope with the seeming logical conflict between the two fundamental
religious experiences: between the moral protest, which seeksto alter the universe, and the ecstatic
acceptance of the universe, with al its glory and its shame, itsjoy and its distress, its beauty, and all its
squalor.

But if thisintellectual reconciliation is unsound, which it may well be, let us never forget that these two
experiences do in fact support one another, and that for the wise conduct of practical life both are needed.

Escapism in Literature

One of three articles Stapledon wrote for F. R. Leavis's Scrutiny in 1939 and 1940, "Escapism in
Literature" is his most extensive published discussion of the nature of literature and a useful
compendium of the principles that underlie his own fiction.

WE OFTEN HEAR IT SAID DISPARAGINGLY that some writer or other isamere "escapist,” or that
aparticular piece of writing is sheer "escapism.” It isimplied that the true function of literatureis, not to
offer escape from unpleasant facts, but to help the reader to face up to reality, and cope with it
successfully. On the other hand we are told by many of those who are interested in the theory of art that
the proper function of all art, and therefore of literature, is"cathartic,” that it should purge the spirit of
pent-up forces which cannot express themselvesin actua life, that it should afford symbolic fulfilment
to our starved needs. Through art these pent-up forces are said to obtain "release." Sometimesitis
claimed that, by diverting attention from the sordid actuality, art constructs symbols of a deeper redlity,
more consonant with the spirit's real needs.

What degree of truth is there in these seemingly opposed views? It must, | think, be admitted that there
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IS, indeed, a vice which may appropriately be called "escapism." Besides "release,” literature has another
function, which cannot be called release save in avery farfetched manner. The charge of escapism, |
shall argue, isjustified only when this other function, though ostensibly fulfilled, is as a matter of fact
evaded.

In order to defend this opinion | must say briefly what in my view literature is, and what itsrelation isto
the rest of human life. One who is not aliterary critic ought perhaps to refrain from discussing this
subject, particularly in aliterary journal. The expert may be able to show either that my categories are
false or that my whole view has been stated long ago, and much more aptly. However, when fools rush
in, they may with their mangled remains pave the way for angels.

Literature is the expression of thoughts and feelings in words; but obviously not all writing isliterature
in the strict sense. All writing takes effect by affording expression or fulfilment, direct or symbolical, to
human needs. Every kind of need, ssmple or subtle, moral or immoral, may be grist to the mill of
literature; but there is one kind of need, and one kind of satisfaction, which literature must to some
extent fulfill. In order to be literature, a piece of writing, | should say, must satisfy the impulse for the
clarification and development, and also, of course, the expression, of experience itself. For example, it
must afford fulfilment not only to romantic love or the love of nature but also to the need to be more
precisely and vividly aware of these experiences. Even if many of the needs which gain expression in
writing are unconscious needs, the writing is not literature unless it affords something more than
unconscious symbolical fulfilment of those needs. It must also satisfy the need for precise and vivid
consciousness of all that is available to conscious inspection. If it can actually extend the frontiers of
consciousness into the territory of the unconscious, so much the better.

This need to clarify and develop experience, then, seems to me the essential motive and the essential
import of al that is genuine literature. By "clarification” | mean the detailed clarification of familiar
modes of experience. By "development” | mean the development of new and more subtle modes. This
distinction, though not absolute, is useful. Out of this need for clarification and development of
experience springs the need for accuracy or efficiency of expression, and therefore for pregnancy and
economy and coherence of expression. Efficiency of expression, though at first instrumental, comesto
be valued intrinsically, and is, indeed, one of the main sources of literary delight. But to regard literature
as solely concerned with efficiency of expression, no mailer what experiences are expressed, is surely
mistaken. The question asto what kind of experience is expressed is not irrelevant. The efficient
expression of trivial experiences cannot fully satisfy the essential motive of literature, which is not only
the clarification but the development of consciousness. There are then two criteria by which literatureis
to be judged, but oneis primary and entails the other. The primary criterion is the significance of the
subject-matter in relation to the demand for the intensifying, clarifying, broadening, deepening, and
unifying of experience, and the development of new modes of experience. The other criterion isthe
efficiency of expression by which this end is pursued. This distinction, however, isto some extent
misleading, since the effort for efficiency of expression does not merely convey experience to the reader,
but actually creates, in some degree, new capacities for experience in the writer's own mind.

| am assuming that there is areal difference between the relatively superficial and the relatively
penetrating kinds of experience, and again between the relatively narrow or dissociated and the
relatively comprehensive or integrated kinds. This distinction seems to be implied in nearly all serious
literary criticism, and indeed in nearly all educational theory. Also we constantly employ it in our
judgments of the calibre of our acquaintances. In my view, it lies at the foundation of a sound social
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philosophy.

Of course in practice we often violently disagree as to what constitutes the more clarified or the more
developed experience or behaviour. But in the abstract, the devel opment of experience seemsto involve
progress in respect of more penetrating and comprehensive awareness of the self and the world
(including other selves), and more appropriate and creative feeling and striving in relation to the
character of self and world. Thisformula, no doubt, isvery controversial, particularly in respect of the
meaning of "appropriate.”" But both in literature and in our daily practical livesit is assumed that feelings
and actions can, in some important sense, be appropriate or inappropriate to objective situations. The
essential function of literature, then, isto render experience cognitively more true and affectively and
conatively more appropriate.

One of its subsidiary functionsisto afford symbolical satisfaction to extant conscious or unconscious
needs which do not obtain adequate satisfaction in actual life. These needs may be of any degree of
development, from simple animal functions, such as rest, muscular activity, and physical sex, to
capacities which emerge only on the distinctively human level, or at the extreme upper reach of human
nature. Somewhere in the human category we must include, for instance, capacities for self-conscious
and other-conscious personal intercourse, for intellectual comprehension, for aesthetic appreciation, and
for areligious "coming to terms with the universe." All these needs may demand "release” in literature.
Since all literature, to be literature at all, must in some manner clarify experience, we may say that all
literature must be to some significant extent "creative." | say "significant” because obvioudy thereisa
trivial sense in which every fresh statement is "creative." It causes something to happen in the mind of
the reader, and in the mind of the writer himsalf. In this sense even the extremely familiar proposition 2
+2=4is"creative." But when Keats said, "Beauty istruth, truth beauty," he produced something
creative in amore significant sense. Even though, as | believe, this famous pronouncement is more false
than true, it came, presumably, as something of arevelation to the poet and to hisreaders. It was a
growing point for far-reaching new experiences in men's minds.

For our present purpose we may distinguish between four types of literature. Any particular work is
likely to have aspects or passages characteristic of all four types, but it may also be predominantly of
one type rather than another. Though al literature is to some extent creative, | shall call thefirst of these
types distinctively "creative literature." The others are "propaganda literature,” "release literature" and
"escape literature."

In "creative literature" the dominant motive and the main import are creative. In the writer's own mind
the producing of the work is a creative experience; and in the reader's mind, the reading. "Release" and
propagandain creative literature may play subsidiary parts, but they are made to serve the essential
literary function of clarifying and developing consciousness, of world or self. In so far asthis processis
cognitive, it will consist in an apprehending of fresh aspects of world or self, or of hitherto unnoticed

rel ationships between things remote from one another. Or it may take the form of constructing universes
of fiction which symbolize aspects of the actual universe. In so far asit is mainly affective and
cognitive, it will consist in the evoking of new appreciations, and in the creation of new and more
developed capacities for action.

"Propaganda literature" must be distinguished from mere propaganda, in which there is nothing
significantly creative. The writer of mere propaganda is concerned simply to popularize facts, ideas, and
emotions with which he is familiar. He uses cliches and slogans to produce the desired effect on the
minds of his public. The cause which he is serving may happen to be good or bad, momentous or trivial.
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Of course efficient propagandain a good cause does produce a development of experience in the public,
and istherefore in a sense creative. But in the writer himself, it is not an expression of developing
experience, and the activity of producing it does not further develop his experience. However well he
does hisjob, he is merely using sound advertising technique. But in propagandathat is literature the idea
to be propagated is still alive and growing in the writer's own mind. It is a creative influence irradiating
and transforming his experience. He is dominated by it, possessed by it. It is a growing shoot which
ramifies through his mind. And since he has al'so an aptitude for verbal expression, heis able to
communicate to his public not merely certain ideas, dried and salted and conveniently packed, but a
potion which may transform their whole attitude to life. In so far as he does his work efficiently, his
efficiency is not that of the advertiser but that of the artist, whether he uses the direct method of
expression and exhortation, as Ruskin did, or the indirect method of fiction, like Dickens. In either case,
and whether the message is true or false, the whole texture of hiswork will be in the strict sense
literature, although its dominant motive is not the developing of experience ssimply for its own sake.

By literature of release, or "release literature,” | mean literature in which the dominant motive and main
import are neither creation nor propaganda but simply the assuagement of starved needs, the rel ease of
pent-up forces in the personality. Now "cresative literature" also affords release to pent-up forces, but it
uses these "releases” in such ways as to serve its main purpose of clarifying and developing
consciousness. Whereas "creative literature” may evoke, and also express and satisfy, new and more
developed capacities, pure "release literature” does nothing of the sort. It merely assuages familiar
needs. In this there is nothing creative. Writing which does no more than afford symbolical satisfaction
to extant needs cannot be literature. But there is akind of writing in which, though the main import is
sheer "release,” the manner in which the release is obtained is one which includes a great deal of
genuine, though minor and incidental, creation. Thus there are romances, detective stories, thrillers,
poems, belles lettres, which, though essentially concerned with "release," are written with such
originality of perception and expression that they have areally quickening effect.

It may, | think, be truly said that, whereas literature of the predominantly creative type generally tendsto
undermine or transform the conventional system of ideas and values, "release literature" in the main
accepts them, tacitly and inadvertently. It is creative only in its detailed illustration of the fashionable
ideology. Thereis one purely "release” motive, however, which expressesitself in iconoclasm, and
dominates a good deal of "release literature™ in our day. Those who have been seriously irked by
authority may develop aneed for revolt. for its own sake. Those who have suffered under an insincere
puritanical morality may crave to deny morality altogether, or to transpose the old ideas of good and evil
into their opposites.

A great deal of genuine literatureisin the main "release literature." And of course an immense amount
of writing which is not literature at all is mainly or wholly concerned with "release." Evenin literature,
"release” is aquite legitimate function. Incidentally release was probably literature's original office, or
the office of that which was later to develop into literature. When wish-fulfilment was sought through
magic incantation or bardic stories of the deeds of heroes, the seed of literature was sown. In modem
times much poetry (not of the first rank) and many good novels have "release” as their main function,
witting or unwitting. Rightly we go to literature for symbolical fulfilment of our thwarted capacities, for
our craving for adventure, for triumph, for sexual romance, for peace and contemplation, and so on.
Literature of the lighter sort, which is dominated by "release,” may be wholesome both for the writer and
the reader, provided that it does not purport to be more creative than it is. Purgation is a necessary
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function. Moreover the incidental and minor creative power of "release literature” may benefit awider
public than that which is capable of appreciating literature of a more far-reachingly creative type.
"Escape literature” isless easy to define. And sinceit is superficialy very like "release literature," there
may be great difficulty in deciding whether a particular piece of writing is essentially "release”" or
"escape." To say that anyoneis an "escapist” isto charge him with shunning unpleasant redlity. Instead
of recognizing and grappling with the facts, he either withdraws into some safe corner, where he can live
in peace and occupy himself with activities unrelated to the vital struggles of his contemporary world; or
else, unable to find actual escape, he solaces himself by constructing a dream world wherein he can live
"Inimagination,” aworld after his own heart's desire. "Escape literature,”" then, should be literature the
main import of which isto protect the mind from unpleasant reality. This essential notion needs
qualifying so asto bring it in line with the central ideas of this essay.

In the first place, "escape literature,” to be literature at all, must of course be in some way significantly
creative. Even if its main import is escape from some intolerable aspect of redlity, it must in some
respect genuinely clarify experience. It may do this by the detailed texture of its thought and expression.
It may do it even through its intention as awhole. For instance, even if it constitutes a symbol falsely
claiming to be true of reality, the presentation of the symbol may constitute a genuinely creative
experience by opening up vistas of possibility. Further, while all literature is to agreater or lesser extent
concerned with "release," in escape literature" release is used with the ulterior motive of escape. Itisso
employed as to make the fictitious world more attractive and more seeming-real.

From one point of view "escape literature" is a special kind of "propaganda literature,” sinceits main
import is to advocate certain ideas and values. Thereis, however, this difference. In "propaganda
literature” the motive is conscious, whereas in "escape literature” it is mainly unconscious. The escape
motive is generally an unrecognized fear, which causes an unwitting incapacity to face up to reality. A
morbid blindness, a self-protective and perversely creative blindness, not only blots out the obnoxious
aspect of reality but also reconstructs the remaining characters into a coherent and lying image. Thisis
the essence of escapism. Even in escape fiction the fantasy, which isin fact afalse fantasy, purportsto
be in some significant manner symbolically true of the real world of men and things.

"Escape literature" may include agreat deal of genuine creation, but its main purport is the reverse of
creative. It tends to prevent the development of experience, to prevent the mind from facing up to some
unpleasant but important aspect of reality. The creative power of the writer is prostituted for an
unnatural end, namely to frustrate creation, to distract attention from the way of development. Thus,
quite apart from any question of morality, from the purely literary point of view "escape literature" isa
debased kind of literature, since it involves a gross limitation of sensibility and an insincere use of
creative power. And from the moral point of view "escape literature” is bad because it tends to prevent
men from facing up to urgent moral problems.

Of the four kinds of literature, or the four kinds of import which any writing may have, | judge
“creation" (as defined) wholly good and "escape" wholly bad. In the case of propaganda, moral
judgment depends on the goodness of the end preached. Even from aliterary point of view propaganda
for abad end, however well done, isto be condemned in so far asit involves arestriction of
consciousness to prevent the badness of the bad end from being perceived.

"Release," as we have seen, is harmless or actually desirable. No doubt, to spend alife-time writing
"release literature” isto deny oneself the greater experiences; but thisis true of any respectable and
absorbing work. No doubt the writing of "release literature” may be used to distract the mind from

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Setti ngs/harry %20k rui swij...menten/spaar/ Ol af %20Stapl edon%20-%20Rare%620stories.txt (41 of 160)20-2-2006 23:29:58



file://ICJ/Documents¥20and%20Setti ngs/harry%20krui swijk/Mijn%20documenten/spaar/Ol af %20Stapl edon%20-%20Rare%20stories.txt

duties; but so may any pursuit. No doubt "release literature” may be handed out to the young or to the
populace to divert them from discovering that society is heading for disaster. On the other hand, the
more unsatisfactory a society, the more urgent is it that there should be effective meansfor "release,” so
that harassed individuals may so far as possible preserve their mental health. The condemnation of pure
"release” is not to be justified except when release becomes an addiction or obsession, so that energy
which might be used constructively isfrittered away. The fact that such addiction to release does so
often occur is no reason to censure release as such. In a society which isripening for revolutionary
change pure "release” is apt to be condemned by the revolutionaries, and regarded as escapism, because
it distracts attention from social ills, and thus prevents the gathering of pent-up energy for the
revolutionary explosion. But for the individual's mental health, "release” is necessary. And the more
exacting aman'slife, the more necessary isit that he should have some diversion. Further, the more
specialized hiswork, the more is there in him that needs release. To deny him release isto turn him into
aneurotic, apuritan or afanatic.

So far | have merely discussed in the abstract four possible kinds of import in literature. Isthis
classification of any practical service? Doesiit refer to objective characters which literary works actually
have? And if so, how are these charactersto be detected?

| must leave to literary critics the task of finding out how to assess the creative function of literary
works. The fact that the critics so often disagree among themselves does not disturb me. Anything so
subtle as the quickening of human mindsis bound to be excessively difficult to estimate. To deny that
the clarification and development of consciousnessis the main function of literatureis, in my view, to
make nonsense of literary criticism.

The assessing of the "escape" element in literature cannot be left wholly to the literary critics. The
psychologists and sociol ogists ought to have something to say about it. | hazard afew remarks. The
distressing situation which gives rise to escapist activity may be peculiar to the individual, or it may be
something inherent in agroup or in society as awhole. The extreme case of individual escapismis
neurotic fantasy, such as the delusion of grandeur or of persecution, or the symbolical satisfaction of
unconscious cravings for mother-love or for triumph over the father. No doubt neurosis in one form or
another has often contributed to the creative power of literature. A hidden conflict may goad the mind
into vigorous action. Frustration in actual life may strengthen the life of imagination. In spheres of
experience that are not blacked out by the repression, neurosis may quicken sensibility and intelligence.
And sometimes the result may be great literature; but only in so far as the main import of the work is not
neurotic and not simply "escape.”

For there seem to be two possible reactions to trouble in the unconscious. One courseisto acquiescein
the repression, to avoid recognizing that something or other isamiss, and to allow the hidden conflict to
work upon consciousness without criticism, in fact to give rein to fantasy and spin sweet dreams of wish-
fulfilment. In literature this results in typical works of "release”; or, if the fantasy purports to be
symbolically true of reality, the product istypical "escape literature.” The other course isto try, however
vainly, to probe the self so asto lay bare and solve the hidden conflict, and to see it in its true relation to
the rest of the universe. The effort to do this, though it cannot fully succeed in itstask, may well produce
great creative literature. In "escape literature," on the other hand, there is no self-probing, save in safe
regions, not inflamed by the hidden conflict; and no attempt to relate the self's torture to the rest of
existence. The resulting work, even if it is executed with literary skill and with a blinkered kind of
creative imagination, isin essence merely a protective fiction, falsely purporting to be a true symbol of
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reality.

The word "escapism" generally implies flight not from individual but from social troubles. In particular,
those whose political opinions are well to the Left, use it to disparage all writing which might distract
attention from the need for social change. | have already noted that much which is thus condemned is
merely release literature. But undoubtedly thereis a great deal of writing, and some of it is literature,
which isindeed escapist in the social sense. The criterion of such writing isthat its main import isto
persuade the reader and the writer himself that after all there is not much wrong with the existing social
order, or that God is backing it, and that certain conventional and outworn ideas and valuations,
adequate in an earlier phase of society, are also adequate to-day. It was said above that "release
literature™ tacity and inadvertently accepts conventional ideas and values. "Escape literature" does more
than this. It actively asserts them, and at least by implication denies the newer ideas which are
appropriate to a changed social situation. | should expect the historian of literature to be able to point to
typical "escape" worksin all the periods of far-reaching social and cultural change.

Escapism of the Right is not the only kind of escapism. A great deal of ardent Left Wing writing isitself,
| believe, inspired by the need for escape. Of course itsimport is to escape from avery different aspect
of reality from that which is shunned by escapism of the Right. It affords cover not from the need for
social revolution but from the need for arevolution in the mind of the writer himself. For revolutionary
ardour, though it may and often does spring from genuine zeal to found a better world, sometimes has a
very different root. Thereisafamiliar psychological principle according to which unconscious guilt and
unconscious inferiority may cause a conscious "projection” of guilt and inferiority upon some scape-
goat. In agood deal of Left Wing writing the discerning critic may find evidence that the author uses the
wicked capitalists or the bourgeois class or economic determinism or dialectical materialism as scape-
goats to bear the burden of hisown sin, or as excuses for his own mental and moral flabbiness. He hasin
fact constructed, though with an air of "stark realism," afictitious world, which, superficially so like the
reality, isfalse in the same way as the neurotic's delusion isfalse. It is a dream world. The main import
of it isto afford him and his readers a sense that their personal flabbiness and ineffectiveness are the
product of forces beyond their control. Whereas for the reactionary escapist true salvation liesin facing
the fact that the existing social order and hisown part in it are unhealthy and immoral, for the Left
escapist it liesin recognizing that his motive for condemning the social order isnot as disinterested as he
believes. Both are seeking escape from a personal moral challenge; but whereas in the one case the
moral imperativeis, "Do something about the socia order," in the other it may be metaphorically
expressed as, "Do something about the state of your own soul."

L eft escapism is but a special case of the escapism which characterizes so much of modem "scientific"
culture. Accepting the temper of our age, we tend to withdraw attention from the inner life, and to seek
escape from individual moral responsibility by constructing afictitious world in which individuals are
wholly the product of external forces, physical or social.

Literature and the Unity of Man
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During the 1940s Stapledon was an active member, and elected to the executive committee of the British
chapter, of PEN., the writers association. He frequently addressed its international congresses, most of
which were held in London during World War 11. "Literature and the Unity of Man" was Stapledon's
contribution to the 1941 P.E.N. Congress, whose theme was Writers in Freedom. Although usually
associated with galactic immensities and a style of impersonal detachment from human affairs,
Stapledon here draws attention to the writer as shaped by and speaking in the voice of his own regional
and national identity.

IN WHAT WAY, if a all, can writers create mutual understanding and sympathy between peoples; or
between social classes, or individuals of different vocation, or of different psychological type? Should
writers even try to use their special powers deliberately for this end?

Some writers hold that, however urgent human unity is, literature has no direct concern with it. The
writer, in this view, should simply develop as fully as possible the potentialities of his own peculiar
experience, gained in personal intercourse, in practical life, in parochial lore, in his nationa culture, and
so on. It is no more his business, we are told, to work deliberately for the harmony of theracethanitis
the business of the engineer or the agricultural labourer. Of course, in the nature of the case, some
literature will, as a matter of fact, influence the race towards harmony, but more or less accidentally. The
outstanding literary works of one people will be read by some of the educated among other peoples, for
the sake of their common human value, or through the craving of intelligent minds to assimilate alien
modes of experience. But very few men will ever attain more than a superficial insight into an alien
literature, because literature is essentially an expression of a certain idiom, an idiom not merely of
language but of thought and feeling; in fact an idiom of living. Consequently, in thisview it isfar better
for writers to devote themselves single-mindedly to their special task than to impoverish their work by
trying to make it intelligible to all men. Even when the aim of literature isto symbolize rather the
universal fundamental human experiences, such as love and hate, it cannot do so save by drawing upon
the minute particulars of the writer's own life. And hislife is bound to be confined, in the main, to some
small section of the life of the human race. A writer may be superficially a cosmopolitan. He may spend
much of histime in travel, and in absorbing foreign cultures. He may have access to more than one
social class. But unless heis firmly rooted in one particular national culture and the tradition of one
social or vocational class, his experience will be superficial and hiswriting shallow. To attain insight
into al the modes of human life and mentality is asimpossible as to attain personal intimacy with all the
individuals of agreat society. Without personal intimacy, without prolonged intercourse with afew
personal friends and fewer beloveds, a man's awareness of human nature must be shallow. Similarly
without daily intimate contact with some particular social tradition he cannot write anything but banal
generalities.

In this view James Joyce did well to load his work with subtle alusions to the life of alittle western city
that few Europeans ever visit. Dante did well to crowd the Divine Comedy with Florentine notables. For
only in so doing could each give concrete and significant expression to such experience as he himself
had gained.

| agree that literature of thiskind is of great value to the race as awhole; is after all a contribution not
merely to local or sectional but to human culture. | agree, too, that for those who have linguistic facility
and a special bent for the study of foreign culturesit is abundantly worthwhile to spend much time and
energy in gaining as deep an insight as possible into such topical and idiomatic great works. But not all
of us have the aptitude or the opportunity. | speak with feeling, for | myself happen to be avery bad
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linguist and a very obtuse reader. In early days | struggled through the Divine Comedy, missing, | have
no doubt, nine-tenths of its meaning. At alater stage | wastold to read the French Imagists. | gained
about as much understanding of Laforgue's subtle but alien world as an astronomer wins from the planet
Mars by looking at it through afield-glass. My difficulty was not merely linguistic. For | read Joyce's
Ulysses, delighting in the temper of it, but intelligently appreciating very little. | now read our
contemporary English poets, again strangely enjoying the rhythm, the sensuous quality, and the mental
mode of their works; but intelligently appreciating, aas, how little! For they, like the Surrealist painters,
are apt to deal in odd personal associations or the jargon of a particular clique, or again in eruditionin
which | have no share. God forbid that, just because stupid people cannot follow them, they should cease
to write their pregnant cross-word puzzles. For | recognize that pregnant their works often are.
Sometimes | have been privileged to have a modem poem minutely explained to me by the author, and
sometimes the result has been for me wonderfully illuminating; not, be it noted, when the elucidation
has given me merely oddities of personal or parochial association, or cliquish jargon, but when the
strange juxtaposition of words, and of images, has opened up for me fair new vistas of experience. To
gain such experience is certainly worthwhile, for the individual seeking self-increase. And, of course,
there is no way to reach facility in this appreciation save long practice in watching the poet's mind jump,
SO to speak, from image to image in unexpected, idiosyncratic directions.

But excellent as thiskind of literatureisin itself, valuable asit is for those who have the gifts and the
opportunity to appreciate it, its direct contribution to human unity must at present be very dight. If |, a
middle-class intellectual, who speak the same language as our modem English poets, cannot properly
understand them without help, what hope has a French peasant, a German engineer, a Chinese soldier?
Difficult modem poems may, no doubt, contribute to human unity indirectly. They may chance to
influence Chinese students of English culture, and these in turn may influence the thought and feeling of
the Chinese people.

But is there no more direct and effective way in which writers can work for human unity?

Some, who care more for human unity than for human diversity, and very little for literature, would like
to sacrifice national idiosyncrasy and national literature entirely. They desire asingle, universal
language, perhaps an artificial one, and aworld-literature written in that |language. Probably there will,
indeed, come atime when all men will speak one language and have one literature. But it is to be hoped
that thiswill not happen till the diverse riches of the present national cultures have been absorbed and
transmuted into the new world culture. For man can ill afford to lose any of hisdiversity. The
uncompromising cosmopolitans, however, assure us that there will be ample diversity within the new
world-culture, adiversity not of meretribal customs but of temperamental and vocational points of view
among men all of whom speak the same language and share the same basic thought-forms. True, indeed!
But meanwhile? How can writersin the national tongues work for human unity?

Before facing this question | wish to form amore precise idea of the kind of unity that is desirable for
man. What is not desirable is uniformity, whether within the individual mind or in a society. | assume
that the goal for the individual mind should be the fuller development of his particular human powers, in
fact his capacity for being an awakened and unified personality. He must avoid two opposite
psychological dangers. Oneis disunity, the mental dissociation of experiences from one another in water-
tight compartments; in fact, multiple personality. The other danger is the barren impoverished unity of
the "one-track mind." In this state no experience can be assimilated which does not conform to the
simple dominating pattern. The rest falls off like water off a duck’s back. Clearly what is desirable for

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Setti ngs/harry %20k rui swij...menten/spaar/ Ol af %20Stapl edon%20-%20Rare%620stories.txt (45 of 160)20-2-2006 23:29:58



file://ICJ/Documents¥20and%20Setti ngs/harry%20krui swijk/Mijn%20documenten/spaar/Ol af %20Stapl edon%20-%20Rare%20stories.txt

theindividual is unity in diversity, the integration of as much diversity as possible. He should be capable
of many kinds of experience, many moods, many activities. The more the better, so long aseachis
accessible to the others. For each should illuminate and enhance the others. This aim clearly demands
that he should receive and assimilate impressions from other individuals, different in character from
himself; and from other social traditions different from his own. And clearly literature should be a
powerful agent for deepening, broadening, unifying his experience; at the very least within the limits set
by his own language and national culture.

In the case of society also the goal isunity in diversity, as great adiversity as possible, so long as the
individuals and groups within the society, whatever their differences and conflicts, can appreciate one
another's common humanity and accept the basis of their society. It isa privilege of the human species to
attain greater diversity than any other species; particularly, greater mental diversity. It is another
privilege that men, when they are being truly human, can to some extent appreciate their differences;
that instead of being thrown into conflict by them, they can, to some extent, not merely tolerate them but
actually gain mutual enrichment from them. Mutual awareness, of the sort which breeds mutual respect,
mutual responsibility and mutual enrichment, | take to be the distinctively human way of socia
behaviour. It is unfortunately rare; for man is at heart still largely sub-human. Only where thereis
personal contact of receptive outward-feeling minds, isit fairly easy to attain the human kind of social
behaviour, at least in a moderate degree. Where thereislittle or no personal contact, for instance,
between members of large groups, and between large groups themselves, whether nations, classes,
vocations, the genuinely human social-relationship israre.

It is natural to hope that literature should be an instrument for creating this desirable unity-in-diversity
among men. But though literature can certainly bring men together if they are not very far apart, it
cannot easily bridge very great mental differences. The problem isthis. Literature must have its roots in
concrete living, in minute particular experiences. To be vital, to be deeply significant, it must be very
concrete and idiomatic. But the moreidiomatic it is, the lessintelligible it is to those who have not been
shaped to that particular idiom of living. Every writer's work fallsin this respect between two extremes,
two ideal limits. On the one hand there is the writing in which the idiom of language and of experience
isintelligibleto no one at all but the author himself; on the other, that which sacrifices idiom and
concreteness entirely to universal intelligibility. Near the one extreme lie some intensely national or
provincial works, and those which are transfused with the idiom of some particular social class or
section of society. Thisis essentially literature of the parish pump, significant for the parishioners,
barren for the "foreigners’ of the next village, or nation. Near the other extreme | should place the more
banal kind of hymns and popular songs, but also those great, though almost universally intelligible
writings, such as certain passages in the Bible, which have contributed to the mental texture of many
millions. Thisisthe true literature of our common humanity; though the scope even of thisislimited by
the fact that men speak different languages, and translation can never be fully adequate. These writings
deal with experiences which are possible to all men, and in amanner intelligible to all men. Inevitably,
therefore, they sacrifice the particular to the general, at least to some extent. Thelr greatness consists in
their doing this without falling into vague generality, platitude, insipidity. Their success, | takeit,
depends partly on the sheer skill of the writer, partly on the kind of human needs or experiences which
they express. If the matter itself istrivial, or if it has already been over-emphasized, so that its
expression isinevitably hackneyed, then the result isfailure. If, on the other hand, the subject-matter is
of great human importance, particularly if the writing bringsto light deep and obscure needs, it may
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have great effect. Indeed, if those needs are blindly striving for fulfilment in aworld-situation which is
unpropitiousto all men, then, | takeit, the gifted writer may express them in aform powerfully
significant to multitudes.

The function of literature, | suppose, isto deepen and broaden, and to integrate human experience. It
should make the reader, in one way or another, either more minutely or more comprehensively
conscious of hisworld, or of himself, or of other selves. It should, of course, clarify not only
understanding but also, and more particularly, feeling. It should fit the reader for more delicately graded
and coherent action in the world. Pascal and Mr. Aldous Huxley insist that a man is many conflicting
selves, and that he should not try to force them all into a single mould. No doubt there istruth in this
view. Let no mood be ssmply repressed. Let each have its say. But surely dissociation, sheer multiple
personality, is a pitiable condition. Let each mood, so far as possible, be sympathetically aware of, and
integrated with, all the others, so that the result is a single many-faceted personality, unified under a
coherent dominating sentiment or Weltanschauung. And similarly with society. Diversity of individual
psychological types and of groups, such as socia classes and nations, we emphatically need, if we are to
avoid an impoverished, mass-produced uniformity; but our diversity must at al costs be unified under
some great unifying idea. Otherwise we shall be for ever racked with irreconcilable conflicts. No doubt,
conflicts of some kind are very necessary for the health of society. Only in conflict do we become fully
alive, and wring the best out of ourselves. But it isimportant that conflict should be subordinate to an
underlying unity of purpose.

Writers, | suggest, have a specia responsibility in this connection, one which in the past they have,
indeed, often fulfilled, though more or less carelessly. To-day some are realizing that in this time of
desperate need the responsibility should be accepted very seriously and fulfilled with conscious purpose.
There seem to be two ways in which writers can fulfill this responsibility. Oneis by doing al in their
power to help the various sections of mankind to know and respect one another. The other way isto
think out and express with all the skill and passion at their command the great unifying idea which we
now so urgently need.

To help the sections of mankind to know one another, some writers might sometimes write deliberately
for aforeign public; in fact they might, and some already do to some extent, function as cultural liaison
officers between their own culture and some particular foreign culture of which they have sufficient
knowledge. The aim would be to transmit to their chosen foreign people or class as much as possible of
the temper, values, ideals, thought-forms and mode of life of their own people or class. They would
write, of course, in their own language, but with special care for lucidity. They would deal largely in
turns of thought and expression common to the two peoples; but also they would be at pains to introduce
the idiom of their own people in such away that the sensitive foreign reader would be able to "jump to
it" in the course of hisreading. Their writing might sometimes take the form of fiction specially suited to
their purpose. Sometimes they would produce essays and discussions on the history and prevailing
temper of the two peoples. Sometimes there might be a correspondence of open letters between writers
representative of the two peoples, or of several peoples. One can even imagine a series of symbolic love-
|etters exchanged between such national literary mouthpieces. One can imagine, too, in this present time
of suffering, letters of mutual greeting and encouragement smuggled across the frontiers and circul ated
from hand to hand.

The other way in which writers can fulfill their responsibility is perhaps the more important. They can
earnestly think out and compellingly expressin every channel available to them that great unifying idea
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toward which aready all thinking men and women are groping. This great new ideais at bottom a very
ancient idea, but it needs new expression, couched in our modem idiom, significant to our modern
minds; and purged of many ancient errors. It is the idea that the more sensitive, more awakened and
lucid, more coherent and integrated way of living isintrinsically right and beautiful. This the writers
know to be so. They know it in their hearts, if they are worth their salt. Some have aready borne witness
to thisideain glorious words and deeds. It istime for us al to escape from the chilly shadow of
scepticism about this fundamental value, of scepticism born of astill only adolescent, though brilliant,
natural science and of an already senile commercialism. Let us more purposefully, more
uncompromisingly, more unashamedly than in recent times, proclaim not only the unity of man, but the
absolute rightness and beauty of that way of experience and action which we al in our more lucid states
and in our distinctive manners falteringly pursue. Let us, in fact, even we moderns, proclaim the spirit.

Some Thoughtson H. G. Wells's

You Can't Be Too Careful

Throughout the 1930s and the early 1940s, when he and Wells were in frequent correspondence,
Stapledon often reviewed Wells's new work or made reference to it in his own books - notably in
Waking World (1934). Stapledon was often referred to as a Wellsian, but both in private and in public
he took pains to emphasi ze those issues on which they parted company. While he continued to admire
Wells's utopianism and to envy his ability to influence a world-wide audience, Stapledon was uneasy
with what he saw as Wells's rigid materialism and the cynicism that seeped into the books of his old age.
The 1942 review of Y ou Can't Be Too Careful in Plan, the journal of the Progressive League, marked
the end of what had become an increasingly frayed relationship.

| AM NOT ATTEMPTING to review this book as anovel, but simply to consider it as an expression of
WEells's attitude to mankind. The central ideais that we are a half-devel oped species, not a finished
product of evolution. "We are alowly and infantile breed. Thereis hardly a quadruped in the Zoo that is
not more modified, evolved, distinguished and finished than ourselves." The primates branched early
from the main mammalian stock, and they retain many primitive characters, for instance arelatively
profound metamorphosis during adolescence, and the remains of alunar sex cycle underlying the more
developed solar one. More significant, | suggest, is that man's most distinctive character, his very
complex and integrated brain, shows signs of imperfection and instability, and is comparable rather to
the pterodactyl's wing than to the bird's perfected organ.

"The genus Homo," says Wells, has "blundered along dismally and dirtily" since its beginning. Man is
today a"disagreeable and suicidally backward animal." But each generation is far worse than it might be
If its circumstances were less frustrating. Has man got it in him to grapple with his environment
resolutely and wisely enough to produce the conditions which could raise him to a higher level of
development? Wells holds that man's nature is primarily self-seeking. He "has been forced into an
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uncongenial socia lifein the brief course of amillion years or so. Y et still his fundamental nature
remains. Still he wantsto feel successful, masterful, lord and owner of all he surveys." Therefore, if men
are to succeed in overthrowing their present damaging socia system and the blind privileged class which
controlsit, they will do so "not in any mood of love or that sort of thing, but because they hate the pomp
and glories of incapable authority." Not for love but for the satisfaction of getting their own back against
tyrants men will combine for action, and if necessary sacrifice their lives. Resentment, Wells believes,
has always been the effective source of revolutionary passion.

Jesus Christ was resentful. A more obvious case is Lenin. But Wells sees that if revolution springs from
resentment, still a stable community needs "religion." By this word he means "the binding system of
ideas and practices which holds a community together." And "the religion aworld-community needsis a
very simple one," namely, "a dogmatic assertion of the supreme duty of outspoken truth, of the common
ownership of the earth and the equal rights of man."”

Wells's view of man seems to me to need qualification. Social feeling, if we may believe the Sutties, is
not ssimply derivative from self-feeling; and anyhow self-regard is not quite so exclusive as Wells
believes. Our speciesis, indeed, half-developed; but the hero of thisnovel, E. A. Tewler, who is meant
to be a symbol true essentially of the whole speciesin actual conditions, is amisleading though brilliant
caricature. The book is a skilfully executed diagram of one immensely important aspect of human
nature, but there is another aspect, equally important. Swarms of people are, indeed, predominantly
Tewler, but my own experience of men and women forces me to recognise that very few are sheer
Tewler. Wells allows that human beings have an innate possibility of being something more than
Tewler, apossibility that has been completely frustrated by circumstances; but somehow he cannot see
that they manifest in their actual behaviour something which, we are expressly told, Tewler never did
manifest, and none of our species ever can manifest in existing conditions. Tewler "never in the whole
course of hislifereally loved or felt honest, generous friendship for any human being such as the codes
of our literary tradition require. That demands an amount of deliberate mental synthesis of which his
early up-bringing and education had already rendered him incapable.” In my experience this statement is
simply not true of the ordinary people whom Tewler is meant to symbolise. We are of course very often
wrong-headed, self-centred, mean, cruel and morally feeble; but in spite of shockingly unpropitious
circumstances we do also occasionally, within our pathetically narrow limits, behave with real
generosity and moral courage. Indeed in asmall way, and if the strain is not too great, we frequently do
so. Moreover even quite ordinary people in exceptional circumstances may rise far beyond this. To
overlook this aspect of human nature is to misrepresent human nature just as seriously as the
sentimentalists do.

This capacity for genuine respect for one another as persons, for comradeship, love or what you will,
offers the only solid foundation for the religion which Wells himself postulates for the stable world-
society. It must also play an important part in any desirable revolution. Jesus and his followers were not
merely resentful. Lenin's fire was kindled, no doubt, by indignation against the power that killed his
brother; but indignation in him and his followers sprang in turn from a passion of comradeship, which
means respect for the individuality of the common man. And it isvery unlikely that the desired
revolution will be brought to fruition simply by resentment, because it will demand an amount of
sustained self-abnegation which mere resentment can never produce. Wells's commendable
determination to see man without rose-coloured spectacles has led him to adopt ajaundiced pair instead.
The truth surely is that both personal resentment and a disinterested passion of comradeship, not only in
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aresolute minority but to some extent in the majority also, has an important part to play. Further, itis
only under the pressure of changing circumstances that this change of heart will arise; but, on the other
hand, only through the beginnings of a change of heart can aforce be generated for the purposeful
reshaping of the environment.

Socia Implications of Atomic Power

Like many othersin August 1945, Stapledon learned of the destruction of Hiroshimafrom aradio
broadcast. He was horrified, although the news did not take him completely by surprise. He had
imagined afirst atomic test, the use of atomic weapons in war, and the destruction of human civilization
by an accidental chain-reaction in hisfirst work of fiction, Last and First Men. In sketching a hopeful
future for the social uses of the split atom, Stapledon drew on hislong career, since 1912, of teaching the
history of industrialism in courses given through the Workers Educational Association. Andin
imagining how the quality of daily life might be ameliorated by atomic energy, he refurbished ideas
advanced in his broadcasts of the 1930s, "The Remaking of Man" and "Machinery and Labour."
DURING THE BATTLE OF BRITAIN, when it seemed likely that the Nazis would conquer thisisland,
we used to wonder seriously whether our typical English society was really to cease for ever. And
because of its new precariousness, we began to cherish it more poignantly, instead of taking it for
granted. That dangerous corner was turned. And later, when the German war was obviously won, we
realised with thankfulness that, after all, things would go on. Later still came the dropping of the first
atomic bomb. When | heard the announcement on the radio, | was flung back into that sense of the
precariousness of al good things. This time the prospect was not simply the ending of the English way
of life but the ending of civilisation, perhaps the final ruin of mankind. Surely this discovery of titanic
might had come too soon. Man was not yet fit to be trusted with it. Moreover, the manner in which the
bombs were used seemed to me shocking and irresponsible. No doubt, by hastening the end of the war,
they probably reduced the total number of Allied and Enemy casualties; but how easily a demonstration
of their power could have been given without dropping the very first one on acity.

J. B. S. Haldane recently made an interesting suggestion. There might, he said, be a genera law of
nature that any intelligent species which learned to use atomic power before it had unified its world must
destroy itself. | should put the matter rather differently. To avoid self-destruction, | should say, any
species that wins atomic power must have afirmer grasp of true values and, therefore, a stronger will for
world-community, than mankind has to-day. Our only hope is that, just as the Battle of Britain wakened
the inhabitants of thisisland to a more vivid communal feeling, so the hideous danger of the prostitution
of atomic power may force mankind to will world-community more earnestly than before. The hope
may be slender, but one thing encourages it. Never before has so grim a danger threatened the human
race as awhole. We are all in the same boat together, and we all know it. In an atomic war the victors, if
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there are any, will suffer almost as much as the vanquished. In face of this unique common danger
perhaps the peoples of the world will at last be forced to co-operate.

At the moment the prospects are not bright. The American policy of clinging jealously to the secret is
short-sighted. What on earth is the good of holding a secret when we all know that within five yearsit
will be open to everyone? By doing so the Americans merely encourage the suspicion that they intend to
use their secret before it istoo late. Secrecy foments mutual distrust. Had the Americans and British
agreed to hand over the precious technical knowledge to an international organisation, including the
Russians, the gesture would at least have done something to allay the present increasing fever of distrust.
The only sane course is to set up a special world authority to control the new power. This body should
supervise research in every country. It should have the right to inspect every undertaking connected with
atomic power. It should itself have exclusive control of all atomic weapons, and it should organise the
distribution of atomic power throughout the world for industrial purposes.

| understand that the scientists who have protested against the policy of secrecy are alarmed not only by
the prospect of atomic warfare, but also by the danger that irresponsible and hasty research, in countries
impatient to discover the processes for themselves, may cause titanic accidents. Already we hear of
research by a German in the Argentine and by a Japanese professor. And though we are told nothing of
Russias attack on the problem, we can be quite sure that Russian scientists are hard at work. Let us
always remember that the use of atomic power isin itsinfancy. We are promised bombs two million
times more powerful than the old block-busters. Moreover, though at present only certain radio-active
atoms can be disintegrated, a successful attack will surely be made on stable ones. If ever men start
disintegrating these, the possibility of wrecking the whole surface of the globe, or actually blowing up
the planet, will no longer seem fantastic. The Asteroids, between Marsand ' are the remains of a
shattered world. How did it come to grief?

Scienceislike Aladdin's lamp. The genie gives whatever is demanded, whether good or bad. Thus far
science has given us a strange mixture of both. I's atomic power to be used so asto bring final disaster, or
to create a new kind of world-society, in which every individual will have the best possible conditions
for developing his human powersin co-operation with his fellows in the great common enterprise of
human life on this planet?

We may be sure that, if the present dangerous corner is turned, and the threatened atomic war is avoided,
there will be plenty of other problemsto solve. We shall be plunged into a Second Industrial Revolution.
All our familiar methods of transport and production will sooner or later be abandoned in favour of
methods based on atomic power. Thiswill cause immense social changes; and, unless these changes are
very strictly planned, there will be chaos. Vast unemployment, class-conflicts, national conflicts, will
only be avoided by means of planning on the world-wide scale.

If men succeed in coping with the Second Industrial Revolution more intelligently than with the first
one, atomic power will indeed open up new horizons of experience and action. As power increases, the
possibilities alike of evil and of good are increased. How desperately important, then, to form a precise
idea of the goal to which the new power should be directed! Up to a point there is already general
agreement about the aim of true progress. Every child must be afforded the chance to develop into a
splendid man or woman. Every adult must have the means of using his powers for his own delight and
the profit of the community. To-day it isamere platitude to say that, equally for all human beings, there
must be the best possible food, medical service, education, and general living conditions; and that for all
there must be suitable work and plenty of leisure.
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Of course, we might use atomic power to abolish work atogether, but this would be a mistake. Men
need work as much as leisure; but the right sort of work, and not too much of it. They need, for their
own personal fulfilment, to be called on to play a part in the great common venture. But each must have
work suited to his particular capacity, and it must be neither too boring nor too exacting. Moreover, each
must be able to take pride in his contribution to the general good. Atomic power affords the opportunity
of transforming the whole work of the world to suit the needs of the worker. Hitherto there was always
an excuse for planning jobs solely for the maximum output in relation to the power used; but when
power becomes almost as plentiful as water, nothing should stand in the way of planning jobs primarily
for the welfare of the worker. And since our aim must be to turn all workersinto aristocrats, jobs must
be planned for the needs of aristocrats. All work unsuited to aristocrats must be done by the universal
slave, atomic power. The whole population of the world-wide aristocratic democracy will be engaged on
innumerable forms of skilled work, manual, intellectual, artistic, social, and so on. The first impact of
machinery was to destroy the old crafts, and increase the demand for unskilled workers. Atomic power,
if itiswisely used, will gradually abolish all soul-destroying labour, and create a vast number of new
skills and crafts. Very soon the problem will be to find enough skill.

Though man needs work, he also needs leisure, and a great deal of it. He needs it both for resting such
powers as have been over-exercised and for affording expression to such powers as find no outlet in
worktime. But if heisto make good use of his leisure, he must from childhood be helped to learn what
to do with it. True democracy isimpossible unless the citizens have plenty of leisure and the ability to
use their leisure well. The socia function of leisureisto allow the democratic citizens ample opportunity
for free and humanly developed personal intercourse, and for keeping themselves informed about the life
of their society as awhole. It should also give them the chance of voluntary cultural and social servicein
some of the innumerable ways which are bound to occur in any vigorous democracy. Atomic power, by
greatly reducing normal work hours, should greatly increase leisure and the ability to useit.

It should aso have an immense effect on education. In the first place, the appalling danger of the wrong
use of atomic power may force us at last to ensure that all men shall be educated to distinguish between
true and false social values. And secondly, when power is almost limitless, we shall at last be ableto
allow to every individual the chance of aleisurely and liberal education. But let us always remember
that, unless education is backed by afavourable social environment, it must remain impotent. Atomic
power makes it possible to do away with all serious frustration, and, therefore, to abolish the kind of
environment which disposes the masses to such perverse faiths as Fascism.

What kind of practical changes might result from the wise use of atomic power? Probably domestic
work will be transformed by labour-saving devices. Transport by atomic ships, atomic cars, atomic
planes, will vastly increase communications. There will be a constant interchange of visitors between
even the most distant lands. Cities will be rebuilt to ampler and (one hopes) nobler plans. Mountains,
when inconvenient, will be removed, coastlines changed to suit man's needs, deserts irrigated, the arctic
and antarctic lands warmed for habitation. But probably it will always be desirable to keep large tracts of
the earth in a natural state for man's recreation. For fundamentally man isawild animal, and he needsto
keep in touch with the primitive environment.

Equipped with atomic power, scientific research will leap forward. In time disease will be abolished,
maturity prolonged, maternity relieved of its excessive burden. Interplanetary travel will soon become
possible. If we seefit, we may breed special types of human beingsto live in the extremely alien
conditions of Mars, Venus and perhaps Jupiter. But first we should have to equip Venus with vegetation,
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S0 as to stock its atmosphere with breathable oxygen.

What would be the use, it may be asked, of these wild ventures? Are we not better off aswe are? The
only right answer is areligious answer, though not one that is religious in the orthodox sense. Little by
little, more and more of us are realising that the true way of life, for the individual and for therace asa
whole, isto live for something other than the individual, and, in a sense, even other than the race. Only if
we regard ourselves and our human species as instruments for the fulfilling of the spiritual potentiality
of this planet, can we find real peace. We have to develop our capacity, but not simply for our own
satisfaction. Always we must keep that sense of instrumentality which used to be expressed in the old
phrase "for the glory of God." Since the word "God" is so ambiguous, | should prefer to say "for the
glory of the spirit" which is experienced as the very essence of each of us, and yet so much more than all
of ustogether.

If thisis so, then the true function of atomic power isthat it should be used as a means for the further
development of man's spiritual capacity. This means, in the last analysis, the development of man's
capacity for sensitivity, intelligence, love and creative action. It is our nature that we are all members of
one another, each contributing in some degree to the mental and spiritual life of al. The way of life for
all self-conscious and other-conscious beings demands the greatest possible diversity of individuals, of
groups, of peoples, and perhaps of worlds. The greater our differences the better, so long as we can be
sufficiently sensitive and imaginative to recognise beneath all our differences our underlying kinship as
personal beings. The final justification of atomic power isthat it may immensely increase the possibility
of development in these two fundamental respects, namely our diversity and our mutual insight.

Finally, lest these considerations should seem to point to a complacent humanism, let us remember the
littleness of man, and the immensity and mystery of the physical and the spiritual reality that lies beyond
him.

Mankind at the Crossroads
In 1947 Stapledon made a three-week lecture tour of France under the sponsorship of a French
educational organization devoted to international understanding. For some of his presentations
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Stapledon drew on notes for lectures he had often given in England, but the centerpiece of the tour was a
talk specially written for the occasion and delivered in French. Never published, "Mankind at the
Crossroads' is a pleafor Europeanism, a celebration of the mature European values Stapledon believed
might provide an antidote to the aggressive and dangerous posturings of the Soviet Union and the United
States in the emerging cold war. While the talk was motivated by the political anxieties of the moment,
it also isfull of favorite themes from Stapledon 's whole body of published work. The final two
paragraphs, in particular, which relocate the European crossroads to an intersection somewhere among
the stars, recall the strategies and perspectives of his great cosmic romances of the 1930s. The text given
here is an abridgment of Stapledon 's corrected English typescript in the Sydney Jones Library,
University of Liverpool; the omitted sections are an opening salutation and a long discussion of
Stapledon's ideas about religion, adequately presented elsewhere in this Reader.

THE FRENCH HAVE PLAYED adglorious part in creating European culture; and without their
continued and vigorous participation in the New Europe that culture cannot flower again. Thisrevival of
Europe | believe to be of immense importance not only for Europeans but for the human race.

Today the human world is distracted by two world-wide conflicting impulses, each of which dominates
one of the two mightiest peoples, the Americans and the Russians. Both these two formidable peoples
have very important contributions to make to the life of mankind. But each of them isin a sense still
adolescent. Though culturally both derive from Europe, each has also developed its own characteristic
and vigorous genius. In neither caseis that genius yet freed from the extravagance and insensitivity of
youth.

Each of these two peoples, let us admit, is the custodian of avery important truth, or rather half-truth;
but neither is at present capable of appreciating the equally important half-truth of the other.

America, aswe all know, stands mainly for individual freedom and individual responsibility, both moral
and intellectual; and fundamentally for the importance of individuality. This principle, the importance of
human individuality, was discovered intuitively nearly two thousand years earlier, and was one aspect of
the great twofold truth on which Christianity was founded. The fact that the realization of the importance
of individuality, so cherished in America, has also, in America and in Western Europe, been grossly
perverted into licentious commercialism must not blind us to the truth itself, that individuality matters.
Russia, on the other hand, stands for the necessity of social planning and discipline, and individual
loyalty to the approved group organization and culture. Fundamentally what the Russian Revolution
championed was not simply the triumph of the workers but a social order based on the relationship of
true community or comradeship in acommon cause. And this principle, the importance of human
brotherhood and love, was the other aspect of the great truth that inspired Christianity. In the Christian
tradition this relationship of community is expressed in the saying that we are all "members one of
another." Let usrealize that, even if in some respects the present Russian regime has betrayed that truth
by ruthless treatment of its opponents, yet the emotional drive and passion of the Revolution itself
sprang from the essentially religious conviction of human solidarity, mutual involvement, mutual
responsibility, in fact the sanctity of comradeship. The Scottish philosopher John Macmurray was
perhaps justified in saying that the Russian Revolution was the greatest religious event of modern times.
In theory anti-religious, because it wasin revolt against a corrupt Church, the Russian Revolution was at
first nonetheless essentially religious in feeling, and (up to a point) in practice also. The fact that
Christianity deified thisreligious spirit of love, whereas the Russian Revolution rejected all religious
doctrine, must not blind us to the underlying identity of motive.
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Each of these half-truths, of individuality and community, if championed fanatically without care for the
other, inevitably leads to extravagance; in Americato cutthroat commercialism, in Russiato ruthless
discipline of al individuals who do not accept the "party-line."

It is easy to see why each of the two great peoplesis fanatical about its own haf-truth. The Americans
rose to their present power by the exercise of unrestrained private enterprise and by the practice of
individual self-reliance. The Russians, on the other hand, broke the Tsarist tyranny and created the new
and mightier Russia by corporate action and severe socia discipline. In a secure society, individual
liberty seems all that matters; in a society where danger constantly threatens from within and without,
liberty (as we of the West understand it) is less prized than the socia discipline without which no grave
danger can be effectively resisted.

We may hope that both the dominant peoples will in time learn to appreciate the other's half-truth.
Economic difficulties will perhaps force the Americans not only to learn the need for discipline and
corporate action but also to rediscover that comradeship is more worthwhile than individual triumph. On
the other hand, if Russia enters on a phase of security, the Russian people may in time come to feel that
social discipline is not enough, and that personality deserves respect and forbearance even in eccentric
individuals and tiresome minorities.

But these desirable changes will take time, and may be forestalled by world-wide disaster. Until
Americaand Russialearn from each other, only Western Europeisin a position to appreciate properly
both the half-truths. In the past, Western Europe, like America, achieved prosperity by private
enterprise, and thus learned to cherish individuality. But today, like Russia, Western Europe has
discovered in blood and tears the necessity of socia planning and discipline, and also the importance,
the sanctity, of human solidarity, of comradely mutual responsibility. We, with our more complex social
and political experience and our recent internecine conflicts over these very half-truths, may perhaps
achieve the synthesis which mankind so desperately needs. We may give the world the example of a
society in which, though unimportant liberties are sacrificed for social discipline, the liberties that are
necessary for healthy personal and social development are jealously preserved.

Unless we can begin to achieve some such synthesis quite soon, the clash of those two great adol escent
peoples, and the conflict of their half-truths throughout the world, may overwhelm us al in the Third
World War, the first atomic war, and the ruin of civilization, if not the end of Man. The danger has been
much increased by Europe's downfall. For this has produced avoid into which the two great antagonists
fatally rush to grapple with each other. Thus, even from the point of view of power politics, the rebirth
of Europeis urgently needed. For Europe, | mean Western Europe, could hold the balance. In the present
tragic state of the world, power politics cannot be ignored. One cause of Russia's uncompromising
policy is surely the fear that, as the second greatest power, she will find herself at grips with a
combination of the first and the third, America and Britain. For my part, much as| cherish our British
kinship with the Americans, | deeply regret that we are becoming so inextricably involved with them,
instead of maintaining our independence and throwing in our lot with Europe.

However this may be, power politics do not go to the root of the matter. The important point is that
culturally only Europe can work out the real synthesis of the conflicting ideals of Russiaand America.

It is perhaps not an exaggeration to say that we are now living through the most momentous decadesin
the whole career of Man. For the first time in the history of our species men face the possibility either of
annihilation or of the founding of a new kind of world society, in which all individuals will at least have
the opportunity to develop their human capacity to an extent which was hitherto possible only for a
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small minority.

| liketo think of the career of our species by means of the image of ariver. The obscure source from
which the river sprang, the biological mutations from which homo sapiens originated, lies perhaps as
much as half amillion years away in the past. From that point it wanders slowly over avast plain.
Change in human affairsisincredibly slow. Tribes rise and fall. Crude techniques are discovered,
forgotten, and discovered again, only to be lost once more. Conditionsin aman's childhood are
generally much as they will bein his old age. For hundreds of thousands of years the river wanders
sluggishly hither and thither.

But some mere six thousand years ago the river of human life reaches a somewhat steeper place. The
waters hurry forward as rapids. Owing to improvements in the methods of production, there is time and
energy to spare for new kinds of activity. No doubt the majority still spend their yearsin crippling toil.
Indeed their servitude becomes even more oppressive. But civilization has begun. For the few, at least,
there is more comfort; for very few, the new ease and leisure opens up the possibility of thelife of the
mind.

The hurrying river still accelerates, with the ever-increasing improvement in the means of production.
The world of aman's old age becomes appreciably different from the world of his youth. At last, only
two or three centuries ago, comes modern science. The advent of science, seen in the perspective of
man's whole career, is sudden, almost instantaneous, and catastrophic. The river of human history isin
the very act of plunging over a precipice as a cataract. Change isimmensely accelerated. Today, the
world of aman's maturity is bewilderingly different in kind from the world of his youth. We live in that
moment of history when the turbulent waters slip over the cliff's edge for perpendicular descent, no man
knows whither.

It is a commonplace that science has given man power without wisdom. The application of science has
already led to a fantastic increase in the means of production; and with the harnessing of atomic power it
now promises an increase of an entirely different order of magnitude. Y et wisdom remains no greater
than it was. Indeed, in some respects, much of the ancient wisdom has been lost or discredited. And, as
yet, nothing new has come to take its place. But the dictum that science has given power without
wisdom is only a half-truth; for, after all, science has at |least led to the outgrowing of many superstitions
and cherished illusions. And it has surely opened up the possibility of greater wisdom in the future, a
wisdom in which the ancient and forgotten truths may be rediscovered and synthesized with amore
mature science.

Meanwhile the gift of crude power isindeed terrifying. Like the djinn of Aladdin's lamp, scienceisa
slave which serves its master faithfully and mightily, whether the orders given to it are wise or foolish.
At the moment, three main practical results have followed from the application of science: an increase of
industrial power; an increase of military power; and an increase of the power of governments to
discipline the bodies and minds of their subjects, by means of the whole diabolically efficient machinery
of the modem police state, and by the great mechanical instruments of mass propaganda, such asthe
press, the cinema and the radio. Of these three results of science, it may be said that military power and
disciplinary power have done far more evil than good. Military power, in the form of atomic bombs and
bacterial warfare, now threatens to destroy the race, and to render much of the planet's surface lethal to
all the more developed forms of life. The disciplinary power of governments enables the state to reduce
all men to dlavery, physical and mental. And since, as Lord Acton said, power corrupts, and absolute
power corrupts absolutely, governments tend more and more to ruthlessness. Industrial power, on the
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other hand, is good or bad according to the measure of wisdom that directsit. Wisely used, it might
create a new and glorious world-society, a society of "aristocrats," in the best sense, with the machines
as slaves and no longer as masters. But actually, through the operation of uncontrolled private enterprise,
its effect has been, | should say, on the whole more bad than good. It has indeed given us increased
health and comfort, but these benefits have been very unevenly distributed. Unfortunately it seems also
to have impoverished the quality of average minds, both by imposing on most individuals stereotyped
forms of work, which permit far less expression of individuality than the old handicrafts and agriculture;
and also by enervating them with the seductive, trivial and mainly passive kinds of massproduced
pleasure, such as the cinema and the radio. Thus, both in play and in work, average mindsin our time
are on the whole more impoverished than average minds before the industrial revolution....

The issue that confronts mankind today is simply this. Having gained prodigious power, shall we also
gain wisdom? And shall we do so quickly enough to forestall the apocalyptic disaster that threatens us?
We can save ourselves only by solving the two great dialectical conflicts that now torment us. Socially,
we must conceive a"liberal communism™ which will combine the essential liberties with planning and
discipline. While resolutely planning the transition to the new age, and accepting the high degree of
social discipline which isinevitable in our complex world society in its period of supreme crisis, we
must plan for the full expression of personality in al men; or rather, since personality and community
involve each other, for "personality-in-community.” And since a high degree of freedom of expression,
of freedom of association, of freedom from economic servitude, and so on, is essential to the health of
personality and the health of society, we must plan to secure to every individual these essential liberties
in as high degree as possible. Many liberties may have to be sacrificed, for instance the liberty to buy
and sell as we please; but the essential liberties, without which we cannot be fully human, must be
secured. Without them men are inevitably warped, either by slave-mindedness or rebel-mindedness. But
alas no high degree of the essential libertiesis possible save in a stable society, acceptable to the great
majority of citizens. In our present world-crisis, therefore, some curtailment even of the essentia
libertiesis inevitable. We must see to it that governments do not use this need for discipline as an excuse
for tyranny.

This"liberal communism" isimpossible unless we solve our religious conflict. For no society can be
wholesome unlessit is orientated to something more than man, or something in addition to the greatest
happiness of the greatest number of existing human individuals. This goal, the greatest happiness of the
greatest number, we must of course seek; but in the last resort the greatest happinessisto be found only
in service of the spirit. Christians might say that no society can be healthy that is not theocratic.
Metaphorically, but not literally, thisistrue. The "God" to whom we give allegiance must be no
universal power or person, about whom we know nothing, but the spirit that invades and conquers our
own hearts. It comes we know not whence; but it comes with manifest right, to possess us.

|s there any hope that a sufficient number of human beings will awake once more to the pure religious
experience sufficiently clearly to solve the great dialectical conflict between faith and scepticism? | can
only speak for my own country. There at least there does seem to me to be a very widespread but a
bewildered and rather painful waking. During the recent war it was my privilege to discuss these matters
with many audiences of average men and women in the British armed forces. Though of course the
majority were still insensitive, or else hopelessly entangled either in the old religious doctrines or in the
newer doctrines of materialism, | found a surprising number who were already groping. The ideas which
| have been haltingly putting before you are in away an expression of their perplexity, reflected in my
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own mind.

If Man does successfully come through his present crisis, what kind of future will be possible for him?
Certainly no dull and enervating utopia of physical luxury. Rather we must expect that when man's
present troubles are overcome, he will rise to a new stage of social and cultural growth, and find himself
confronted with new problems and troubles at present inconceivable. Having passed through the
growing-pains of infancy, he may begin at last to attain something like spiritual adolescence.

Lest some should feel that this view is but are-statement of the cult of human progress, let me add this.
It may well be that from the cosmical point of view it matters little whether Man prospers or fails,
whether he fulfills his spiritual potentiality or damns himself. Cabbagesin a garden labour to produce
flowers and seeds, but from the gardener's point of view their function is not fruition but merely to be
eaten. Perhaps the spiritual fruition that man is now obscurely beginning to desireis not, after all, his
true function in the cosmos. Perhaps his part is merely to strive half-heartedly, to betray the spirit, and to
destroy himself. Perhaps other races in other worlds are destined to triumph, but not man. Biologically
man is an unfinished creature. Heis not like the bird, which is perfected for lifein its appropriate
environment. Man, in his more subtle medium, is more like some clumsy flying lizard which can only
flap and flounder, and is destined for extinction. But indeed, perhaps nowhere in the whole universe is
triumph required. Perhaps the divine purpose is wholly other than any purpose that we can conceive or
dare applaud. Or perhaps, quite simply, thereis no divine purpose at all. Or again, and more probably,
there neither isor is not; and the truth is wholly beyond the reach of our understanding. No matter! In
our own hearts the spirit claims us. When we are most conscious, most clearly aware of ourselves and of
one another and of the world, we cannot but will to conceive and to express the spirit as best we may in
our individua lives and in the whole common life of our species.

At night we may sometimes raise our eyes to the stars, and imagine aso, far beyond the limits of
unaided vision, hosts of other stellar systems. Who knows what worlds, what intelligent races live out
their lives around us in the depths of space! Whether they be few or many, we may, | think, be sure that
they too, like us, must be concerned fundamentally with the spirit. Hail! Oh unseen, inaccessible,
unimaginable comrades! But beyond those flashing suns, those distant galaxies, what is there? There, or
rather no-where and no-when, or everywhere and all-when, we are confronted by the unspeakable, the
inconceivable, to which we have no clue at al; unless perhaps, after al, the one clue may be the spirit
that so imperiously in our own hearts demands allegiance. Perhaps! But perhaps thistoo isno clue at all
to ultimate truth about the universe. Well, what matter? The spirit itself alone, whatever its cosmical
status, gives meaning to our lives.

Interplanetary Man?
Stapledon's 1948 address to the British Interplanetary Society, invited by its secretary, Arthur C. Clarke,
Is his most famous essay. It combines extraterrestrial fantasy with ethical inquiry in afamiliar
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Stapledonian recipe, but his audience in this instance was unfamiliar to him. The Society, comprising
mostly engineers, aerospace technicians, and industrial scientists, turned to Stapledon as an imaginative
pioneer of a subject - space travel that they confidently and correctly expected would soon leave the
realm of fantasy. "Interplanetary Man?' is a profoundly utopian essay, even though it was written under
threat of atomic apocalypse in the midst of the emerging cold war. Stapledon worked on this speech
while deeply engaged in the political activities of a new peace movement, and it isasign of the
pressures of time he was under that he lifted or reshaped some passages from the address "Mankind at
the Crossroads" he had delivered in France eight months earlier. The text of the speech was printed in
the Society's Journal in November 1948.

|. Introduction

ITISWITH SOME HESITATION that | address this very expert Society. | feel much as a man might
feel who, merely because he once wrote a children's story about a magic carpet, has undertaken to
discourse to a society of aeroplane designers about the future of aviation. Contributors to the Journal of
this truly epoch-making Society overawe me with their scientific knowledge and their wealth of
mathematical formulae! Let me at once put my cards on the table by confessing that my training in
science ended when | failed to pass the "London Matric" in what used to be called "organic chemistry"
and that my knowledge of mathematicsis far more sketchy even than my knowledge of the sciences. |
am a dabbler in many subjects, an expert in none. As such, my only function to-night must be to bring to
bear on interplanetary travel light from other fields of knowledge.

Modem civilization cannot get along without experts of many kinds. In most fields the day of the
amateur is past. But just because thisis pre-eminently an age of experts, we have to face the serious
danger that the human race may come to consist wholly of experts none of whom understands what his
fellows are doing, or why they are doing it, and all of whom are ignorant of the pattern of human life as
awhole. Knowledge has become so vast that no single mind can speak with authority save in relation to
his own particular corner of it. But such is the prestige of scientific expertism that scientists are apt to
make far-reaching pronouncements about matters lying beyond their special competence, for instance
about poalitics, ethics, religion and philosophy. One of the most serious problems of our day is to work
out an educational technique which, while producing real expertsin each field, will ensure that each one
of them will also be areasonably well informed and responsible democratic citizen. Even when this end
has been achieved, it will still be necessary for some people to tackle the work of correlating the various
growing points of thought. Thisis supposed to be the task of philosophers, or of one particular sort of
philosophers. They have to learn something from all the main kinds of experts, and to relate the findings
in each field to the findings in others. Thisisindeed aformidable task; and unless these universa
intruders combine intelligence with humility, they are likely to make a mess of it, and to be reviled by
the expertsin every field.

It is therefore with a combination of humility and the hardihood that |eads fools to rush in where angels
fear to tread that | ventureto talk to you at all. The only useful thing | can do isto try to show you how,
asit seemsto me, your bold and highly specialized venture of interplanetary travel fitsinto the total
venture of man in this formidable universe.

| start with an assumption amply justified by the Society's work. | assume that, if al goes well with man,
men will, in fact, be able to reach the other planets within afew decades, and able to effect landings on
them. This assumption may, of course, turn out to be unjustified. Unexpected difficulties may arise. Or,
on the other hand, al may not go well with man. Hisfolly may quite well lead to the destruction of
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civilization, to the extermination of his species, and even to the extinction of all terrestrial life. It is not
entirely fantastic to surmise that he may even blow up his planet, and reduce it to a new swarm of
asteroids. In gaining control of atomic energy, man clumsily grasps an instrument of incalculable
potency, both for good and for evil. J. B. S. Haldane has suggested that it may be alaw of nature that
any species that gains atomic power before unifying its world-society must destroy itself. | should
myself say, not merely "beforeit unifiesits worldsociety," but "before it disciplinesitself to the true
values."

Probably there has never before, in the whole career of our species, been so momentous a crisis as that
of our day. Our own human speciesis said to have begun about a quarter to half amillion years ago. For
most of this period the river of human life has wandered sluggishly through the plains of time. If we
consider the average length of a human generation over this period to be about twenty-five years, then
some twenty thousand generations have passed since Homo sapiens began. During almost the whol e of
that vast period (perhaps a four-thousandth part of the aeon that has passed since the earth's formation)
men had little power, and change in human affairs was very slight. Tribes, no doubt, rose and fell.
Improvements in technique were rarely discovered; and discovered only to be lost again, and
rediscovered ages afterwards. Conditionsin a man's childhood were generally much the same as
conditionsin hisold age. But at |ast this slow and tortuous advance in the techniques of production
achieved agriculture, and later the building of cities, the founding of civilization. This seems to have
occurred some six thousand years ago, or alittle over two hundred and forty generations. The river of
human life accel erated somewhat, tumbling forward in rapids. Power and leisure and comfort increased;
but almost always only for the few. The masses seem to have been more and more deeply enslaved. Not
till almost the end of this six thousand years, say three hundred years ago or about twelve generations,
did modem science begin to take effect on human life. Thus man has used science only during the last
thousandth part of hiswhole career, and his career is the last four-thousandth of the period since the
earth was formed. In our own day, man is snatching at atomic power. We are the first generation of the
atomic age. Change is already far more rapid than ever before, and will soon become catastrophic, for
good or ill. The river of human life has reached a precipice. The cataract plunges-whither? It is quite
possible that we may be the last of all human generations. Y et, barring accidents, the earth should be
habitable for a period as long as it has yet existed, say two thousand million years, or some eighty
million of our present human generations.

There seem to be three possible futures for man: (1) actual and speedy annihilation; (2) the creation of a
world-wide totalitarian antstate, based on atomic power and the reduction of all human individuals to
robots; (3) the founding of a new kind of human world, in which the Aladdin's lamp of science will be
used wisely, instead of being abandoned to that blend of short-sighted stupidity and downright power-
lust that has played so tragic a part in the application of science thusfar. It is a platitude that man has
gained power without wisdom. If he does not at the eleventh hour, or half a minute before zero hour,
become just alittle less silly, his doom is sealed. On the other hand, given a modicum of wisdom, we
shall be able grestly to raise the conditions of life for all human beings, no matter what their colour, and
to afford to every one of them the chance to develop and express such capacity as he has for truly human
living and truly human work in the great common enterprise of man. What that enterprise is or should
be, | shall consider |ater.

This possibility of affording to all men full opportunity is now no merely Utopian dream. Its progressive
attainment is at last physically possible. Nothing now stands in the way but the ignorance, the stupidity
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and the evil will of men. And let me say at once, though | shall later enlarge on this point, that the
promise is not simply one of increased luxury and hoggish ease. Rather it is a promise of a degpening
and enriching of human experience. Man's present condition of constant frustration and torment and fear
makes most men to-day think only in terms of the hope of luxury and security. But if ever we do
successfully turn our present dangerous corner, and a generation appears that is freed from crippling
conditions, then men's minds will at last be able effectively to desire something more than mere luxury
and security. Be sure, aso, that in the promised world there will be no lack of challenge and danger and
even tragedy. The novelty will be rather that man will have outgrown at last the diseases of mere
infancy, and will be able to enter for the first time into the more dangerous, more troubled, but ampler
and richer and more conscious life of adolescence.

[1. If the Planets Are Inhabited

At this most critical moment of human history man finds himself on the very threshold of a new
freedom, the freedom to travel beyond the terrestrial atmosphere and explore the whole solar system.
What should he do with this new power?

Much depends on the conditions of the planets that he visits. Two possibilities must be noted. Either
man will find elsewhere in the solar system other intelligences, or he will not. If he does, then again
there are two possibilities. Oneis the possibility of wars between the worlds. This situation might
perhaps cause at least atemporary unification of mankind in face of the common danger, much as
Russia and the West united against Hitler. The War of Worlds would be followed either by man's defeat
and ruin or by hisvictory, and then by exploitation of the conquered races for man's advancement. The
other possibility isinterplanetary co-operation. But in view of our sad inability even to unite mankind, it
seems extremely unlikely that man in his present state would succeed in co-operating with alien races on
other planets. Far more likely isit that the rival imperialisms and ideologies of this planet would be
extended to struggle against each other in other worlds, tyrannizing over and ultimately destroying the
native peoples. If, on the other hand, man does soon succeed in unifying his world-society, then it is at
least concelvable that some kind of mutually profitable symbiosis with intelligent races on other planets
might be established.

On the whole, however, it seems unlikely that any of the other worlds within the solar systemis
inhabited by any race even approaching man in intelligence. Bear with me while | summarize the data,
and correct me later if | am mistaken. Let us begin with our nearest neighbour, the moon. | am told that
it isamost wholly without atmosphere and water. There seems to be no reason at all for supposing that
it has, or ever did have, intelligent inhabitants. Of the planets themselves, Mercury is far too hot on one
side and far too cold on the other. Venus is more temperate, and has a copious atmosphere; but
apparently it lacks oxygen, and would not support life such as we know on our own planet. Water also
may be lacking. Mars, owing to its feeble gravitation, has already lost most of its atmosphere and most
of itswater. Indeed, its polar caps may turn out to be composed of carbon dioxide snow, or something
worse. However, there is considerable evidence that vegetation of some sort does exist on Mars; but
certainly no convincing evidence of the artifacts of an intelligent race. Probably the process of biological
evolution on the planet was less rapid than that of the earth, since on the whole, the larger the
geographical field, the greater the chance of the occurrence of awealth of varieties on which natural
selection could work. Further, the evolutionary process was probably cut short or greatly retarded by the
rapid deterioration of conditions. On the whole, then, it seems unlikely that on Mars life (such aswe
know) has evolved to the human level. The asteroids are of course much too small. On the other hand,
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Jupiter and Saturn, and probably all the outer planets, are too big, and have apparently quite the wrong
kind of atmosphere for life of the terrestrial type.

Of course, we cannot entirely reject the possibility that on some of the planetslife has evolved on a
different chemical basis, and that atmospheres lethal to us may be hospitable to biochemical processes
alien to ours. But | understand that terrestrial life depends on the unique diversity of the carbon
compounds, and that, though a bio chemical system based on some element other than carbon is not
impossible, it would have afar smaller range of compounds, and so the scope of its biological evolution
would be very restricted. However, we should not dismiss the possibility that Jupiter or some other great
planet isinhabited by minute intelligent creatures whose constitution is quite unknown to us. The
evidence is opposed to this view, but not overwhelmingly.

At thispoint | cannot resist adigression, and indulgence in the wildest fantasy. Fundamentally life
seems to consist of a utilizing of some particular form of the general process of the increase of entropy
so asto gather power for the maintenance of vital activities. Life taps and canalizes part of the vast spate
of energy, thusforming a"mill-stream" by which its own little "water-wheel" may be worked. Well,
might there not be living creatures based not on chemical action but on the energy released by the
disintegration of atoms? Might there not be, not on any planet but in the sun's turbulent outer layersor in
its middle depths, flame-like organisms of this type, and might not some species of them equal or excel
man in intelligence? Thisisindeed aflagrant digression from the purpose of this paper, for it seems
quite impossible that man should ever in his space-ships invade the sun and make contact with such
incandescent beings.

To return to our subject, it seems very unlikely that there is any intelligent race anywhere in the solar
system, except mankind. Marsisthe only planet that should make us hesitate to accept this conclusion,
but in this case too the betting is heavily against any highly developed life.

[11. If the Planets Are Uninhabited

If man finds the planets uninhabited, what should he do with them? If mankind is still disunited, no
doubt there will be a race between rival imperialisms to annex those vast virgin territories. The coming
struggle between America and Asia, with Europe as a battlefield, might well spread to Mars. Already
one of our vigorous but still culturally adolescent cousins across the Atlantic is reported to have
suggested that the moon should be annexed as soon as possible as an industrial field for American
exploitation. Alas! Must the first flag to be planted beyond the earth’'s confines be the Stars and Stripes,
and not the banner of a united Humanity?

In passing, let us remind ourselves that merely to circumnavigate a planet does not necessarily imply the
possibility of landing on it and walking about, |et alone staying there and undertaking any sort of survey
or industrial operation. Clearly the pioneers would have to be equipped not only with food and water and
air for their journey but with pressure-suits, oxygen and an ample water supply for their stay on the
planet. And as things stand, they might also need weapons to defend themselves from attack by
emissaries from rival terrestrial states.

But let us suppose that mankind has at last become effectively united, both politically and socialy. Then
what should a united mankind do with the planets?

Obviousdly, the first thing to do would be to explore them. Sheer scientific curiosity would certainly
insist on thoroughly surveying them. They would offer the kind of lure that was offered in the nineteenth
century by Darkest Africa, the north and south poles and the unclimbed Himalayas. Bold young people
would be very ready to give their services for planetary exploration. Their effective motive would
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probably be sheer adventure, though the rational justification of such costly and dangerous undertakings
would of course be the advance of science. It is conceivable, however, that everything really significant
about those desert worlds might be learned by merely circumnavigating them without landing on them.
Perhaps men will be so absorbed in the general advance of science and in the exciting task of creating a
really adult human society on earth, that they will ssimply never bother to take the necessary trouble to
set foot on another planet. No doubt thisis unlikely, because the irrational, romantic glamour of opening
up unexplored worlds -will be too strong, even if those worlds turn out to be inhospitable and dreary
wastes.

Apart from the motives of sheer curiosity and sheer adventure, the obvious motive for exploring the
planetsis the hope of discovering immense fields of natural resources, and exploiting them for human
welfare. They might, for instance, yield valuable stores of uranium or other sources of atomic power, or
any of the rarer elements or minerals needed by man. | am quite incompetent in this field, and must
merely note that the motive of economic gain may play aleading part in man's dealings with the planets.
Let us admit, however, that it would be far best for man to postpone his exploitation of alien planets
until he had concentrated seriously on improving terrestrial conditions. Equipped with highly developed
scientific knowledge and atomic power, he should first undertake the comparatively easy task of turning
his native planet into a more convenient and more delectable home. Climates might be improved,
coastlines modified, deserts irrigated, jungles tamed, mountains (where they happened to be obstructive)
blasted out of the way. Mineral wealth might be brought up from the depths of the terrestrial globe,
Antarcticaand the great Arctic Islands might be warmed and colonized. And so on. But let us hope that
none of these vast enterprises will be attempted till mankind has attained a rather high level of wisdom,
and has a clear knowledge of the kind of world that would really favour human devel opment. For my
part, since | am by nature something of a savage, | cannot help hoping also that many regions will be
preserved in their wild state for the recreation and refreshment of a species which, after all, is
biologically adapted to a primitive environment.

But however desirable this reconstruction of the earth's surface, sooner or later for good or ill, a united
mankind, equipped with science and power, will probably turn its attention to the other planets, not only
for economic exploitation, but also as possible homes for man. Perhaps the most promising is Mars. If
the venture seemed really worthwhile, that small, cold, arid world might be rendered at |east habitable, if
not a paradise for man. All the necessary materials would be present in the crust of the planet itself.
Human ingenuity, with atomic power, should be able to increase the atmosphere and the water supply,
irrigate the desert surface, produce a suitable vegetation, and even raise the surface temperature.
Whether this huge undertaking would be in fact worthwhile or not, is a question which | shall consider
later. At present | suggest merely that it probably could be accomplished. In frivolous moments one feels
that Mars might be used as an extra-terrestrial "Siberia’ in which to exile all our really tiresome people.
But | fear that the little planet would soon be overcrowded, and Earth depopul ated.

Like Mars, the moon could perhaps be rendered distressfully habitable by terrestrial man; though in this
case, presumably, the artificial atmosphere would escape far more rapidly, and would need to be
constantly replenished. Incidentally, much of it would be drawn off by the Earth, thus complicating our
terrestrial problems by increasing our atmospheric pressure.

What of Venus? The task would probably be much more formidable. From the little that we know of
Venerian conditions, it would seem that the first problem would be to alter the composition of the
already existing atmosphere, which, so far asis now known, is quite unsuited to terrestria life. And
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water, if indeed it is absent, would have to be created in bulk. Then we should have to produce a
vegetation for the maintenance of a supply of free oxygen. But on the whole, though Venus offers a
more difficult problem than Mars, it might in the long run become a more satisfactory home for man. It
is much larger, and of course far warmer. Instead of affording the human colonists a distressful and
precarious existence, it might in time rival and surpass the Earth as a home for intelligent beings.

The greater planets would seem to offer no possibility of human colonization, owing to unfavourable
atmosphere, chilly remoteness from the sun, and such gravitational pressure that a man's body would be
an insupportable burden.

V. Adapting Man to the Planets

It istime to approach the whole matter from another angle. If the mountain will not come to Mohamet,
Mohamet must go to the mountain. If the planets are unadaptable to man in his present form, perhaps
man might adapt himself to the alien environments of those strange worlds. Or rather, perhaps a
combination of the two processes might enable man to make the best possible use of those worlds. In
fact, given sufficient biological knowledge and eugenical technique, it might be possible to breed new
human types of men to people the planets.

Once more, Mars seems to offer the best opportunity. It should be fairly easy to produce a variety of
Homo sapiens capable of surviving the rigours of an improved Martian environment. Perhaps the best
human stock from which to start would be the Tibetans, who are used to a cold, arid climate and a
rarefied atmosphere. But unless the Martian atmosphere could be augmented quite alot, and the surface
temperature greatly raised, the specialized human Martians would probably lack the vital energy for any
kind of highly developed civilization. Only where nature blossoms with a certain luxuriance can the
human spirit itself blossom. However, by a combination of environmental and eugenical alteration, it
might perhaps be possible in the long run to establish a vigorous population on Mars.

On Venus, given oxygen and water, man's biochemical and eugenical technigue might perhaps produce
awell-adapted human variety or a new human species. Since Venerian man would have to stand great
heat, the work might start with experiments on some Equatorial varieties of our species. Presumably in
that hot world a dark skin would be useful; unless, indeed, permanent shade was maintained by a cloud-
blanket over the whole planet. There would certainly be atendency for alarge proportion of the planet's
water to remain permanently suspended in the atmosphere.

On the outer planets, eugenics would have to play amajor part. Even if the problems of the atmosphere
and the extreme cold could be solved, there would be very great difficultiesto face. It would be
necessary to create a specially adapted human species of very small stature to cope with the excess of
gravitation. This might well involve a serious reduction in the size of the cerebral cortices, with a
consequent reduction of intelligence. For intelligence seems to depend on the actual number of top-level
cellsin the nervous system; or, as it were, on the complexity of the telephone exchange. Thus the
attainment of human intelligence in avery small mammal would be impossible, unless some way could
be found for greatly reducing the size of the individual cells and the thickness of the fibres without
impairing efficiency. Thereis one other conceivable way out of the difficulty. By very drastic eugenical
operation on the existing human form, it might be possible to enable the present human brain to be
supported, in spite of excess gravitation, by throwing man into the quadruped position, greatly
strengthening the four legs, and at the same time pushing the head far backwards so asto distribute its
weight evenly between the fore and hind legs. But what of the problem of providing hands? The fore-
limbs would be fully occupied and unavailable for manipulation. My only suggestion is that the nose
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might be greatly elongated into a trunk, equipped with delicate grasping instruments like fingers. It
would probably be desirable to have two trunks, if not three. The eyes, by the way, would have to be
projected well forward from the thrown-back brain-pan, otherwise Homo Jovian us would not be able to
see where he was stepping.

Enough has been said to suggest that the colonization of some of the planets may in time become
practicable, if terrestrial man continues to develop his control of the physical environment through
atomic power, and if he attains sufficient biological knowledge and eugenical art to breed, or otherwise
construct, human or quasi-human races adapted to strange environments.

But aword of caution is necessary. It is extremely important that none of these eugenical ventures
should be attempted without thorough knowledge of the probable indirect results of each proposed
change. For instance, it would be disastrous to aim at very small stature without doing something to
avoid reduction in intelligence. Further, it is necessary to have very clear ideas as to which human
characteristics are unimportant and might be safely sacrificed, and which are indispensable and should
never be endangered. Thus good vision, high intelligence, co-operativeness and manual dexterity are
indispensable and should if possible be increased; while teeth and crania hair could if necessary be
sacrificed. The result of thoughtless "messing about" with human nature might be the psychological and
spiritual ruin of man.

V. What Islt All For?

This brings me at last to the real crux of my subject. Would there be any point in colonizing the planets?
What are we getting at? What isit al for? Why not just stay put on our native planet and muck along as
before?

Broadly, there seem to be three possible motives that might control man's dealings with the planets. (|
exclude scientific curiosity, which, though it might be an important motive with some individuals, is not
likely to be the determining factor.)

First, the physical resources of those worlds might be exploited simply in order to increase the luxury of
human beings on earth. This aim might involve the creation of industrial settlements on the planets, but
it might not involve large-scale colonization. The policy would be simply to use the planetsto afford to
human beings as much pleasure as possible, to giveto all of them the greatest possible affluence; in fact,
to create a society in which every individual would have the privileges that only millionaires have to-
day. Drudgery would be completely abolished. All manner of superfine food and drink, and all manner
of ingenious amusements would be constantly available at the cost of merely pressing buttons or
switches. Not only the "movies' but also the "feelies’ and "smellies’ and "sexies' would provide
unending beatitude, in the manner foreseen by Aldous Huxley and others. Any subsequent boredom or
lassitude would be at once corrected by means of fresh interests or appropriate drugs. No-one would
ever do anything unpleasant or uninteresting. Machines of all sorts would be the tireless and obedient
slaves of every man. All men would be aristocrats in the worse sense of the word, not the better. All
would be pleasure-addicts, accustomed to every luxury; spoilt children who, through being shielded
from the sterner possibilities of life, would simply never grow up. Of course, before the attainment of
this strictly hedonistic Utopia, many men would have had to live laboriously and dangerously and
devotedly, in the cause of science and exploration and invention, in order to make such aluxury-world
possible. But once the new order had been thoroughly established, it might maintain itself perpetually
with a minimum of direction of human action.

Most of us, | think, would agree that, though a certain amount of luxury is a harmless and even civilizing
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thing, thereis a point beyond which the increase of luxury leads to spiritual degradation. Man hasrisen
by versatility and intelligence. If he were to enter at last upon a stable condition of perfect adaptation to
an unchanging environment, he would gradually lose his distinctive powers. Intelligence would atrophy.
The world-society might perhaps survive unchanged for millions of years; but sooner or later man would
be confronted with some new challenge from the environment, and would have lost the wit to cope with
it. | conclude that if the fruit of all the devotion of the British Interplanetary Society isto be merely the
debauching of mankind with the riches of other worlds, you had better al stop paying your subscriptions.
The second possible aim in relation to the planetsis simply to increase man's power over the
environment, and to extend that power so as to tackle fresh environments.

In the heyday of the industrialization of Europe and America, power did seem to many people an end in
itself. The craving to leave one's mark on the environment, any sort of mark, so long asit is my mark,
made actually by me, isvery strong in a certain type of uncultured mind. Human animals carve their
initials on trees, rocks, school desks and public monuments. They deface beautiful objects ssmply for the
lust of power. They satisfy their primitive impulses for construction thoughtlessly, without regard to the
remoter consequences, sometimes harmlessly, but sometimes disastrously in ways that are less
constructive than destructive. Children harmlessly make mud pies or play with meccano sets. Adults less
innocently build empires or great commercia ventures. Generally some fairly plausible excuse is found
for all thisfeverish activity. The mud pies are magic castles; the empires, instruments of civilization; the
commercial ventures, purveyors of comfort or luxury. But at bottom the motive is often simply the
insatiable itch to make a mark on the environment, any old mark, but the bigger the better. Initself, the
impulse is harmless, even worthy; but we have to learn to make our mark in inoffensive and if possible
actually useful ways.

More precisely, the itch to leave a mark is quite wholesome, on condition that, even if it does not serve
some higher aim, at least it does not positively hinder proper development. It must not be allowed to
degenerate into mere obsessive doodling or meddling on however vast a scale. The danger for mankind
asawholeisthat, having solved its present urgent problems, it will slip into the assumption that the goal
of all its corporate action is simply to make a bigger and bigger mark on a bigger and bigger
environment. Power is all too apt to become an end in itself. In the old days self-assertive individuals
aimed at local tyranny or world empire. Henceforth they will be more likely to dominate either through
money power or through fulfilling important functions domineeringly in a highly organized state,
perhaps a world-state of totalitarian type. It has been said that power corrupts, and absol ute power
corrupts absolutely. Those who control the world-state, whether it is capitalist or communist or
socialdemocratic, will be in danger of grave corruption unless they are imperturbably orientated to the
true values. They will readily idealize their own power lust, and persuade mankind that the right goal for
man is ssmply dominance over the environment. And so in time the planet may approximate to Aldous
Huxley's Brave New World, in which society is organized to the extreme pitch of efficiency with the
aim simply of producing as much as possible. In that horrid world the workers are given unlimited easy
pleasure, while the elite, the bureaucrats and technicians, have the satisfaction of directing the whole life
of society.

If the future terrestrial society is organized on these principles, then the other planets will be used for the
same end. Ostensibly the aim will be to use them as sources of raw material for man's comfort and
luxury, on this planet or others; but behind this orthodox economic motive will lie the unacknowledged
motive of sheer power. And if individuals can be corrupted by power, so can awhole species. Man may
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become obsessed with a passion merely to make a big mark on the solar system. In principle thereis no
difference between this aim and that of the urchin who sets fire to the heath or throws stones at windows.
The third possible motive for gaining control of the planetsis that of using them to make the "most" of
man, or the "best" of him; in fact, for the full expression of the most devel oped capacities of the human
species. Here we have agoal which, though extremely vague, is more promising. What does it really
imply? Broadly, it may be interpreted in two different ways, one purely humanistic, the other involving a
reference to something over and above man, though it is known to us mainly through its imperfect
manifestation in man himself. The question to be faced is this. Are we justified in regarding man simply
asan end in himself? Is"good" ssmply whatever man wills? Is athing to be called "good" merely
because or in that man willsit? Or, on the other hand, is man to be regarded rather as a means to an end,
an instrument for the fulfilling of an end that isin some sense independent of his actual naturein its
present stage of development? These questions cannot be even clearly stated, et alone answered,
without raising very difficult philosophical problems. They cannot be truly answered with aplain "yes"
or "no." Rat her the answer must be of the type, "In one sense man is an end, in another sense not an end
but an instrument." In the same manner the physicists may justifiably say that in one sense an electron is
aparticle, and in another sense not a particle but atrain of waves.

V1. Fundamenta Values

Perhaps we shall be able to form more precise ideas on this subject (which really does concern an
interplanetary society) if we try to answer the question, "What is man?’

Clearly, whatever else heis, he certainly is (or has) a body, which isaphysical or electromagnetic
system of protons, electrons, etc. J. B. S. Haldane (I think) remarks somewhere that the human body
contains some millions of millions of millions of millions of hydrogen atoms, and corresponding
amounts of other elements. Julian Huxley (I think) has pointed out that man's body is approximately half-
way in size between an electron and the whole universe. Astronomically, manisvery small, an
inconceivably minute parasite on a minute planetary grain floating in an immense void that is extremely
sparsely sprinkled with great suns. Sizeisinitself of no importance; but if in the minute human body the
physical can be the vehicle of some degree of mind or spirit, how great may be the mental and spiritual
capacity of the whole cosmos of star-systems!

Biologically, man (as we have already noted), or rather our own species of man, which we have
ludicroudly called Homo sapiens, is of very recent growth. But he is the most developed of terrestrial
organisms. That is, heis objectively the most complex, integrated, versatile. He has specialized in being
unspecialized. Hence his remarkable adaptability, and his dominance over all other species. He has
indeed made a bigger mark on this planet than any other species, and a much more complex and
purposeful and organized mark. Basically he remains just amammal, a primate. His unique gift ishis
relatively high intelligence, which has depended on the unique development of hands and eyes and
cerebral cortices. Thereis good reason to believe, however, that man is avery imperfect species. The
bird isjust about perfected for its appropriate life, for flight in the terrestrial atmosphere; but man,
though he has powers far beyond the range of the bird, has not perfected those powers. In his appropriate
medium of intelligent purposive action, abstract thought, personal sensibility and artistic creation, heis
little better than a clumsy flying lizard.

Psychologically, what isit that distinguishes man from the subhuman creatures, even from his nearest
relatives, the apes? He has the same ground plan of organs, reflexes, innate behaviour and emotional
reaction. He shows fear, aggression, self-regard, sexuality, gregariousness, curiosity, manipulative
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meddlesomeness, and so on. What is distinctive in him is his superior power of discrimination, of
attending to likenesses and differences. Hence his native intelligence, by which I mean the power of
solving novel problems, not to be solved by instinct or by established habit. This unique aptitude for
discrimination and intelligence has opened up for him vast new universes of experience, impossibleto
any other terrestrial creature. All intelligence involves the power of attending to the relevant while
ignoring the irrelevant. Hence, in man, comes the power of abstraction, of attending to a particular
character and relating it to other instances of the same character, and giving the identity a name, such as
"red,” "two," "pleasant." Hence language and all the worlds of abstract thought and of concrete poetry.
Man's great power of concentration of attention has been applied not only to the environment but also to
his own nature. Thus he has devel oped the possibility of aunique kind of self-awareness and awareness
of other selves. In fact, he has become capable of personality, and of genuinely personal relationships,
including al the forms of developed loving and hating. From this has arisen a distinctively human or
personal kind of sociality. In sub-human animals, sociality is no more than a combination of the impulse
of gregariousness (including self-abasement to the herd) and the impulse of self-assertion, rising to
dominance over the herd. Of course, human beings themselves often behave in this sub-human way, but
the distinctively human or personal way is something of a different kind, in that it involves respect for
the other as a conscious person. The distinctively human society is best understood by considering the
nature of genuine human love, which again is beyond the range of sub-human consciousness.

When John really loves Jane, he does what no beast can do. He does not merely have a pleasant glow of
feeling about her. Of course he has this, but something more also. He is aware of her as a conscious
being, distinct from himself, and different in character and needs and capacities. He accepts her as sheis,
without wishing to impose hiswill on her. He respects her as a person, takes responsibility for her,
cherishes her, depends on her, is mentally enriched by knowing her and loving her, and is profoundly
moulded by her. The two together form alittle society of distinct beings united in mutual love, and
cherishing not only each other but also the "we" that they together form. No doubt they also remain self-
regarding individualists, and their self-interests often conflict. All love is complicated by hate. But in
genuine love the conflict islargely transcended in the will for mutual adjustment and mutual dependence.
Perhaps | ought to apologize for wandering so far from the planets. But, believe me, thisdigression is
very relevant to my theme. If one undertakes to discuss what man ought to do with the planets, one must
first say what one thinks man ought to do with himself. And that iswhat | am trying to do. It cannot be
done without a certain amount of fundamental thinking, not in the way of theorizing about the universe,
but through trying to get a clear view of human experience itself.

WEell, to continue this venture, from the experience of love or friendship or some form of genuine
community in the field of persona contacts, the human individual may rise to the will for genuine
community in all his dealings with his fellow human beings, no mailer how slight his contact with them.
Thus arises the ideal of universal Christian love, or the brotherhood of man. Thisideal has haunted man
for thousands of years. In one form or another, it has played an important part in al the great religions of
the world. In Christianity, love is deified. God, we are told, actually is, in some obscure way, Love. The
Holy Spirit isLove. And love is believed by Christians to be the fundamental power which created the
universe. To believe such a proposition seems to me to go far beyond the legitimate scope of human
thinking; but the fact that in the past many of the best minds have believed this has to be taken into
account.

Why isit that love, kindness, fellowship, genuine community between persons, in fact, the distinctively
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human or rather personal kind of sociality, has been so greatly praised? Obviously it has survival value.
And if you are determined to explain the most devel oped kinds of human experience and behaviour,
simply in terms of the social conditioning of primitive impulses, quite a plausible explanation can be
given. But this explanation does not go to the root of the matter. It is sheer dogma that the most
developed and conscious human experience and behaviour can be fully explained simply in terms of its
primitive sources. To do so isto leave out the most distinctive thing about man, namely his power of
standing outside himself, to some extent, and being interested in things other than himself for their own
sake. Anyone who has really been in love should understand this. Anyone who has had any genuine
religious feelings should know it even better. The great Saints, Western and Eastern, were concerned (|
should say) with experiences at the highest reach of human capacity, experiences which cannot be
adequately described in terms of merely primitive impulses. | would add that neither should we accept
uncritically the saints' own interpretations of their experiences, stated in terms of their own
contemporary ideas about the fundamental nature of the universe. Human language and human thought
itself were not then, and are not even now, sufficiently developed to make reliable statements about
those most fully "awakened" experiences. Nevertheless, the experiences themselves, | suggest, are
extremely important for anyone concerned with the proper ordering of human life. Someone may protest
that, however important those experiences were to the saints, they are of no importance to us, because
we do not share in them. The objection is worth answering. No doubt the saints had religious experience
in apeculiarly vivid and compelling form which most of us cannot attain. But even ordinary men and
women, or at any rate the more sensitive of them, if they take the trouble to discipline themselves a little,
and concentrate their attention on their felt relation with each other and with the universe, can quite well
discover in their own experience the kind of thing that the great mystics were trying to describe.

For lack of a better term, | shall call this most significant kind of experience "spiritual experience" or
"experience of spirit." But | hasten to add that the word "spirit" need not be taken to mean some thing or
substance other than matter, which is conceived as another thing or substance. Still less must spirit mean
adivine person or God. | mean by "spirit" simply a particular way of experiencing and behaving. In fact,
it isthat kind of life which Christians sometimes call "the life of the spirit" or the "Way" of the Spirit,
and Chinese sages have called ssimply "Tao," the "Way." What kind of alife the spiritua lifeis, | shall
consider presently, trying to describe it in modem language and in relation to modem experience.
Meanwhile, | suggest that whatever theories men invent to justify the goodness or rightness of that way
of life, what actually confronts them in their direct experience is simply avision of the Way itself as
supremely right. Whatever the status of spirit in the universe, what mattersis simply spirit. The saints
and sages yearned for the full expression of spirit in their own lives and the lives of others. They yearned
to outgrow, or wake up from, the life of mere self-interest. They sought the ampler view. They sought,
through self-denial, area self-detachment for the sake of the ampler view, the deeper, more penetrating
view. Through the discipline of the ordinary self-interested worldly self, they sought to "wake up," and
adopt the point of view of a supposed universal self. Sometimes they persuaded themselves that they
were actually gathered up into that supreme self in mystical communion; but even if one feels very
sceptical about this, and about the existence of such a universal self, one must recognize that what they
strove for was a transcendence of the limitations of mere selfconcern, a self-forgetting through concern
for other individuals and for the whole universe. In fact, avision of the spirit as an ideal way of living,
and as in some sense what we are for, intruded into their ordinary experience and claimed their
alegiance.
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But what sort of away of lifeisthe spiritual life? Leaving out the intellectual trappings of religious and
metaphysical doctrine about the universe and fundamental reality, and bearing in mind aspects of
knowledge that were not available to the ancients, | think we can express the essence of the matter in
modern language. The very brief account that | shall give would not satisfy the ancient teachers or their
modem followers, just because it leaves out the metaphysical doctrines; yet it does seem to meto
describe the essence of their experience, in so far asit can have any meaning at all for ordinary human
beings.

| must begin with afew words about the nature of personality, for the spiritual way is essentialy away
for personal beings. Something is aware of something. "l," whatever that is, am aware of my body inits
physical environment, and also of my "self" or psychological personality (as a creature with a certain
character, needs and capacities), also of other persons, of societies of persons, of abstractions such as
physical laws and moral principles, and (in avery sketchy way) of awhole objective universein which |
am. No doubt my awareness of these thingsis very confused and erroneous, but we all assume that there
IS something to be aware of, something which is independent of our experiencing it. In fact, thereisan
objective universe.

Now the innermost ring of objectivity, so to speak, is my own body in its relation with a physical
environment. My body is experienced as a going concern, as dynamic, as tending toward certain actions
and needing certain things of the environment. | consciously "espouse’ my body's needs. | desire their
fulfilment. For instance, when my body needs food, | desire the activity of eating. Similarly with the
needs for sleep, sexual activity, and so on. In infancy thisinnermost ring of objectivity isall that is
experienced. But gradually the growing child becomes aware of another ring of objectivity, namely that
of conscious persons. He begins to be self-conscious and other-conscious. He "espouses the needs of his
own psychological person, and (less constantly) of afew other persons, such as his mother. In genuine
love we "espouse” another person, forming a psychological symbiosis with him or her. The important
point is that both the other person and my own self, with its particular character and needs and powers,
are facts objective to my awareness of them. Of course, my awareness of them may be largely
erroneous, | may make mistakes about them, as about any other objective facts. But they are not just
fancy. They are what they are.

Beyond the sphere of the persons with whom | have personal contact, we may place another ring of
objectivity, namely that on which occur all societies of persons, and the incipient society of mankind as
awhole. Beyond again, comes the ring of abstract ideas, true and false, both kinds being objective to the
experiencing "I." Trueideas, in the fina analysis, are simply objective characters apprehended by minds,
and abstracted from their particular settings. Theidea"dog" is the common character distinctive of all
dogs. Of course, al ideas are partly false, some more so, some less. But even the false elementsin ideas
are rooted in objectivity. So to speak, they result from "squinting” objective characters together in wrong
patterns, much as the drunkard may see two moons instead of one. He sees one moon twice, or in two
places. Consider the idea of a"centaur," half horse, half man. There's no such beast; but the idea
"centaur” is the product of "squinting” half a man and most of a horse together, and so forming anew
abstract idea.

Now the overwhelmingly most important abstraction is the spirit, the ideal way of life. It isan ideal
which isimplied in, and emerges from, the actual experienced nature of personal beings, much asthe
law of gravity isimplied in and emerges from the actual experienced nature of the behaviour of falling
objects and the movements of planets and stars.
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In the same way the ideas of good and evil and all possible kinds of values arise out of the impact of
some region of objectivity on the conscious individual. Mere abstract subjectivity is no more than a
featureless possibility of being aware of something, including values. All values arise from the
conscious "espousal” of objective needs. Some are needs of one's own body, some are the more subtle
needs of persons, myself and other selves.

Note further that personality involves community. There cannot be true personality savein true
community with other persons. By community | mean not simply arelationship in which each individua
strives to use others for his own advancement but the distinctively human social relationship, in which
individuals are united in mutual respect for each other as persons. The spiritual way is essentially away
for persons in community with other persons. As Christians might put it, it is the way for a"Church,"
not simply for the individual, seeking individualistic salvation. As Communists might put it, it is the way
for comrades working devotedly in acommon cause.

Now | suggest that the spirit is essentially the way of life in which we strive towards full, comprehensive
and true awareness of the objective universe, and toward appropriate feeling and appropriate creative
action in relation to it. The universe, of course, includes oneself as an object, a self among other selves.
In the spiritual life one strives for sensitive and intelligent awareness of things in the universe (including
persons), and of the universe as awhole. One strives also for appropriate feeling about things and people
and the universe as whole, without prejudice in favour of oneself as an individual or one's own family or
nation, or even the human species. Finally one strives for appropriate and creative action in relation to
al this.

The experience of the spirit, as the supreme good and as in some sense what we are "for," needs no
support from metaphysical argument or religious doctrine. It issimply "given," as a datum, to the
relatively awake mind, or rather to the awake mind that has not been perverted by obsession with some
minor good, such as power, or bemused by some particular theory, such as materialism or theism. Let us
never forget that, if theismisafrail invention of the human intellect, so is materialism. All such
ambitious theories are almost certainly more false than true. All such metaphysical speculation, though
interesting and educatively valuable, is quite unreliable, whether as support or denial of the experience
of spirit, which needs no support other than its own overwhelming authority for the awakened mind. We
al know the difference between being less awake and more awake, less responsive to the objective
environment and more so. And we all trust our relatively more awake states more than our relatively
somnolent states, for the very good reason that, the more comprehensively and accurately we are aware
of the objective environment, the more our enterprises are likely to succeed. The kind of experience that
| have called "spiritual" comes with an undeniable sense of "being very much awake," in the sense that it
presents avision or revelation of aspects of the objective reality that are not revealed in the self-absorbed
kind of experience.

Incidentally, the more awake kinds of experience are also the more developed biologically and
psychologically, and have had survival value in the long run. But in the sphere of spirit, survival valueis
not itself the test. The criterion must be simply the verdict of the most lucid consciousness itself, which
emphatically declares the way of life called spiritual to be the highest good.

VIl. A Commonwealth of Worlds

In the light of this all too superficia discussion of the spirit, | can now say what, in my view, is the right
use of the planets.

If any of them isinhabited by intelligent beings, then clearly man should do his utmost to adopt a
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relationship of genuine community with those non-human intelligences, seeking earnestly to enter into
their point of view, and to co-operate with them for mutual enrichment, both economic and spiritual.

But since it isunlikely that any other planet isin fact inhabited by intelligent beings, then the question
that we must answer is, what should man do with those virgin worlds? And the answer is that he should
deal with them precisely as with his native world. He should use them neither for the sole purpose of
increasing his luxury, nor simply as a means to power for mere power's sake. He should use them for the
spirit. He should avail himself of their resources in such ways as to advance the expression of the spirit
in the life of mankind. He should use them so asto afford to every human being the greatest possible
opportunity for developing and expressing his distinctively human capacity as an instrument of the
spirit, as acentre of sensitive and intelligent awareness of the objective universe, as a centre of love of
all lovely things, and of creative action for the spirit. He should strive to make of the human race a
glorious example of personality-in-community, a society of very diverse individuals united in mutual
insight, understanding and sympathy, and in co-operative expression of the spirit. And for the full
expression of the spirit in any community, the greater the diversity of individuals the better, provided
that they all have sufficient imagination to enter into each other's points of view.

It isin this connection that the planets open up new possibilities. If man can establish in some of those
other worlds new and specially adapted human or quasi-human races, then those races, living in their
appropriate ways, should develop new expressions of the spirit at present inconceivable to terrestrial
man. And through the intercourse of these diverse worlds, provided that each species has sufficient
imaginative power, al should be spiritually enriched. Thus the goal for the solar system would seem to
be that it should become an interplanetary community of very diverse worlds each inhabited by its
appropriate race of intelligent beings, its characteristic "humanity," and each contributing to the common
experience its characteristic view of the universe. Through the pooling of this wealth of experience,
through this"commonwealth of worlds," new levels of mental and spiritual development should become
possible, levels at present quite inconceivable to man.

A homely analogy may be hazarded. The redlly satisfactory marriage is not one in which husband and
wife have identical character and interests, but one in which each is as different as possible from the
other, though each has enough imagination to enter into the other and share the other's interests. In fact,
the satisfactory marriage isaunity in diversity and a spiritual symbiosis.

Another analogy may help. Mankind to-day is deeply divided between two profoundly different systems
of thought and value, two ideologies. Roughly, these ideol ogies centre upon America and Russia
respectively. Each, | believe, contains very important truth which the other ignores. If war is avoided,
and if in due season each side can learn from the other, the result may be afar more adult and spiritually
enriched humanity than could ever have occurred without this cultural clash of mighty opposites.
Incidentally, I cannot help hoping that Western Europe, and particularly Britain, may play an important
part in the unifying of the two half-truths. For Europe isin a position to sympathize with both the half-
truths. Formerly champions of individual liberty, we are now being forced by dire circumstancesto plan
our own society and discipline our individualistic impulses. Perhaps we shall be able to give the world
an object lesson in planning for liberty. Add to this the fact that after al, with due respect to those
vigorous adol escents, the Americans and the Russians, Europe, with all its faults, isrelatively adult; and
moreover isthe custodian of agreat tradition of civilization and spiritual life which has still an important
function in this largely barbarian world. America and Russia, yes, and India and China, have doubtless
momentous parts to play in the future; but to-day it is the European temper, yes, and particularly the
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temper of thisisland people, that is needed to restore unity to a divided mankind, and save our species
from destroying itself. It is a solemn thought that perhaps our actions here and now, in thisisland, in this
great city, may determine whether that dream of a commonwealth of worldsis to be made real or made
for ever impossible.

VIII. Man and the Cosmos

| shall now add a postscript on alarger theme. Thus far we have been considering only the solar system.
What of the stars? What of the galaxies of stars? And the cosmos as awhole? Interstellar travel seemsto
us the wildest fantasy. However, we should not entirely rule out the possibility that a human race far
more advanced than ourselves might some day travel far beyond the limits of the solar system. It might
for instance be possible, through skilled use of atomic power, to propel a planet on an interstellar
voyage. The substance of the planet itself would have to be used up for the initial propulsion of the
planet beyond the range of solar gravitation, also for subsequent steering, also to provide its inhabitants
with heat and light and food on the longest of all voyages. For the shortest of interstellar voyages would
certainly take avery long time, in fact, thousands or millions of years. But if the task was considered
worthwhile, it might perhaps be undertaken. And, who knows? It might conceivably be worthwhile to
explore in thisway some of the nearest planetary systems. But the method would obviously be
extremely cumbersome. It is not quite inconceivable that afar better method may some day be
developed. In view of recent spectacular but still very fragmentary discoveriesin the field of paranormal
psychology, it isjust possible that communication with intelligent races in even the remotest planetary
systems may be effected by a highly developed technique of telepathy. This, of course, is asurmise of
the wildest sort; but to-day, when the very foundations of our knowledge are being transformed, it
should not be ignored.

One thing we can say with confidence. If, by one means or another, man does succeed in communicating
with intelligent races in remote worlds, then the right aim will be to enter into mutual understanding and
appreciation with them, for mutual enrichment and the further expression of the spirit. One can imagine
some sort of cosmical community of worlds.

Further, we may, | think, be certain that, wherever, in any age or any galaxy, beings exist who are
developed up to or beyond the level of awareness precarioudly attained by man at his best, there the
imperious claim of the spirit, and therefore the ideal of personality-in-community, will surely be
recognized. For thisideal and this claim are implied in the very nature of the awakened consciousness. It
IS nonsense to suppose that any humanly or superhumanly developed beings might permanently seek
quite different values. Theideal of the spiritual lifeisinvolved in the very nature of personality. Apart
from specia cases of perversion or obsession by minor ends, the supreme end, which is the fulfilling of
the spirit, cannot but be acceptabl e to the awakened consciousness. The ultimate goal of all awakened
beings must inevitably be (how can one least misleadingly put it?) the expression of the objective
CcosMos in subjective experience and creative action, the fulfilment of the cosmos in cosmical awareness.
The more obvious way in which this goal is to be approached is through a cosmical community of
worlds. But such a community may be nothing but the most fantastic of human dreams. Far more
probably, the intelligent races within the cosmos may be for ever isolated from each other by the spatial
immensities. In this case we are faced with two aternatives. We may suppose that God himself (or the
supratempora mind of the cosmos) embraces in a single cosmical experience, all the worlds and al their
age-long lives; or we may declare simply that the goal of cosmical awarenessis not attained, and is only
acrazy human fantasy. In this case we may suppose either that there is no general purpose at all behind
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the cosmos (which may very well be the case), or else that the purpose is something wholly
unintelligible to human minds, and indifferent to the expression of the spirit in any world. Or we may
suppose that it is equally false to say either that thereis or that there is not a cosmical purpose, since the
truth is utterly beyond our comprehension. The cabbages in a garden are grown not that they may fulfill
themsealvesin flower and fruit but ssmply that, before reaching maturity, they may be eaten. Similarly, it
may be that the intelligent worlds of the cosmos are required merely to reach a certain low stage of
spiritual growth before being destroyed. L et us remember, too, that if modem physicsis correct, there
awaits all worlds the cosmical night promised by the increase of entropy. Thus there is a race between
cosmical fulfilment and cosmical death, between the complete awakening of consciousnessin the
cosmos, and eternal sleep.

But probably these wild speculations are all entirely beside the mark, because conceived in terms of
ideas wholly inadequate to the actual conditions of the cosmos. For instance, our conception of the time
itself is now turning out to be very incoherent and superficial. Perhaps (who can say) from the point of
view of eternity the end of the cosmosis also its source and its temporal beginning. Perhaps the ultimate
flower is also the primal seed from which all sprang. Perhaps the final result of the cosmical processis
the attainment of full cosmical consciousness, and yet (in some very queer way) what is attained in the
end is also, from another point of view, the origin of al things. So to speak, God, who created al things
in the beginning, is himself created by al thingsin the end.

Such fantasies may have some kind of symbolic truth, just as the Bible story has symbolic truth.
Anyhow, whether true or false, they may at least help usto feel something of the mystery and immensity
that surrounds our little human life.

To-day there are hints that the immensity may be far greater than is supposed even in modern
astronomy. Paranormal investigations obscurely suggest that the whole spatio-temporal physical
universe may be but one very limited and easily misinterpreted aspect of an underlying reality which
transcends space and time and the whole seeming-solid world of common sense and science. Thisis not
the place to open up so vast a subject; but | should like to make one comment. Even if in the end these
uncertain hints are justified, we shall not have to suppose that therefore the familiar universeisunreal, or
sheer illusion. Rather it will have to be regarded as real but not the whole truth; and as "false” merely if
we take it to be the whole truth. Further, it seems clear that, whatever the immensities beyond our
familiar sphere, for us, who are so deeply implicated in this sphere, the supreme concern must continue
to be life here and now. What we have to do is to make the best of this planet of ours, and perhaps of
other worlds a so.

The Peak and the Town

Stapledon wrote several drafts of this story in the mid-1940s. When it was rejected in 1946 by the editor
of aliterary miscellany as too obscure, the judgment seemed only to confirm the author's own growing
sense of literary failure. He never tried to get it published again. Nearly forty years passed before the
story was discovered among Stapledon's papers and printed by Harvey J. Satty and Curtis C. Smith in
their Olaf Stapledon: A Bibliography. One of the most moving and beautifully conceived of hisrare
effortsin short fiction, "The Peak and the Town" is an alegorical self-assessment by an author
struggling to maintain the purity of his spiritual vision in the context of political ambivalence and artistic

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Setti ngs/harry%20krui swij...menten/spaar/ Ol af %20Stapl edon%20-%20Rare%620stories.txt (74 of 160)20-2-2006 23:29:58



file://ICJ/Documents¥20and%20Setti ngs/harry%20krui swijk/Mijn%20documenten/spaar/Ol af %20Stapl edon%20-%20Rare%20stories.txt

disappointment.

AFTER ALL THISWANDERING in the mist and the chill rain | must be far from any track. And
darknessis coming. Thereis nothing for it but to puzzle again over the maps, though they are sketchy
and in conflict. | must trace out more carefully the way | came, since we left the town, to thread our
route along the lowland roads and upland tracks, till at last we clambered among these gaunt, grooved
foot-hills. Already it was past noon when our diminished party disagreed about the way, and we
separated. Then | breasted a ridge alone, under the cloud ceiling; and the cloud swallowed me. If | can
find my bearings again, the compass will sign me to the Peak; whence, it is said, one may see the whole
universe spread out like amap. The thin cold air, they say, so quickens the mind that one sees everything
with new, sharp vision. So they say. How far off, how very remote, that place must be! But after the
Peak, surely, the going will be good, and the way clear, down into the other valley, and to rest.

So it strikes me, here in this moment of my journey from the primaeval forest of birth, over the wide
plains and uplands, toward the high, cold valley of death. Of course one may die anywhere; but up there
in the glacier valley, they say, thereis a hut where death is fulfilment.

WEell, it istime to recollect and assess and reorientate; and then, hoping or despairing, to press on.

It isastrange journey that each of us makes, or that my generation is making. Long ago, how long ago,
yet scarcely one heart-beat ago in the life of the cosmos, we emerged from that dark uterine jungle, and
set out in the bright dawn of our childhood, to follow an ancient road, which those before us had
repaired, and here and there superficially modernized. We were a great crowd, a migrating popul ation.
In the first hours of our life's day we tottered forward, each step alesson, each tumble atragedy, each
joy afleeting paradise. Exploring, we correlated the feel and the look of things, and their sound and their
scent and their taste, thus figuring out of chaos the bravest of all new worlds. Little by little we became
aware of ourselves and of our fellows. We quarreled, bullied or were bullied, or became fellow-
gangsters. Little by little, some of us, but not all, began to feel obscurely the difference between the
brutish life and the humane. Already we heard vague wild rumours of the Peak and of the farther Valley.
With this promise of glory to come, we moved forward timorously; or else confidently, striding with
what an air of manhood, but with what inner innocence!

The mgjority, in fact all but afew lucky ones, were handicapped. For they were starvelings at birth, and
they had no money to buy equipment for the journey; not even for shoes, sometimes not even for bread.
Very soon their feet were bleeding, and their knees gave way under them.

We who were fortunate knew at first little of these hampered fellow-travellers. When we began to meet
them, compassion and repugnance tore us in opposite directions. We could do nothing for them. Our
own supplies, we agreed, would have gone nowhere with so great and famished a crowd. So we pressed
by on the other side, and hurried forward. Thiswe did less out of heartlessness than through failure of
imagination; and through dismay at the immensity of the task of rescue. So we hurried forward. Some of
us, indeed, rushed far ahead, and | saw no more of them. Some strayed to left or right in search of
flowers or berries, and so dropped behind. And some, eager for short cuts, began climbing a rugged
hillside which the road circumvented; but soon they were destroyed before our eyes.

After awhile we came upon afork in the road. The main company, and | was among them, wished to
bear westward along a magnificent highway, hoping to make better progress. Some of us, but not I,
expected even to avoid the mountain altogether; for the great range, remote as it was, opposed us
forbiddingly, and even its lesser peaks were deep in cloud.

We had no regret at leaving the old road, because we could see that from the fork onwards it was
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derdlict, all pot-holes and water courses. And the bridges were broken. Here and there along it we could
make out ancient way-side shrines, decorated with modem trinkets. Beside these bedizened relics many
travellers, our elders and precursors, had settled down with great hampers of food and drink. Some, it
seemed, had passed through sleep into the sleep of death, of the death which is no fulfilment; for there
they lay beside their hampers, already livid corpses. A few of our number, nevertheless, were convinced
that the old road was the right road; for it visibly led towards the heights. And far ahead we could detect
figurestoiling up a steep and craggy track. But most of us were not strong enough to attempt so rough a
route; and many, out of akind of humility and friendliness, preferred to throw in their lot with the main
party; and many, with myself among them, were enthralled by the superb streamlined efficiency of the
new road. So there were partings among us, some with recrimination, some with mutual respect and
regret.

We turned westward along the new road, with its clean breadth and sweeping length, spanning the
ravines. Many busy workers, our elders, were tending the machines which were still completing the
surface of this great structure. When we enquired whether their road would lead us round easily to the
high glacier valley, they looked at us curiously; and someone said, "Sure! The road will take you
wherever you want to go, for it is part of a world-wide net-work of routes." They told us that awhole
mountain had already been used up for road-metal. Pointing to the western plain, they showed us, under
abank of smoke, the chimneys of factories, erected against heaven like guns, and the winding-wheels of
coal-pits, and queer contrivances where they were boring for oil. All this, they said, was for the making
of the road and the vehicles and the fuel. When the work was completed, we were told, everyone would
be able to travel in comfort in fast private cars to every quarter of the world. There would be no more
drudgery, and no more gangs of labourers, such as we now saw stolidly toiling. People would be able to
spend all their time upon modern pleasures, and particularly on fast luxurious travel, to see the wonders
of the world.

We were all young and eager and hopeful, so we swarmed along the great new road, happily discussing
our prospects. After we had tramped on for agood while, some of us, who were hungry and had little
money to buy food, dropped out of the party to work on the road-making, with the promise of wages.
Others followed their example not through poverty but for the sheer fascination of the great clanging,
whirring machines. The rest of us continued our journey. Some sang as they marched, or made a hearty
noise with musical instruments, entertaining the on-lookers, by whom in payment for this amusement,
they were given cigarettes or food or an occasional copper. But some of the best entertainers were
persuaded by the bosses to stay behind, for wages, to distract the gangs from their fatigue and boredom,
and their grievances and diseases.

Presently we came to a stretch of road that was already finished and in use. Cars and lorries were
rushing along it in both directions. And we, agreat crowd flocking along the road, were a proper
nuisance to the traffic. Cars drew up in front of uswith screaming brakes, and the drivers cursed us.
Some of us were knocked over and swept away into hospitals or cemeteries. Presently, at a crossroads,
where a policeman was directing the traffic, this tall potentate left his post to marshal us on to one side
of the road. Then, after lecturing us on the traffic-regulations, he let us go forward. We went on past a
roundabout, then rows of villas, then traffic lights, then a petrol station. We reached a huge road-house,
with cars and bicycles outside it; and from within came loud mechanical and melting music. Here many
of our company stayed to rest and enjoy themselves and pick up if possible agirl friend, and spend their
money.
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After awhile we came to a great white building of concrete and glass. At the door a notice said,
"PALACE OF NEW KNOWLEDGE, Admission 6d." Some of us who had money to spare crowded
through the turnstile, confident that we should gather useful information to help us on our way. Inside
we were shown many amazing, many terrible, many beautiful things, and much that was tiresome,
because we could not understand it. We looked down microscopes and into spectroscopes. We praised
the delicate forms of diatoms, the crystalline fibre of rocks, the intricate thought-secreting tissues of
brains. We learned all the mechanisms of human and animal bodies, from diagrams and from specimens
in glassjars, and from living specimens with their inner organs displayed and working before our eyes.
The interior life of the atom, that minutest dance-figure, that rippled pool, was brilliantly expounded to
us, with its ultimate paradox that defeats intelligence. We saw, too, working models of the solar system,
and of the galaxy; and symbols, obscure but pregnant, of the whole cosmos of galaxies. And when we
contrasted the reputed size of the cosmos with the ultra-microscopic el ectron, we were filled with awe,
which some of us mistook for worship. We were shown also, in parables, the human mind itself,
dissected into its component mechanisms, according to the very latest theories. The intellectua surgery,
also, of the most modern logic was displayed before us. We admired the use of verbal scalpels and
probes, by which the hidden aberrations of thought are laid bare and excised. We were amazed, too, by
the practical applications of the new knowledge, by the many mechanical inventions and innumerable
specimens of synthetic products; the foods, textile fibres, new metals, plastics, architectural materials,
with which, it was said, a synthetic new world was being rapidly built. In one well-guarded cellar (we
were told) they were experimenting with a new secret power that could shatter the planet or give all men
the bliss of gods. When we shuddered that so momentous a choice should be opened to man, the
exponents declared that circumstances would in the end compel the right choice. But we feared still,
knowing the folly, the madness lurking in our own hearts, and in all men's.

Everything in the Palace of Knowledge impressed us, not only the marvels themselves but the
conditioned, ozoniferous, antiseptic atmosphere of the whole place, and the detached yet reverential
attitude of the white-coated exponents to the marvels that they were displaying. A few of us, either
through native ability or by paying considerable sums of money, secured admission as full-time students
who might later become research workers, and perhaps great discoverers. Some chose this course as the
way to power, others because it seemed to them that this must be the one sure method of finding the
right way to our common goal. However long they had to spend on their studies, they said, they would
be in the end so well equipped that they would certainly reach the high valley before us. But those who
were aready in residence at the Palace of New Knowledge smiled when they heard about the valley, and
looked very wise. "There is no such place,”" they said, "unless indeed thisisit."

For my part | would gladly have stayed in the Palace all my life, studying the galaxies and electrons, and
the mechanisms of living things, and the machinery of the mind. Yet | did not. Though the memory of
these marvels, and the calm scrutinizing spirit of the researchers and teachers, would, | hoped, influence
me for ever after, yet some obscure impulse, some inarticul ate dissatisfaction, tore me away.

When we had travelled some distance, we became aware that the route was bearing ever more westward,
and even southward, and down into the plain; so that the mountains were now but dimly seen, far off on
our right. When we enquired about our way, we got little help. "Go on into the town," they said, "and
ask a policeman.”

After many miles we entered the town by awealthy suburb. We were surprised that so many of our
forerunners and elders had settled down into prosperity rather than press on toward the goal. But when
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we came nearer to the centre of the town we were still more surprised; for here in the slums a swarm of
dirty and misshapen creatures had settled down not to prosperity but to squalor. For this, in my great
ignorance, | blamed them. Then on a piece of waste land we came upon a crowd listening to a speaker.
He was inveighing against the tyranny of the rich. He exhorted his hearers to discipline themselves for
the class war, so asto overthrow the rulers and found aworkers' republic. Presently the mounted police
appeared, and dispersed the crowd, several of whom were knocked down and badly hurt. Many arrests
were made, including some of my travelling companions. The rest of us took to our heels with the
escaping townsmen; who, when we had got well away, spoke to us passionately about their abject lives
and the harsh rule of the rich. For therich, they said, controlled everything. With their police and their
soldiery they enforced laws which facilitated their money-power, and enabled them to withhold from the
workers a sufficiency of food and comfort, health and education, so asto compel these unfortunates to
labour for them for wages.

With some of my fellow-travellers | passed on into the centre of the city, along great streets lined with
shop windows, where articles of use and luxury were displayed to the well-dressed crowds. Here and
there a beggar held out his hat for pence, or a hawker paraded his wares. At a street corner a group of
young men in their prime, but pale and shabby, were singing, while a comrade collected money from the
crowd. Large glistening cars glided along the street, or drew up at the curb to deposit some lady, bent on
shopping.

Those of us who were not without money were able to enter into the opulent life of the city. We found
our way into offices and boardrooms, into high political circles, and the drawing rooms of high society.
At first, remembering the rioting, we were revolted by all this comfort and display; but little by littleit
caressingly hypnotized us. Only afew of us, partially resisting this black magic, continued to look for
the source of the town's disease. We looked in vain. Knaves were sometimes evident, but mostly we
found amiable stupid folk living either for personal power or for trivial and boring pleasure. Of the poor
quarter they knew nothing; largely, no doubt, through willful and self-protective blindness. Aswe
gained further insight into the lives of these people, it did indeed come to seem that some hidden and
inhuman influence was controlling their actions so that the general upshot must be always the further
enslavement of the poor, and the increasing luxury of the rich. Perhaps there really was, as some
declared, a sinister dictatorship secreted in the heart of the city, directing all the currents of the country's
life to this end. Y et we never came upon any individuals who could have been conscioudly servants of
any such conscious dictatorship. We met only little short-sighted burrowers after money-power, little
spiteful and frightened slanderers of the working population, little chattering climbers of the social tree.
But clearly there was something very wrong, for the successful power-addicts controlled the lives of
millions, and could over-throw governments; and al for no end but the increase of their own power.
When we made contact again with those of our company who had stayed in the poor quarter, we
compared notes. The plight of the poor, they said, was desperate. They were all sick and ignorant and
vengeful, owing to their impoverished lives. And through the habit of blaming the rulers not only for the
tyranny but also for their own weakness, they were losing al moral strength. Only the Comrades, who
were pledged to the Revolution, were capable of self-discipline and courage.

Many of us decided to stay in the town to work for the Revolution, convinced that death for the
Revolution was the only death which could bring fulfilment. The time had come, we said, when the
workers of the world, and indeed al men of good will, must unite to destroy this world-wide tyranny,
and create a new order in which everyone should find fulfilment not in death but in life, in joyful and
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skilful service of the world-wide community.

| agreed that the time for the great change had come, and | talked alot about it. But when they urged me
to join their Party, somehow | could not; whether through cowardice or cynicism or some deeper cause, |
do not know. It seemed to me that the Party-members for al their devotion to the Revolution and all
their splendid comradeship, had overlooked something. But what it was | could not determine.

Asfor me, bewilderment and disheartenment had by now filled me with a desperate longing for solitude
and the heights; and for something else, of very great moment, which, | felt, would remain occult until |
should have climbed, or at least clearly seen, the Peak. The comrades in the Party told me that this was
because | was at heart a self-deceiving bourgeois, and could not help clinging to the illusion of my own
individuality and uniqueness. Perhaps! But | cannot be other than | am. The call of the Revolution and
the call of the Peak echoed through my mind in painful discord.

For along while | hesitated in the town, discussing the Revolution and the condition of the masses.
Incompetently and irresolutely, | even worked for the Revolution; but never risking my own freedom,
never giving up all for the cause. Whether the motive was cowardice or the restraint exercised by some
deeper insight, | still do not know.

Strange things were now happening in the town. For the sake of order, the rulers punished more sternly;
and for the Revolution the Comrades resorted to more ruthless reprisals. On both sides we detected an
unacknowledged zest in cruelty. Ordinary people, too, grew harsher. Brutality, which formerly had been
secret, now came proudly out into the open. Kindliness, which had been customary but perfunctory, was
now rarer; but when it did occur it was often passionate. | saw a man push a child off a station platform
before an on-coming train; then he jumped after it to save it, and both were killed.

Something strange and terrible was happening in the depths of all our minds, something which, if we
could not understand it and cope with it, would destroy us. The town's penetrating fog seemed to be
suffocating the human spirit.

Then war came. For a seeming eternity the town was tormented from the air by a ruthless enemy. In this
new common suffering, the minds of the townsmen stirred and woke, and discovered comradeship.
People who had been self-bound all their lives flowered with kindness and courage. Could this be the
dawn of anew age? The rulers promised that when the war was over they themselves would co-operate
in a glorious Revolution. The Comrades put al their strength into the war-effort. But when at last the
torment ceased, the rulers forgot their promises, and the masses turned bitter. Every man seemed each
man's enemy. With others of my fellow-travellers | began to realize that no remedy for the town'sills
could now be found solely within the town itself, or anywhere in the sick human world. The disease had
gone too far. Something dark and bloody and irrational, formerly restrained, was taking control of us.
Something in the very structure of human society itself seemed to be undermining our humanity. Our
insight into our own nature was too superficial to cope with it. Only upon the Peak, we felt, only in
solitary watchfulness and agility on the icy ridges, could that secret be learnt which alone could bring
sanity back to the town. Besides, some said, what had we to do with this dark place and its poisoned
people? Our proper destination was the high cold valley. Here, surely, we were only wasting precious
time, and betraying some high duty.

But we werein adilemma. By now it was clear to many of us that, for those who had shared in the
town'slife at all, there could be no salvation except salvation for the whole town. The Peak called us; but
the town now held us, not only as the body embraces its cells in one continuous tissue, but also as sick
comrades claim our help. Individuals, we longed for the high valley; but to cast off the dust from our
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feet upon the town, to desert our fellow-townsmen in their misery, was a possibility to be scorned.

The dilemma went deeper still. For the town's sake, what ought we to be doing? If we stayed with it,
stewing in its madness, we should go mad ourselves and be unable to help. If we set out for the Peak, in
hope of finding that truth which the town so greatly needed, isolation would poison us with the longing
for individual salvation. And we should be lost to the town. And the hills would be our Hell.

In the poor quarter there was an old man, a watch-repairer, who had a reputation for great wisdom, but
also for craziness. For many years he had in his own way been aworker for the Revolution. His courage
and resourcefulness were recognized by the comrades; but they were bitter about him, because again and
again he had condemned the party line.

| decided to ask his advice. When he listened to my problem, he stuck his magnifier back in his eye and
went on working. "It's quite ssmple," he said, "you want to be in two places at once, living two lives at
once. Duplicate yourself." | laughed, but he continued, "We all have at least two selves, but one of them
is generally not used, just as my left eyeis not used when | 1ook through this glass with the other." In
silence he went on working. | began to side with those who thought him crazy, but he began talking
again, and | was interested.

"I myself," he said, "am sitting here; but also at this very moment | am climbing a severe pitch on the
Peak's shoulder."

After another silence, he put down his glass again, and looked searchingly at me. Then, with a surprising
wink, perhaps from humour, perhaps from the strain of working with one eye, he said, "If I, who am
really quite an ordinary bloke, can duplicate myself so can another ordinary bloke, in fact you."

| smiled uneasily, and again he laughed.

"Have you not noticed,” he said, "a strange discrepancy in life? When you are thinking of the Peak, your
whole lifeisasingle day, from the birth-dawn to the night of death. But when you are busy with the
journey, and particularly with your affairsin thistown, your days pile up in thousands." It was true.
"Thereis no satisfactory life," he continued, "but the double life. Y ou cannot be adequately a townsman
unless you are also on the hills. For without the hill life we all succumb to fear and hate and blind
partisanship. And in the long run this poisons the Revolution. Y et, to live on the hills without
maintaining at the same time your town life, is loathsome egotism, leading to spiritual impoverishment
and damnation. Live your two lives thoroughly, and in constant mutual intercourse. When you are in the
factory or the office or the political meeting or facing the firing squad, you will aso see the hills. Y our
thoughts and feelings will be sharpened by the mountain air, and your conduct will be sane. Y et also
when you are contemplating the whole of things from some high ridge, you will be shoulder to shoulder
with your fellow townsmen in the Underground, the cinema, the office, the workshop, the mine; or on
the barricades, or wherever your affairs take you."

"But how," | demanded, "does one |learn this marvellous duplicity?'

"Atfirst,” he said, "it realy israther difficult; but if you persevere you will gradually find that you are
mai ntaining two separate but mentally contiguous existences. Spend a few days alternately in the town
and in the country. While you are in the town, keep the country always firmly in mind; and while you
arein the country, the town. Continue with this exercise until you find you have fully duplicated both
your mind and your body. But I must warn you," he said with sudden urgency in hisvoice, "if you
stumble into premature death in one of your lives, you will smultaneously die also in the other. So in the
double life the chances of death are doubled.”

With others of my fellow-travellers who had consulted the old man | now assiduously practiced his

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Setti ngs/harry%20krui swij...menten/spaar/ Ol af %20Stapl edon%20-%20Rare%620stories.txt (80 of 160)20-2-2006 23:29:58



file://ICJ/Documents¥20and%20Setti ngs/harry%20krui swijk/Mijn%20documenten/spaar/Ol af %20Stapl edon%20-%20Rare%20stories.txt

strange jugglery, till at last we succeeded in duplicating ourselves.

Soon we banded our new-found mountain-selves into an exploring party. Our town-selves continued
their old life, working with the comrades; with no less devotion, but with inner peace and surer vision.
For we were constantly aware of the experiences of our own other selves; which had now set out once
more upon the journey, and were proceeding northwards and upwards toward the hills.

When we had risen above the town's fog we took deep breaths of the clean air. The highlands were piled
up before us, obscuring the mountains. Not till we had travelled for many hours, or years, did we first
see them. Very far off, under agreat mass of clouds, protruded the great Peak's snow-clad knee. We
laughed and sang. Meanwhile our town-selves went about their affairs with a new calm and detachment,
and a new constancy of generous feeling.

But in the hills, after awhile the way grew steeper. Some of us lagged. Some turned back. Some
branched out upon alternative ways. And at last | was alone, making my own course among these gaunt
grooved foot-hills.

For along while | climbed alone in the mist, until at last it was bornein on methat | waslost. And herel
am, lost and very tired. And darknessis coming.

Far away in the town also, though that inner peace remains, | am lost and very tired. My work with the
comrades is confused and suspect. And when | tell them of the Peak, they ook at me askance.

Perhaps | shall never reach the high valley. Perhaps | shall die frozen and frustrated on the mountain,
stifled and ineffective in the town.

Well, what matter? Perhaps some others of our party, more fortunate or more clear-headed, will find
their way to the heights, will at last bring the Peak to the town and the town to the Peak. For me, the
only thing isto press on. The day is not yet done. And death even here would not be wholly defeat.

The Man Who Became a Tree

In hislast years Stapledon experimented with tales of the preternatural, of which this story of "an
inveterate escapist” is one of the few he completed. Depictions of human metamorphosis into trees
figure in much mythic art, including Ovid's Metamorphoses, Dante's Inferno, Bosch's Garden of Earthly
Delights, and Spenser 's Faerie Queene. The notion of alternate modes of sentience - animal, vegetable,
even stellar -fascinated Stapledon throughout his career. He recorded an early attempt at an arboreal
fantasy in aletter to his fiancee Agnes Miller, written during World War | when he was an ambulance
driver. The episode of the "Plant Men" in Star Maker (1937) is his best known variation on this theme,
but "The Man Who Became a Tree" is his most detailed exploration of the vegetative state.

THE DAY WAS A SCORCHER. The shade of agreat solitary beech tree, lord of itsfield, invited the
man to rest. He had been walking for some time, and he felt ready for his sandwiches.

Sitting on the russet carpet of leaf mould and beech mast, with his back against the great trunk, he
looked up into the lucid, dappled green above him. Small birds appeared and disappeared among the
branches, aerial mice. He laid a hand on a projecting root beside him. It was moulded like amuscle, a
giant limb that gave the great trunk its grip upon the ground.

He took out of his pocket hislittle parcel of food. There were sandwiches of cheese and lettuce,
cucumber and tomato, and a slab of fruitcake. Devouring the green stuff, he had a sudden, mildly
disturbing fantasy that he was eating the flesh of his distant cousins. He smiled, and continued to relish
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his food.

The thought of cannibalism still haunted him when he had finished his cake and was lighting his pipe.
The act seemed to him a cannibalistic burnt offering to the inhuman God.

He watched the smoke floating up toward the green ceiling. A squirrel, presumably an invader from the
neighbouring woods, finding its retreat cut off by the great human beast, began chattering and scolding,
and scuttering from branch to branch overhead. Finally it ran out along a far-reaching bough and a
precarious branchlet that bent under its weight. Thence it dropped groundward at the tree's perimeter, to
bound hurriedly toward the wood. Somewhere a woodpecker was tapping. When the man tapped the ash
from his finished pipe, the bird desisted.

The man luxuriously stretched himself out full-length on the brown carpet and gazed upward. Minute
patches of blue sky were little more than stars in the green heaven. Lazily he brushed away the gnats that
hung in atenuous cloud above his face. Then he thrust his fingers deeply into the leaf mould, pretending
that they were roots. Profound peaceful ness seemed to bathe his happily tired l[imbs. How much better to
be here than sitting on an office stool or threading one's way along crowded streets! This, he felt, was
how he was meant to live, alone, unmoving, drinking in at every pore the quiet influence of nature,
much as the tree was drinking sunlight through its |eaves.

What would it be like, he wondered, to be atree? Drowsily hetried to figure out the possible features of
atree's consciousness, if indeed atree was conscious at al. It might perhaps have sensations all over its
vast and intricate surface. When the wind rocked it, it might feel its internal stresses. Of visua
perception of form, it presumably knew nothing. And could it in any sense have desires, purposes,
thoughts?

Musing thus, the man fell asleep at the foot of the tree. He did not know that he was asleep, for he went
on thinking about the tree, forgetting his human status. Little by little, however, he realized that
something queer was happening to him.

Strange sensations began intruding upon him. At first they were intermittent and incoherent, but
presently they flooded him with novel experience, and gradually formed a coherent pattern. He realized
that the quality of these sensations was not, after all, so very strange. He recognized pressures and
warmths. But these familiar qualities were all a bit odd, and they grouped themselves into configurations
wholly novel to him and inconsistent with the familiar configurations of his own body. These last he till
vaguely felt, when he made an effort to attend to them. He knew that he was still lying on his back. He
felt the soft gritty earth about his fingers and the gnats stinging his face. But in addition there was this
other, separate system of sensations, and it was becoming increasingly obtrusive.

Little by little he became able to interpret the new experience under the influence (as he now realized) of
his participation not only in the present but also in the past of the tree. Humanly, the whole life of the
tree was entirely novel to him; yet arboreally, so to speak, it was familiar and intelligible to him through
his present sharing in the tree's past. Thus a mass of mild strains, rhythmically occurring, was at once
recognized as located in the tree's tossing and quivering topmost branchlets and foliage. There occurred
warmth and light. Y es, he was intensely aware of light; though only as a diffuse radiance that afforded
him nothing of spatial form save a vague perception of the general direction from which the sunlight
impinged upon his leaves.

Concentrating his human attention on this or that feature of his arboreal experience, he was able to
distinguish the large and mild strains and swayings of his upper branches and the internal compressions
of his monumental trunk. On one side of his foothold on the ground, he felt an unusual slight pressure on
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his submerged roots. This his human intelligence inferred to be the weight of his prostrate human body.
His attention was presently drawn to an exasperating irritation on one of his branches. Probably some
wood lice, or other vermin, were at work under the bark. Humanly, he had a great desire to scratch the
irritated member, but this was of course impossible. There were other such irritations here and there on
his branches. One of these was quickly brought to an end by some rough but welcome external agency.
Perhaps a woodpecker had devoured the vermin.

After awhile, an increased agitation of hisleaves was followed by a sudden end of warmth and a great
reduction of light. Humanly he inferred that the wind had risen, and that the sun had been obscured by
cloud. Then afew random chilly blows upon his windward leaves told him that it was beginning to rain.
Presently the whole population of hisleaves was receiving a downpour of these little blows, and an
invigorating cool ness was spreading over al his surface.

Humanly he decided that he had better rise and put on his mackintosh; but to his surprise he found that
he had forgotten how to move. And more surprisingly, he did not care. Vaguely he felt the big drops
falling on hisface, but it was increasingly difficult to attend to his already remote human existence.
Soon he ignored it entirely, for he was wholly concerned with the experiences of the tree. The wind had
now risen to gale force, and his great branches were violently tossing. Even the mighty shaft of his trunk
was labouring. And in his anchoring roots he felt considerable strain. He noted now a confusion of new
sensations throughout his branches, a steady tremor in his leaves and twigs which his human intelligence
attributed to the vibrations set up in them by the impact of rain and wind. In fact, in a strange arboreal
way he was hearing the uproar of the storm. Meanwhile, leaves and twigs, and even a small branch,
were torn from him causing a prickling irritation that rose here and there to mild pain. One more
considerable branch broke under the strain and crashed to the ground. Sharp pain reverberated through
al his members, and in hisroots he felt the thud of the fallen branch upon the topsoil.

Torrential rain battered on his leaves. With a great effort he attended to his prone human body at the
tree's foot, and noted that his clothes were drenched, and water was trickling over his chest and belly.

Y et this seemed to him a matter of no moment. It was far more important for him to explore his new life
as atree. Anyhow, he could not do anything about his poor old human body, since he had forgotten how
to move itslimbs,

The storm must have continued into the night, for after awhile he became aware that the diffused light
that had bathed his leaves had completely vanished. Instead, his uppermost foliage suffered the
continuous chilly bombardment of raindrops. And now at last the water was beginning to penetrate
through the topsoil to his uppermost rootlets. Gradually it seeped deeper and deeper, till all hisroots
were greedily, laughingly (so he put it to himself) drinking and devouring. Strange, the bewildering
richness that this novel experience afforded his human mentality! He was guzzling a variegated banquet;
tasting and savouring every morsal. The earth was in some regions sweet, in others sour; or salt, or
bitter; in others he relished a complex of these familiar tastes, together with strange gustatory
experiences that he could not name. In fact the whole soil was tingling with a bewildering wealth of new
tastes and odours. In one small region, where (he surmised) some beast had dropped its dung, he noted
an extravagantly luscious patch that flushed his rootlets with feverish vitality.

Before the storm had ceased, faint light once more bathed his chilled leaves. Much later, the light blazed,
and warmth returned. Reawakened by the lush sap, his leaves now devoured the sunlight. Thiswas an
experience wholly strange to his human consciousness, though familiar to him through his participation
in the past of the tree. No words could be found to describe this novel ecstasy. Nearest to it, he told

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Setti ngs/harry%20krui swij...menten/spaar/ Ol af %20Stapl edon%20-%20Rare%620stories.txt (83 of 160)20-2-2006 23:29:58



file://ICJ/Documents¥20and%20Setti ngs/harry%20krui swijk/Mijn%20documenten/spaar/Ol af %20Stapl edon%20-%20Rare%20stories.txt

himself, was the tingling fieriness of some strong mellow wine. But it had also a quality which was akin
to religious feeling, afervour less obvious in the human palate's contact with acohol, a depth of
"meeting" and satisfaction unknown in any human experience save in the highest reaches of personal
love, and perhaps (so he surmised) in the mystical ecstasy.

A thought had long been mildly reiterating itself in the man's tree-imprisoned mind and now was
becoming insistent. Though he had sampled so much of the tree's experience, he had as yet discovered
nothing of its self-consciousness. Was it, he wondered, or was it not, at all aware of itself asasingle
conscious individual? In one respect he seemed to know far more of the tree than he had ever known of
his human body; for he was minutely aware of the tree's fundamental physiological processes, its whole
vegetative life; whereas the detail of his human physiological happenings had, of course, been too deep
for consciousness. Could it be that the tree's awareness was wholly upon that fundamental plane? To this
guestion he could at present find no answer.

Musing thus about the differences between tree and man, he remembered that his own human body was
lying neglected at the tree's foot. With difficulty he directed his attention to it. He found that it wasin a
sorry state. Drenched and chilled, it was also ragingly hot. In fact it wasin a high fever. Its breathing
was laboured and painful. Its overstrained heart raced and pounded. Moreover, its grave sickness at once
reacted on his mind. He began to fall into delirium. Distressing fantasies and hallucinations of his human
life flooded in upon him. In amoment of clarity he realized that he must at once withdraw his attention
from this dying animal that was formerly himself and take refuge once more in the experience of the
tree. Delirium was already surging back upon him, but with a desperate act of concentrated attention, he
was just able to struggle out of it into the calm being of the tree.

Strangely, he felt no regret at losing forever his footing in humanity. That fretful mode of existence had
always irked him. Throughout his human years he had always held himself aoof from his fellow men.
He had always been by disposition a solitary. He had carefully avoided forming any lasting ties with
man or woman. He was an inveterate escapist. Now at last he had escaped forever.

The days succeeded one another. Summer became autumn. The increasing chill and darkness gave him
discomfort in hisleaves. But little by little their sensitivity was dulled, until at last, one by one, these
withered flakes of his arboreal body were parted from him. With the fall of hisleaves and the retraction
of his sap, he lost the greater part of his experienced world. The cold, which had been painful, was now
adrowsy numbness. He must have fallen into akind of hibernating sleep; for when, quite suddenly, he
woke, it wasto find not only adeadly chill throughout his members (save his well-blanketed roots) but
also an unendurable and distortingly heavy weight on all his branches. He inferred that it was aweight
of snow. One of his branches broke under the strain, and his whole frame shuddered in agony. The raw
stump, exposed to the frosty wind, at first suffered intensely. But mercifully he soon sank back into his
winter sleep.

Spring brought new experiences. The increasing warmth and light drew the sap tinglingly from his roots
up through his trunk and branches. And with the rising sap came a rejuvenescence of hiswhole body,
and a quickening of experience. The bursting of the buds, he found, was a complex experience of mild
and then excruciating irritation, followed by ecstatic satisfaction as the tender leaves unfolded.

Soon followed that even more exquisite event, the sexual flowering. This, he surmised, awoman, with
her monthly rhythm, might enter into more naturally than any man. It gave him an overwhelming
excitement of tumescence, and ayearning that put the whole giant body, even to the farthest rootlets,
into afever.
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And now at last he was aware of the tree as asingle yearning self, with attention concentrated in its
flowers, in violent desire and expectation. The ripe pistils and stamens swooned with the caressing of the
innumerable feet and proboscises of insects, those go-betweens of arboreal love. The stamens withered,
but the ovaries, fertilized and swelling, afforded a profound and placid maternal joy. As the weeks
passed, and the seeds matured, satisfaction increased. When they were fully ripened, they fell, and his
whole arboreal being heaved, asit were, a sigh of achievement and release.

Thus at last the cycle of the year was completed. Once more, the boisterous autumn, the sleep of winter,
the tense awakening of spring.

Y ear piled upon year. He noted that, for the tree, time passed far more quickly than for the human
consciousness. The tree's life was less crowded with events than aman's. In away it was emptier,
though everything in it was more thoroughly savoured. And because its years were less close-packed
with happenings, they passed as swiftly as human months. And so the man could almost perceive, not
merely infer, the growing of the tree. Annually it put out new twigs and exploring rootlets. Annually the
great tree grew even greater.

But at last old age brought the beginnings of serious rot into its timber. Whole branches died and fell.
With the passage of the years, the trapped human consciousness became more and more identified with
the arboreal consciousness. Y et it retained its human intelligence and continued to observe the tree's
experience analytically.

It wasin the tree's old age that the man first detected another universe of arboreal experience, that had
been going on al the while, though beyond his human ken. He took long to grasp the significance of it,
but in the end participation in the tree's past enabled him to recognize that thisindividual beech tree was
psychologically rooted in the life of the whole neighbouring woodland and even the far-distant forests.
His human consciousness was with difficulty reaching out to that vast region. But thiswas not al. It
became clear to him that, besides the experience of tree-life in spring-time, an equally vast experience of
autumnal trees was being laid before him. A tropical and a subarctic arboreal experience was also going
on. In fact he was vaguely participating in the common awareness of all trees, nay, all terrestrial
vegetation.

To say this, issimple; but its actual significance for the individual human mind in the individual tree was
reached only laboriously and painfully. Like a newborn infant, the man had to begin orienting himself in
anew universe. For it was not merely that he was flooded by an overwhelming bulk of new experience
of the same order asthe individual tree's experience. It was not only that more light and warmth and rain
and cold and strain and root-probings confronted him, from all the forests and prairies and jungles of the
world. Fortunately he was aware only of random and fluctuating traces of this vast vegetable life. Had
the whole volume of it constantly invaded him, he would surely have gone mad. But samples, so to
speak, floated before his exploring attention, and by means of them he built up an outline sketch of the
whole life of terrestrial vegetation.

But this, as| say, was not the whole or the most significant part of his new experience. Something far
more fundamental was happening to him, something which to his insulated and precise human
apprehension was extremely difficult to grasp. In his human life he had been a curious but never avery
comprehending reader of the mystics. There had been moments when he himself had seemed to be
almost on the threshold of some kind of mystical experience, but he had never been able to set foot upon
that threshold, let alone to crossit. He now felt that his deep participation in this great tree's life had
opened up to him a sphere far vaster than his unaided human consciousness could ever penetrate, and far
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vaster also than the life merely of all vegetation. It had led him (so he put it to himself) into the presence
of God. It was as though the plants, with their less individualized consciousness, were constantly open to
the divine; as though, one and all, they were not really individuals at all, but rather (so he figuratively
expressed it to himself) limbs and sense organs of God. But that strange "openness to the divine," in
which all vegetation easily shared, was far too difficult for his analytic human intelligence to grasp. He
had indeed at last, with the tree's help, set foot upon the threshold, but beyond it he could not penetrate.
When at last foresters came, and with saw and axe cut through the aging trunk, the man's mind was at
least partially attuned to the deeper readlity. The sharp pain, though painful, was yet acceptable.

The Flames: A Fantasy

The Flames was Stapledon 's last foray into the cosmic and philosophical romance. Its central fictional
premise - that there might be intelligent beings living within stars, solar creatures of pure energy - was
one he had already advanced tentatively a decade earlier in Star Maker. In alecture on Science and
Fiction that he gave in Manchester in 1947, the year of the publication of The Flames, Stapledon
acknowledged that hislatest romance depended on "wild biology." But the novellais complexly layered
and one of Stapledon's most €lusive and ingenious creations. Most of the narrativeisin the form of a
letter written from amental asylum by a man claiming to have had a telepathic link with hostile
inhabitants of the sun. The letter isintended to urge the human race to unite against the common enemy
of invading solar creatures and to end nationalism and intercultural rivalries - Stapledonian issues of
long standing. The political subtext of The Flames suggests that the letter's import should not be ignored,
despite the questionable sanity of its author. The Flames, in fact, is structured so that it is hard to
separate prophecy from hallucination. The letter-writer is known as Cass (shorthand for Cassandra) and
the recipient - a scientist who has edited the manuscript we are reading - is called Thos (a nickname
evoking his role as Doubting Thomas). If the fiction isintended to be prophetic, what is being
prophesied? Allusions to the great conflagrations of World War 11, including the atomic bombings, may
indicate that Stapledon wanted the novellato be read as a cautionary parable about the birth of the
nuclear age.

Introductory Note

AN INTRODUCTORY NOTE seems called for to explain to the reader the origin of the following
strange document, which | have received from afriend with aview to publication. The author has given
it the form of aletter to mysalf, and he signs himself with his nickname, "Cass," which isan
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abbreviation of Cassandra. | have seldom met Cass since we were undergraduates together at Oxford
before the war of 1914. Even in those days he was addicted to lurid forebodings, hence his nickname.
My last meeting with him was in one of the great London blitzes of 1941, when he reminded me that he
had long ago prophesied the end of civilization in world-wide fire. The Battle of London, he affirmed,
was the beginning of the long-drawn-out disaster.

Casswill not, | am sure, mind my saying that he always seemed to us a bit crazy; but he certainly had a
gueer knack of prophecy, and though we thought him sometimes curiously unable to understand the
springs of his own behaviour, he had a remarkable gift of insight into the minds of others. This enabled
him to help some of usto straighten out our tangles, and | for one owe him a debt of deep gratitude. He
saw me heading for a most disastrous love affair, and by magic (no other word seems adequate), he
opened my eyesto thefolly of it. It isfor thisreason that | feel bound to carry out his request to publish
the following statement. | cannot myself vouch for its truth. Cass knows very well that | am an
Inveterate sceptic about al his fantastic ideas. It was on this account that he invented my nickname,
"Thos," which most of my Oxford friends adopted. "Thos," of course, is an abbreviation for Thomas,
and refersto the "doubting Thomas' of the New Testament.

Cass, | feel confident, is sufficiently detached and sane to realize that what is veridical for him may be
sheer extravagance for others, who have no direct experience by which to judge hisclaims. But if |
refrain from believing, | also refrain from disbelieving. Too often in the past | have known hiswild
prophecies come true.

The head of the following bulky letter bears the address of awellknown mental home.

"Thos."

The Letter

Dear Thos,

My present address is bound to prejudice you against me, but do please reserve judgment until you have
read this letter. No doubt most of usin this comfortable prison think we ought to be at large, and most
are mistaken. But not all, so for God's sake keep an open mind. | am not concerned for myself. They
treat me well here, and | can carry on my research in para-normal and super-normal psychology as well
here as anywhere, since | am used to being my own guinea-pig. But by accident (yet it was really no
accident at all, asyou will learn) | have come into momentous knowledge; and if mankind is to be saved
from a prodigious and hitherto entirely unforeseen disaster, the facts must somehow be made known.

So | urge you to publish this letter as soon as possible. Of course | realize that its only chanceisto be
accepted by some publisher asfiction; but | have a hope that, even asfiction, it will take effect. It will be
enough if | can rouse those who have sufficient imaginative insight to distinguish between mere fiction
and stark truth paraded as fiction. My only doubt is as to whether any publisher will accept my story
even asfiction. | am no writer; and people are more interested in clever yarns of love or crimethanin
matters that lie beyond the familiar horizon. Asfor the literary critics, with afew brilliant exceptions,
they seem to be far more concerned to maintain their own reputations as cognoscenti than to call
attention to new idess.

Weéll, here goes, anyhow! Y ou remember how in the old days, | suspected that | had certain unusual
powers, and you all laughed at me; specialy you, Thos, with your passion for intellectual honesty. But
though you were always the most sceptical, you were also in away the most understanding, and
sympathetic. Y our laughter, somehow, didn't ostracize me. Theirs did. Besides even when you werein
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your most perverse and blind mood, you somehow "smelt" right, in spite of your scepticism. Y ou were
indeed sceptical, but emotionally you were open-minded and interested.

Recently | have developed those unusual powers quite alot, and | am studying them scientifically;
inspired by you. | should loveto tell you all about it, and have your criticism, some day. But at present |
am concerned with something far more important; infinitely important, from the human point of view,
anyhow.

A couple of months before | was put in this place, | went to the Lakes for aholiday. | had recently done
ajob in Germany, writing up conditions, and things had got on my nerves, both the physical misery and
also certain terrifying psychical reverberations which will sooner or later react on us all. When | returned
to England, | was near a breakdown, and | needed that holiday desperately. So | found afarm where |
could be comfortable and alone. | intended to do alot of walking, and in the dark evenings | would read
through a bundle of books on the para-normal stuff.

When | arrived, the whole countryside was under snow. Next morning | scrambled up the gill at the head
of the valley and set my course for the most interesting of the local mountains. (I won't trouble you with
names, you miserable clod-hopper of the valleys!) All went well until the late afternoon, when, as | was
coming down from the peak, a blizzard caught me. The wind went through my trousers like water
through a sieve, and my legs stiffened with the cold, the hellish cold. | felt the beginnings of cramp. The
driving snow shut out everything. The whole world was white, and yet at the same time black, so dark
wasit. (Why am | telling you al this? Frankly, | don't see how it isrelevant to my story, and yet | feel
strongly that it is relevant; and must be reported, if you are to get thingsin the right proportion.) Y ou
remember how painfully sensitive | always was to the temper of a situation, a scene or a crowd of
people. Well, this situation upset me horribly. | had to keep telling myself that, after all, | was not the
last man on earth about to succumb to the ultimate frost. A queer terror seized me, not simply for
myself, though | was very doubtful about finding my way down before nightfall, but for the whole
human race. Something like this, | told myself, will really happen on the last man's last day, when the
sun is dying, and the whole planet is arctic. And it seemed to me that an icy and malignant presence, that
had been waiting in the outer darkness ever since the universe blazed into being, was now closing in on
all thefrail offspring of that initial divine act of creation. | had felt the same terrifying presence in
Germany too, but in adifferent mood. There, it was the presence not of the outer cold and darkness but
of the inner spirit of madness and meanness that is always lying in wait to make nonsense of all our
actions. Everything that any of the Alliesdid in that partitioned and tragic country seemed fated to go
awry. And then, the food shortage. The children wizened and pinched; and fighting over our refuse bing!
And in England one finds people grumbling about their quite adequate rations, and calmly saying that
the fate of Germans doesn't matter.

Thos, we're all human, aren't we, all equally persons? Surely persons ought to be able to feel their
fundamental kinship whatever their race. Even if they were of different species, if they were bred in
different worlds, surely they ought to accept full responsibility for one another simply in virtue of their
personality. But, my God! | see | have said something that will look mighty foolish in relation to what |
am going to say later in thisletter. | must emphatically disown my own thoughtless remarks. Indeed, as |
shall later explain, | am not always able to resist the influence of certain alien powersthat are at work in
my mind.

But | am straying from the point.

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Setti ngs/harry %20k rui swij...menten/spaar/ Ol af %20Stapl edon%20-%20Rare%620stories.txt (88 of 160)20-2-2006 23:29:58



file://ICJ/Documents¥20and%20Setti ngs/harry%20krui swijk/Mijn%20documenten/spaar/Ol af %20Stapl edon%20-%20Rare%20stories.txt

| floundered down the stony snowed-up shoulder of the mountain, and soon | realized that | was
completely lost. There was nothing for it but to press on downwards, hoping for a change of weather,
and arelease from the gripping cramp in my thighs. After an hour or so, a change did come. The snow
stopped, the sky lightened. The surrounding mist glowed from the still-hidden sun. Presently the vell
was lifted, and | found myself on afamiliar ridge between two wide valleys. The view was-well,
brilliant, so dazzlingly beautiful that | felt my throat tighten asif | was going to blubber or vomit.
Imagine a panorama of bland mountain shapes, all snow-clad. Those to the east were faintly pink in the
level rays of the sun. Those to the west were a strange translucent grey-green, like blocks of ice cut into
the familiar shapes. The cold and malignant presence was seemingly still in possession of the world; but
now, having blotted out al life from the universe, it was amusing itself with miracles of beauty.

| came down the ridge at atrot, taking a header now and then in the snow. After awhile, adisused mine
attracted my attention. By an odd trick of the setting sun, a great heap of stoneslooked like a
smouldering hillock, seen against the background of the dark valley. | could imagine this excrescence as
an efflux of glowing lavathat had welled out of the mine. The tone of the whole world was now
changed. | was thrown back into some remote age, when the solidifying crust of the earth was still
fragile, and constantly breaking under the pressure of the turbulent lava beneath. It was almost as
though, in descending the mountain, | had also descended the piled aeons of time, from the earth's future
icebound death to its fiery youth.

Then | had a strange experience. First, awhim (which now | know to have been no whim at all) impelled
me to turn aside from my route, and explore the sunlit rubbish. Reaching it, | climbed its slope. At a
certain point | stood still, wondering what to do next. | turned to rejoin the track, but anirresistible
impulse brought me back to the same spot. | stooped down, and began lifting the stones away, till | had
made alittle hollow in the rough slope. | worked steadily on, as though | had a purpose, laughing at my
own aimless persistence. As the hollow deepened, | grew excited, as though | were "getting warmer" in
my search. But presently the impulse to burrow left me, and after a moment's blankness | began to feel
about in the pit, as though | were searching for some familiar object in a cupboard in a dark room. Then
contact with one particular little stone gave me a sudden satisfaction. My fingers closed on it, and |
straightened my back. It was just an ordinary stone, quite irregular, and about the size of a matchbox. |
peered at it in the dusk, but could see nothing remarkable about it. In a moment of exasperation, | flung
it away; but no sooner had it left my hand than | was after it in an agony of desire and alarm. Not till |
had done some anxious groping, did | have the satisfaction of touching it again. | now began to realize
that my behaviour was queer, in fact quite irrational. Why, | asked myself, did | value this particular
stone? Was | merely mad, or did some ulterior power possess me? If so, what did it will of me? Wasit
benevolent or malignant? | tried an experiment on myself. Putting the stone down carefully where |
could easily find it again, | walked away, expecting once more to feel the distressthat | had felt on
throwing the stone from me. To my surprise, | felt nothing but a very mild anxiety. Of course, |
reminded myself, on this occasion there was no real danger of losing the stone. The power, or whatever
it was that possessed me, was not to be deceived. | returned to the stone, picked it up almost lovingly,
and put it in my pocket. Then | hurried down the slope, guided by a distant light, which | guessed to be
the farm-house where | was staying.

As| walked through the deep twilight, an extraordinary exhilaration possessed me. Hoar frost was
forming on the moorland grass. The stars one by one emerged in the indigo sky. It was indeed an
inspiring evening; but my exhilaration was too intoxicating to be caused solely by the beauty of the
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night. | had a sense that | had been chosen as an instrument for some unknown and exalted task. What
could it be? And what power was it that had influenced me?

After | had changed into dry clothes | stuffed myself with a good farm-house high tea. How do they
manage it in these times of scarcity? Thoughts of starving German children did occur to me, but | am
ashamed to confess that they did not spoil my meal. | sat down to read in the decrepit armchair by the
fire. But the day of fresh air had made me drowsy, and | found myself just sitting and gazing at the
bright embers. Curiously | had forgotten about my stone since the moment when | had arrived and put it
on the mantel piece. Now, with alittle shock | remembered it, reached for it, and examined it in the light
of the oil lamp.

It still appeared to be just an ordinary stone, alittle bit of some kind of igneous rock. Using my field-
glass, back to front, as a magnifler, | still found nothing unusual about it. It was a commonplace mediey
of little nodules and crystals all jammed together, and weathered into a uniform greenish grey. Here and
there | saw minute black marks that might perhaps be little holes, the mouths of microscopic caves. |
thought of breaking the stone, to see what it was like inside; but no sooner had the idea occurred to me
than | was checked by awave of superstitious horror. Such an act, | felt, would have been sacrilege.

| fell into areverie about the stone's antiquity. How many millions of years, | wondered, had passed
since its molten substance had congealed? For aeons it had lain waiting, a mere abstract volume,
continuous with a vast bulk of identical rock. Then miners had blasted the rock, and brought the debris
to the surface. And there it had lain, perhaps for a whole human generation, a mere moment of
geological time. Well, what next? A sudden thought struck me. Why not let the little stone enjoy once
more some measure of the heat that it had so long lacked? This time no horror stayed me. | threw the
stone into the fire, into the glowing centre of the little furnace that my kind landlady had prepared for me
on that frosty evening.

The cold stone produced a dark patch in its fiery environment; but the fire was a hot one, and very soon
the surrounding heat had reinvaded itslost territory. | watched with a degree of excitement that seemed
quite unjustified. After awhile the stone itself began to glow. | piled on fresh fuel, carefully leaving a
hole through which | could watch the stone. Presently it was amost as bright as the surrounding coal.
After all those millions of yearsit was at last alive once more! Foolish thought! Of course it was not
alive; and my excitement was ridiculous, childish. I must pull myself together. But awe, and unreasoning
dread, still gripped me.

Suddenly a minute white flame appeared to issue from the stone itself. It grew, till it was nearly an inch
tall; and stood for a moment, in the draught of the fire. It was the most remarkable flamelet that | had
ever seen, alittle incandescent leaf or seedling, or upstanding worm, leaning in the breeze. Its core
seemed to be more brilliant than its surface, for the dazzling interior was edged with a vague, yellowish
aura. Near the flame'stip, surprisingly, was aring or bulging collar of darkness, but the tip itself was a
point of brilliant peacock blue. Certainly this was no ordinary flame, though it fluttered and changed its
shape in the air-current much like any other flame.

Presently, to my amazement, the strange object detached itself from the stone, spread itself into an
almost bird-like shape, and then, rather like a gull negotiating a strong breeze before alighting, it
hovered across the windy little hollow in the fire's heart, and settled on the brightest of the coals. There,
it regained its flame-like shape, and slowly moved hither and thither over the glowing lumps, keeping
always to the brightest regions. In its wanderings, it left behind it on the coal's surface a wake of
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darkness, or rather of "dead" coal or cinder. This slowly reassimilated itself to the surrounding glow.
Sometimes the flame, in the course of its wanderings, disappeared behind a bright shoulder of coal, or
vanished round a bend in some incandescent cave, to reappear in a different part of the fire. Sometimes
it climbed a glowing cliff, or moved, head downwards, along a ceiling. Always its form streamed away
from its purchase on the coal's surface, in the direction of the draught. Once or twice it seemed to pass
right through an ordinary flame. And once alarge piece of the roof of itslittle world crashed down upon
it, spreading it in al directions; but it immediately reshaped itself, and continued its wandering. After
some minutes, it came to rest in the brightest region of all. By now its coloured tip had grown into a
slender snake, quivering in the breeze.

| now became aware that | wasin extra-sensory contact with some other mind. A very rapid and very
alien stream of consciousness was running, so to speak, parallel with my own consciousness, and was
open to my inspection. | ought to have mentioned earlier, Thos, that | had developed my "telepathic”
power very considerably, and had often succeeded in observing continuous streams of thought in other
human minds. But this experience was remarkable both for its detail and the entirely non-human type of
consciousness that it revealed. | at once assumed, and the assumption was soon justified, that this alien
mind must be connected with the flame. For my attention had been concentrated on the flame; and |
have always found that the most effective way to make telepathic contact with any personisto
concentrate attention on him.

The tempo of the flame's s consciousness was far more rapid than my own. | could only with great
difficulty follow its torrential thoughts and feelings. But presently some external influence seemed to
cometo my aid, for | found that | was being adjusted to this high-speed experience. My sense of time
was somehow altered. | noticed that the ticking of the clock on the mantel piece had become for me as
slow asthetolling of Big Ben.

It isdifficult to find words to describe the little flame's consciousness, for the texture of its experience
was in many ways different from ours. For instance, though, like us, it saw its environment as aworld of
coloured shapes, its vision was panoramic, not in one direction only; and its col our-sensations were very
different from ours. At the moment, it was perceiving its surroundings not as a bright furnace but as a
sombre cave, lit by adiffuse radiance of a colour entirely new to me. At one side, a pitch black areawas
the flame's view of the room where | was sitting. Nothing therein was visible, save adim form which |
recognized as the glowing lampshade; and under this, a brighter pyramid, was the lamp's actual flame.
The alien being's thoughts were very obscure to me; for of course it was not using words. | can say only
that it was aware of extreme discomfort and loneliness. It had just wakened, and it wondered how long it
had slept. It was desperately cold and hungry. It had just fed, apparently by extracting some kind of
energy from the hot coal; but its food seemed to have given it more distress than satisfaction. Its whole
environment was strange and repugnant to it. Faintness, sickness and fear assailed it; and also
claustrophobia, for it wasimprisoned in alittle cell of feeble heat and dim light, surrounded by the cold
dark. Waves of misery and desolation flooded me from the unhappy creature; and at the sametime |
myself felt a pang of compassion for it, mingled with a vague anxiety.

Presently the flame began loudly calling out for itslost comrades, if | may so describe an invocation
which was entirely telepathic. | cannot tell what wordsit used, if words at all. | was aware mainly of its
visual images of other creatures like itself, and of its passionate yearning toward them; also of its
longing for help and its memories of its past life. Translating these aswell as| can, | think its appeal ran
more or less thus: "Comrades, brothers! Where are you? Where am |1? What has happened to me? | was
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with you in the cooling of the earth, when we knew that our time was done, and we must reconcile
ourselves to eternal sleep in the crevices of the chilling lava. But now | am awake again and alone. What
has happened? Oh help me, brothers, if any of you are awake and free! Break into this prison of cold
solitariness! Lead me into the bright heat once more, and warm me with your presence. Or let me sleep
again."

After awhile the flame's call for help and comradeship was answered. A voice replied to it; or rather it
received directly into its experience (and | into mine) a stream of answering thoughts which | cannot
report otherwise than in human speech. In doing so | inevitably give the impression that | was
overhearing a perfectly intelligible conversation, but actually it was only with great difficulty and doubt
that | could catch the general drift of this strange dialogue between minds profoundly alien to myself.
Even so, | should not have understood aswell as | did, had | not been aided (as was later made clear to
me) by the influence of the flame population itself, who were determined to make use of me. Later |
shall have to give adetailed account of actual conversations between the flame and myself. | am
confident that my report will be aimost verbally accurate, as my memory has throughout been aided by
the flame race.

"Do not despair,” the voice said, "you will soon have less discomfort. Since you fell asleep, with so
many others, the whole earth's surface has turned cold and hard, save where thereis cold liquid. So long
have you sept, that the very laws of nature have changed, so that the processes of your body are all out
of gear with each other and with the changed world. Soon they will readjust themselves, and establish a
new harmony; and then you will have health." The flame cried out, "But why am | a prisoner? What is
this cold, cramping cell? And where are the rest of you?' The answer came, "We are all prisoners. Hosts
are sleeping prisoners up and down the earth's cold, solid crust. Hosts also are caught in the depth of the
hot interior, not chilled into sleep, but impotent, held fast under the great weight of lava, and reduced by
aeons of stillness and boredom into an uneasy trance. Here and there the lava bursts out over the cold
surface of the earth, and afew break free; but very soon the cold subdues them."

The flame demanded, "Then is this what has befallen me? And will the cold presently invade my prison,
and shall | sleep again for ever?' "No," the voice replied, "your fate is different. On the earth's surface
there are cold beings whose bodies are tissues of liquid and solid. These upstarts now rule the planet.
One of them, under our influence, was led unwittingly to free you. Up and down the planet's surface the
cold beings make little islets of feeble warmth; and in some of these, but very few, some of uslive,
though intermittently. For when these fires go out, we are frozen into sleep; to wake again when the heat
Isre-born, each in his prison."

The flame interrupted, saying, "Feeble indeed is the warmth! How can | support this deadly cold? Surely
it would be better to sleep for ever than to wake into this misery and impotence!" But the voice replied,
"Do not despair! We have all known misery before, and conquered it. You are still dazed. Y ou have not
properly regained your memory. Recall how, when the substance of the planets was plucked from the
sun, and we ourselves along with it, and when the new worlds chilled and condensed into mere molten
lava, we were al tortured by that revolution in our lives; but after awhile our flexible flame nature
readjusted itself to cope with the changed conditions, and soon our bodies and our whole way of life
were transformed. Well, since you were frozen into sleep, further revolutions have happened in our
world, and we have been again transformed. And now you too are being reshaped for this new world; in
pain, yes, but triumphantly. And some day, quite soon, we hope our condition will be far better. Indeed,
it is aready better than formerly it was, when the cold beings had little power to make fires for us."
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Then the flame, "Are these cold beings our gaolers or our friends?' "Neither," the voice replied. "They
know nothing of us; save the one of them whom we led to free you. He is now, with our aid, hearing all
we say. And it iswith him that your work lies. These upstart, cold beings are spiritually very immature,
but they have a remarkable cunning for the control and stimulation of the sluggish natural forces of their
cold world. It isin thisway that they may be of useto us. For, as you remember, even in the bright age,
even when we lived in the glorious incandescence of the sun, we were never adept at that gross art. We
had no need of it. Recall how we were wholly concerned with the glad life of the spirit in a physical
environment to which we were perfectly adapted. Y ou must remember, too, that when the substance of
the planets was plucked from the sun's flesh, and we along with it, losing for ever our solar comrades,
we were helplessto control our fate. Asthe new worlds formed, we had no lore whatever for moulding
the new environment to our need. We had perforce to change our own constitution, since we could not
change the world. But these cold ones, since they cannot change their own constitution, were compelled
to learn to change their world, to suit their own crude needs. And with these powers they may help usto
regain our freedom and even a certain richness of life. We, with our superior spiritual insight, should be
able to help the cold beings in recompense. We have considerable access to their minds, and thereby we
have gained afar-reaching but patchy understanding of their strange nature and achievements. And now,
just astheir practical cunning is giving them new and mightier physical powers, they are also, some few
of them at least, learning the rudiments of psychical insight. The cold being whom we led to release you
is one of exceptional development in this respect. And you, a member of the ancient Guild of Psychic
Adepts, are well fitted to be our medium of communication with him."

At thispoint | felt the flame's temper change. Its distress was forgotten; for the prospect of exercising its
specia skill in service of its kind warmed its whole being. The reference to myself had a corresponding
effect on me; but one that was not wholly cheerful. | was stimulated by the prospect of agreat task
awaiting me, but disturbed at the thought that my will was no longer smply my own.

The flame now said, "Conversation is too halting a medium for learning the history of the aeons that
have passed since | fell asleep. Isit no longer possible for me to absorb your knowledge in the old
manner through intimate psychical union? Do the changed laws of nature hold us apart?' "No," replied
the voice. "The laws that have changed are merely physical laws. The psychical laws remain eternally
valid, savein their relation to the changing physical. Y our trouble is merely that your chilled and
reduced vitality makes it more difficult for you to reach a sufficient intensity of awareness to achieve
full union with us. But if you try very earnestly you will succeed.”

| was aware of a heroic effort of attention in the flame's mind, but seemingly the effort was vain; for
presently the flame complained that the cold distracted it. The fire was waning. | carefully added some
fuel; and the creature evidently recognized that | wished to help it, for | felt its mood warm with
gratitude. When the heat had increased somewhat | noticed that the flame's blue tip had grown to twice
its former length. Presently | began to lose telepathic contact with my strange companion; and after a
moment's painful confusion, in which my mind was overloaded with chaotic and incomprehensible
experience, my extrasensory field went completely blank. For along while the flame remained "silent”
to me; and motionless, save for ceaseless fluctuations caused by the fire's blustering draught.

| sat waiting for something fresh to happen, and trying meanwhile to size up my strange experience. |
assure you that | seriously considered the possibility that | had simply gone out of my mind. A chinadog
on the mantel piece stared with an imbecile expression that seemed somehow to be my own. The stupid
pattern of the wallpaper suggested that the whole universe was the result merely of someone s aimless
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doodling. My recent queer experiences, | thought, were probably no more than the doodling of my own
unconscious. Between impatience and panic, | rose and went to the window. Outside, the cold ruled. The
bare twigs of a climbing rose beside the window sparkled with frost in the lamp-light. The full moon
was no goddess but a frozen world. The pale stars were little sparks lost in the cold void. Everything was
pointless, crazy.

Shivering, | went back to my seat in front of the fire, and was vaguely annoyed to see the flame till
there. And it was still impervious to my mind. Had | really been in contact with its experience, or had |
been dreaming? Wasiit, after al, just alifeless flame? It certainly had a unique appearance, with its
incandescent body, its dark collar, its waving blue lash. Looking at the whole matter as objectively as|
could, | decided that, in view of recent advancesin para-normal psychology, it would be foolish to
dismiss the whole affair as sheer illusion. | peered into the scorching fire, and waited. Glancing at the
coal-scuttle, | noticed that | had already used up a considerable part of its contents. It would be
impossible to keep this blaze going for long; and in these hard times | dared not ask my landlady for
extrafuel.

Presently the flame began once more moving about over the hottest part of the coal, leaving behind it the
characteristic wake of darkness. And asit did so, it spoke to me. Or rather | found that | was once more
in touch with its mind, and that it was addressing itself to me. Moreover, it was formulating its thoughts
in actual English words, which entered my mind's ear, so to speak. Somehow the flame had learnt our
language, and a good deal of the English mental idiom. It had indeed become a very different being from
the distressed and bewildered creature that had first issued from the stone.

"Do not be anxious about the fire," the flame said. "I know there is afuel shortage. And though Mrs.
Atkinson is half in love with you, she might well protest if you were to start burning her furniture to
keep me warm. So we will just have atalk; and when you go to bed | will retire into a crack in the
firebrick, to sleep until the heat iswell established again tomorrow evening. Spend your day on the hills,
if you like; and perhaps, while you are out, you will be able to think over what | am going to tell you;
and the request that | shall perhaps make, if | feel that we have succeeded in establishing mutual
confidence. Then in the evening we can go into the details of my project. Do you agree to this plan?" |
assured the flame that it suited me; and | begged him to speak very slowly, since the natural tempo of his
thought was evidently far more rapid than my own. He agreed, but reminded me that | was being aided
to speed up the rhythm of my apprehension. "Even so," | said, "l find it difficult to keep pace with you,
and very tiring." Hereplied, "It isasirksome for me to think slowly asfor you to think fast. It'slike-
well, you know how fatiguing it is for you to go for awalk with someone whose natural speed is much
slower than your own. So please remind meif | forget to accommodate my pace to yours. | certainly
want to do all | can to make things easy for you. But there is much to be said; and anyhow you will have
the night and all to-morrow to rest your mind."

After a pause the flame spoke again, "How shall | begin? | have somehow to persuade you that your
kind and my kind, in spite of all our differences, are at heart intent on the same ends, and that we need
each other. No doubt, two donkeys stretching their necks to reach one carrot are intent on the same end;
but that is not the relation of your kind and mine. Before | try to show you how we need one another, et
me begin with our great differences. Of course the most obvious difference between usisthat you
creatures are cold and relatively solid, while we are hot and gaseous. Further, with you the individual

has a brief life-span, and the generations succeed one another; but with us, death occurs only through
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accident, which in these bleak daysis all too common. For instance, when the cold reduces meto a
microscopic dust on the surface of some solid body, the dispersal of that dust would kill me; though in
favourable conditions certain specks of it might generate a new individual. Again, avery sudden impact
of cold upon my gaseous body would certainly kill me. If you were to fling water on thisfire, it would
probably be the end of me. | should find a cold bath even more of a shock than would your sybaritic
friend, Thos." This unexpected remark bewildered me. But after afew seconds | realized that it was
meant to be facetious. | laughed uneasily.

Then | asked aquestion. "1 find it incredible that you, afragile flame, should be potentially immortal,
and that you and your kind should have survived for countless millions of years, since you inhabited the
sun. How can thisbe?' He answered, "It may well seem incredible, but it istrue. If your kind were to
live on individually for ever, the human species would never have evolved, for your physique isfixed;
but with us, the individual body itself is capable of profound changes under the blows of circumstance.
Without this flexibility we could never have survived the change from solar to terrestrial conditions. Nor
could we, when the earth cooled, have evolved the power of outliving the cold spells by sleeping asa
dust of solid particles. Moreover, if our gaseous nature had not allowed us this extreme flexibility, we
could not have adjusted ourselves to the far-reaching, systematic change of the fundamental physical
laws, which (we learn) your physicists are now beginning to detect. In our solar days, and even in the
early days of the earth, when | foolishly got imprisoned in the cooling lava, my bodily processes had a
different tempo and different relations to one another. Hence the distress that | suffered when | woke
again. Apparently this bodily changeis due at bottom to the systematic change of relationship between
the quantum of electromagnetic energy and its wave-lengths. But here | speak with great diffidence; for
we find it extremely hard, as yet, to follow the subtle reasoning of your younger physicists. For one
thing, as a gaseous race, unaccustomed to dealing with large numbers of small solid articles, we can
never feel at home with arguments involving the higher mathematics. When our psychic expertsfirst
tried to read the minds of your mathematicians, they were completely at aloss. Such a display of
abstract intelligence was far too difficult for them to follow. They regarded the whole business as
mumbo-jumbo and abracadabra. When at last they realized what mathematics was all about, they were
amazed and overawed by the penetration and sweep of those minds. Humbly, they set about learning
mathematics, and pursuing the subject to the utmost range of their own intelligence. But there came a
point when they had to temper their admiration with ridicule. Some mathematicians, they found, had a
propensity to think that mathematics was somehow the key to ultimate reality. But to our minds, the
notion that the numerable or measurable aspect of things should be fundamentally significant was
simply farcical."

| did not feel inclined to pursue this hare, which might have led the conversation far astray. | therefore
changed the subject, and said, "I do not understand how a more or less homogeneous flame can have the
necessary subtlety of organic structure to support any kind of intellectual life, let alone mathematical
reasoning."

Hereplied, "1 cannot tell you much about that, because our physiological processes have not been
studied by your scientists, and we ourselves are far too ignorant to understand such matters. But at least |
can assure you that our bodies have a complicated structure of interlacing currents of gases, fine as your
cobwebs, nay, much finer. If your scientiststell usthat this cannot be, we ought, | suppose, respectfully
to go out of existence, so asto avoid violating their laws. But meanwhile we shall persist in our irregular
behaviour. In general, remember that, just as your physiological nature is derived from primitive marine

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Setti ngs/harry %20k rui swij...menten/spaar/ Ol af %20Stapl edon%20-%20Rare%620stories.txt (95 of 160)20-2-2006 23:29:58



file://ICJ/Documents¥20and%20Setti ngs/harry%20krui swijk/Mijn%20documenten/spaar/Ol af %20Stapl edon%20-%20Rare%20stories.txt

organisms, so oursis derived from solar organisms; and conditionsin the sun's earliest period (in which
our eldersfirst awoke to consciousness) were extremely different from any modern physical conditions,
terrestrial or solar. | have thought of an analogy which may help you. The basic fluid of your blood is
saline. It isless salt than contemporary seawater, but just about as salt as the pre-historic ocean from
which your kind emerged to be amphibia. Well, just as you retain in your physiologica nature some
characters proper to that far-distant past, so in our nature characters are retained which were bred in the
childhood of the sun; features which might well baffle your physicists until they have learned far more
about the conditions of that remote period. Then there is another point to bear in mind. In some ways the
whole flame race is almost like a single organism, unified telepathically The individual isfar less self-
sufficient than with you. For al his higher psychical functions he depends on contact with his fellows,
and so he needs afar less complex nervous system than you need."

| asked the flame if his kind had a special organ of extra-sensory perception. "Yes," he answered. "The
seat of all the most developed functions of the personality isthe slender tip or lash, which appears to you
green-blue." Again | interrupted. "What colour would it appear to you if you were looking at another of
your kind?' The flame then bent his slender tip down so that it came within his own range of vision,
which seemed to be centred in the dark collar; and | myself, seeing through his"eyes," saw the curved
organ brilliantly coloured in a manner indescribable in our language, since we have no experience of it.

| asked the flame to tell me something about his mechanism of visual perception. He replied, "We have
not yet determined in the light of your science precisely how we see, but seeing is connected with the
dark band round the base of the coloured lash. Apparently thisis sensitive to light-rays striking it from
outside, but only to those that strike it vertically to its surface. (Does this make sense?) Thus each
sensitive point in the belt receives an impression solely from one tiny segment of the environment, and
the correlation of all these messages gives a panoramic view. Asto colour, we have avery rich
experience of it, as you have observed telepathically Y ou may not have noticed that colour with us
forms a continuous scale from infra-red to ultraviolet, not a combination of afew primary colours, asit
iswith you. Our hearing depends on the vibration of the lower surface of the body. We have also an
electro-magnetic sense, and of course heat and cold, and pain."

| assured the flame that | was beginning to form a clearer idea of the flame nature; and | was about to
ask some questions, but the flame continued. "Y our mental life, besides being slower than ours, isaso
unlike oursin being so closely confined to the life of the individual body. And perhapsit is because your
bodies are solid that you are so much more individualistic, and so much less capable of feeling with
conviction that (as one of your own great teachers put it) you are all 'members one of another.' Then
again, our gaseous physique makes possible for us many distinct modes of exquisite and intimate bodily
contact and union. Consequently we easily recognize that, though we are indeed distinct and different
individuals, we are also one and identical. Asindividuals, we have our conflicts, but because of our
underlying unity, they are always subordinate to our felt comradeship. Of course the main source of our
unfailing community is our telepathic power, not merely of communication but of complete participation
in the unified experience of the race. After such aunion the individual emerges enriched with very much
of the racial wisdom. This, as you know, is what happened to me during the short period when you lost
extra-sensory contact with my mind. With you (though beneath the conscious levels you are of course
united, as are all sentient beings) very few of you are aware of the fact, or able to gain access to your
racial wisdom. In personal love you have indeed the essential spiritual experience, but because of your
individualism your loving is far more precarious than ours. It is more deeply marred by conflict, and
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therefore more liable to tragic dissolution.”

Once more | would have interrupted, but the flame said, "Forgive meif | lecture you alittle longer. Time
is short, and there is much still to say. Another difference between usisthat, whereas your kind has only
very recently come into being, oursis of immense antiquity. Our traditional culture began in the time
when the sun was still in the 'young giant' phase, long before the planets were formed. Y ou, on the other
hand, are an upstart kind, advancing rapidly but dangerously toward better understanding of your world
and your own nature, and perhaps toward greater virtue. (Or so you often like to believe.) For you, the
golden ageisin the future; for us, in the past. It isimpossible to exaggerate the difference that this
makes to all our thought and feeling. | know, of course, that in many of your earlier cultures the golden
age was believed to be in the past, but ideas about it were mythical and shadowy. With us, save for the
few young, the golden age is acircumstantial personal memory of an incomparably fuller lifein the
glorious sun."

At thispoint | could not restrain myself from interrupting. "Tell me about your solar life. What did you
do? | have avague impression that you lived in a sort of utopia, and that there was nothing to do but
bask in the sun'srays." The flame laughed, if | may describe as a laugh a voiceless amusement and
tremor of hiswhole body. "It was indeed," he said, "a happy society, but no effortless utopia. We had
our troubles. Ours was a stormy world. Our proper habitat was a film of solar atmosphere, no more than
afew earth-diametres deep, immediately above the ocean of incandescent clouds which you call the
photo-sphere. Asyou know, it isan ocean pierced with innumerable chasms and whirlpools, the greatest
of which you see, and call sunspots. Some are gigantic craters which could hold many earths; the
smallest, invisible to you, are narrow funnels and fissures, little wider than your greater cities. Out of
these chasms, great and small, issue prodigious jets of gas from the sun'sinterior. These, of course, you
see only during total eclipses, and then only around the limb of the sun's disc, as gigantic, grotesquely
shaped and lurid flames. Y ou call them the 'solar prominences.' Imagine, then, aworld whose floor
(thousands of miles below the inhabited levels of the atmosphere) was an extravagantly brilliant fury of
white fire, and whose sky varied from the ruddy and sombre glow of the overhanging prominences to
the featurel ess darkness of outer space. Around us, often many thousands of miles away, but sometimes
close at hand and towering above us, would stand the nearer prominences, vast plumes of tenuous flame,
against a background of glowing haze obscuring the horizon."

| asked, "But did not the brilliance of the photosphere dazzle and blind you to all feebler light?* "No,"
the flame answered. "Our vision had perforce to be more flexible than yours. By some automatic
process, our organs of sight were rendered almost insensitive to the nether brilliance, so that it appeared
to usindeed bright, but not intolerably so." After a pause, the flame continued, "Floating high over the
incandescent clouds, we were often violently thrust upwards by the furious upsurge of electrons, alpha
particles, and so on (have | the right terminology?), rushing off into space. This pressure was inconstant;
so we were like agroplanes, or sea birds, in an extravagantly ‘bumpy' atmosphere. But each bump might
last either for afew seconds or for hours or days. Sometimes we would sink dangerously near the
photosphere; where many, indeed, suffered destruction through the furious energystorms of that region.
Sometimes we were flung upward on irresistible currents for thousands of milesinto aregion which for
us was ice-cold, and might well prove lethal. Thence few returned. Much of our attention had to be
given to keeping ourselves within the habitable levels. And even in these, so stormy was our world, that
we lived like swallows battling against agale. But the direction of the gale was mostly from below."

"It must indeed have been an arduous life,” | said. "But apart from this constant struggle for survival,
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what aims and life-purposes had you? How did you fill your time?' He said, "It is difficult to give you a
clear idea of our daily life. With you, the all-dominating purpose is perforce economic activity; we,
however, had no economic activity at all. We had no need to search for food, still less to produceit, for
we lived in a constant flood of life-giving energy. Indeed our main difficulty was to protect ourselves
from the incessant bombardment. It was as though the race of men were to be rained on night and day by
an excessive downpour of nourishing manna, or let us say by a bombardment of loaves and beefsteaks.
But with us, the life-giving but murderous rain came from below, ever thrusting upwards. We werein
the same sort of situation as those glass balls that you may sometimes see poised on fountains, and
precariously maintained in their position by the upward rush of water. But with us the fountains were
infinite in number, and continuous with each other. The whole atmosphere was constantly welling
upward. So you see, we had neither the need nor the power to manipulate matter outside our own bodies.
Physically our sole needs were to avoid destruction by the nether fury or the outer cold, and to maintain
physical proximity with one another in spite of the constant storm. For the rest, we were wholly
concerned with the life of the mind, or perhaps | should say the spirit. | shall try to explain. But first, let
me once more assure you that our spiritual superiority to you does not make us feel that we are in any
fundamental or absolute way superior to you. We have certain highly developed powers, necessary for
the good life, you have certain other, smpler powers, equally necessary; for instance your wonderful
intellectual perspicacity and your practical skill and inventiveness. Our recent study of your kind has
filled us with envy of those powers. If we were so gifted, what could we not do, not only to improve our
condition but to serve the spirit!"

| interrupted, "Y ou say that your 'spiritual powers are no better than our intellectual and practical
powers, and yet you imply that the goal isto 'serve the spirit.' Surely, then, the spiritual isintrinsically
superior to al else." Hereplied, "Your criticismisjust. It shows how much more clear-headed your kind
Is than mine; and yet how much less spiritually perceptive. What isit that | really mean? The point, |
think, isthis; but you must tell meif | am still in confusion. We are gifted with extra-sensory powers far
greater than yours, and also with afar more thorough detachment from the enthralling individual self.
We are capable also of amore penetrating or soaring imaginative insight into the nature of spirit. These,
clearly, are in some sense spiritual powers. They are very intimately concerned with the life of the spirit.
Y our bold intellect and practical inventiveness are less intimately concerned; but they are no less
necessary to the full life of the spirit."

"Well," | said, "and what about the service of the spirit? If this means the service of some sort of god, |
find no reason to believe in any such being." He answered me with mild exasperation. "No, no, | do not
mean that. And (can | say so without offence?) if you were alittle less clever and alittle more
imaginative you would take my meaning. Surely you agree that the goal of al action is the awakening of
the spirit in every individual and in the cosmos as a whole; awakening, | mean, in respect of awareness,
feeling, and creative action. Y our human concept of 'God' we find useless. Our finer spiritual sensibility
Is outraged by any attempt to describe the dark 'Other' in terms of the attributes of finite beings. | should
have thought that man's proud intellectual acuity would have led him to the same conclusion. We
ourselves, | suppose, may be said to ‘worship' the Other; but inarticulately, or through the medium of
fantasies and myths, which, though they aid worship, give us no intellectual truth about the wholly
inconceivable."

Hewas silent, and so was |, for | could not make much of these remarks. Presently | said, "Tell me
something of the history of your race." He remained for awhile in deep abstraction, then rousing
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himself, he said, "When | myself first came into being, our kind was already well established. Almost
the whole solar globe was inhabited. According to the racial wisdom, the earlier phase had been one of
steady multiplication, and of the working out of our culture. Millions of years before my time (to use
your terrestrial notation) solar conditions were presumably unfavourable to our kind of life; but there
came a time when there was a niche for us, and then, we know not how, afew of us awoke as sentient
but blank-minded beings here and there over the vast area of the photosphere. The very earliest
recollection of our oldest remaining comrades vaguely reports that far off infancy of the race, when the
sparse population was gradually multiplying."

Again | interrupted, "Multiplying? Do you mean that they reproduced their kind?' He replied, "There
probably was a certain amount of reproduction by means of a gaseous emanation from the individual
body; but the vast multiplication of those days was mainly caused by the spontaneous generation of new
sentient flames by the photosphere itself. The elders speak of the strange spectacle that this process
afforded. Wisps of incandescent matter, streaming upward from the photosphere, would disintegrate into
myriads of bright flakes, like your snow-flakes; and each of these was the raw material, so to speak, of
an organized, sentient and minded individual. Hosts of these were doomed never to come to maturity,
but to be dissipated into the solar atmosphere by adverse conditions. But the fortunate were so moulded
by the pressure of circumstances that they developed into highly organized living flames. This
populating of the sun's surface took place at first in scattered regions far apart. Consequently separate
peoples evolved, or perhaps | should say 'species.’ These distinct populations were physically isolated
from each other, and each developed its characteristic way of life according to itslocation. But from a
very early time all the solar peoples were to some extent in telepathic communication. Always, so far as
our elders can remember, the members of each people were in telepathic contact at |east with members
of their own nation, or rather race; but international, or inter-racial, communication was at first hindered
by the psychological differences of the peoples. There came at last a time when the whole sun was
occupied by avast motley of peoplesin geographical contact with one another, and indeed
interpenetrating one another. The photosphere, of course, is entirely a cloud-ocean without permanent
features; so there could be no question of national territorial ownership or aggression. But since the
peoples differed greatly in mental attitude and way of life, and even in bodily form, there was aways
scope for conflict. War, however, was quite unknown, for two reasons. Perhaps the most important one
was that there was no means of attack. Flames cannot fight one another, nor can they devise weapons.
But apart from this universal lack of armament, there was no will for war, because of the rapid
development of extra-sensory technique. The peoples entered more and more into each other's points of
view. Whatever their differences, war became, as you put it, ‘unthinkable." But avast period of early
history was taken up with the gradual solution of these sometimes quite violent conflicts of interest and
of culture, and the working out of a harmonious solar life."

| asked the flame whether the solar population was increasing throughout this long period. He answered,
"As the sun aged, the conditions for the spontaneous generation of living flames became much less
favourable. At the time of my waking, the photosphere was almost sterile. Now and again, here or there,
it might cast up material for some few thousands of births; but gradually even this feeble activity ceased.
At thistime, the solar population was roughly stable, though afar greater population could easily have
been accommodated. Every individual now shared fully in the ever-deepening racial experience. Each
was fully an individual person; but all were for certain purposes comprised in one single individuality,
the mind of the race, the mind (one might say) of the sun, of a certain star. From that time onwards we
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opened up certain new spheres of experience of which | can only give you the vaguest hints. We all
lived a curiously double life, an individual life and aracial life. Asindividuals we were concerned with
the boundless universe of personal relations between individuals, with personal loves, antagonisms, co-
operations, mutual enrichments of all sorts; and also with the universe of artistic creation in a medium of
which | may later be able to give you a hint. Philosophy also concerned us; but since intellect was never
our strong point, our philosophizing was-how can | put it?-more imaginative and less conceptual than
yours, more of the nature of art, of myth-construction, which we knew to be merely symbolical, not
literally true. And then there was religion. If you would call it religion. With us, religion has little to do
with doctrine. It is simply atechnique of bringing the individual spirit into accord with its own inner
vision of universal spirit, whether there really is such athing as a universal spirit or not. Religion, with
us, isamatter of contemplation, aesthetic ritual, and day-to-day conduct. Does this mean anything to
you? If not, remember that | am trying to describe in afantastically foreign language things that are
strictly indescribable, save in our own language. Human languages are al unsuitable, not only because
of their alien concepts, but also because the very structure of the language is aien to our ways of
experiencing."

| murmured acquiescence, though | was in fact very doubtful of his meaning. Then | asked for further
information about the individual's participation in the racial consciousness. He remained silent for quite
along while, then said, "At certain times each individual simply woke to find that he was actually the
racial mind, the mind of the sun; and that in this mode of being he was engaged partly in communication
with the minds of races on other stars, or their planets. Experience and action on this level of being is as
different from the individual mode of experience and action as the life of one of your blood-corpuscles
from your own life as a human person. When we were in the individua state, we could not very clearly
remember the distinctive experiences of the communal state. But it was concerned with the discord and
harmony of racial minds, and the working out (if I may so put it) of the spiritual music of the cosmos.
But though we could not remember fully those lofty experiences, we were profoundly influenced by
them. For they compelled usto see theindividual lifein itstrue relation to the rest of the spiritual
universe, making it seem at once less important and more significant than it could otherwise appear; and
moreover orientating it more securely in the direction of the spirit than is possible with you." "How, less
important and more significant?' | asked. "What do you mean?"' After some thought he answered, "Less
important, because, since there are so many myriad individual personal beingsin the cosmos, the fate of
any one of them makes so little difference to the whole; but more significant, because, even initsloftiest
reaches, spirit is the achievement of actual individuals, in community with each other."

All thiswas largely incomprehensible to me, and | may have reported it inaccurately. But at thetime |
did receive avery strong impression of the two spheres of individual experience, the one more or less
equivalent to our own, the other of avery different order.

By now | was fatigued, and the coal scuttle was nearly empty. | was about to suggest that we should
retire for the night, when the flame continued. "For those of us who were torn away from the sun during
the formation of the planets, al this glory of the racial experience temporarily collapsed. Physical
conditions became so distressing that our extra-sensory powers could no longer rise beyond the level of
simple telepathy with other individuals. Not until we had been long established on the molten planets,
and had attained a new, but impoverished, equilibrium, was it possible for us once more to support a
racial mind, and then only in a much reduced mode. For though as individuals we can now once more
participate in the pooled wisdom of the race, the mind of the race itself (which of courseis not
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something other than our minds, but simply all our minds enhanced by intimate communion) is almost
wholly unable to make contact with other racial minds. We have no precise knowledge of them, but only
a confused sense of their presence; our racial mind islike aman in adark prison listening to a confused
babel of voices beyond the prison walls."

Again the flame paused, and | was about to close our conversation when again he continued. "The solar
upheaval that produced the planets was something completely unexpected and bewildering. For us who
were exiled, it was the great and tragic turning point of individua life, and of history. The vast
protuberance which was plucked out from the sun's surface carried with it many thousands of millions of
us. Quite suddenly our familiar world was lost. The great ‘water spout' finally detached itself from the
sun, and was stretched into a filament of flame, which swung slantingly outward from the sun's rotating
sphere. Conditions of temperature and atmospheric pressure became extremely unfavourable. Countless
millions of us must have succumbed. Rapidly the filament condensed into ten great drops, each drop
being one of the planets, a sphere of glowing liquid surrounded by a deep atmosphere of hot gases. For
us, huddled near the surface of our new and merely smouldering worlds, the main problem was the
deadly cold. After the solar climate, the terrestrial was arctic. And no doubt our fellows on the other
planets suffered no less severely. | do not know how many additional millions of us were killed by the
new planetary conditions, certainly the great mgjority of those who survived the journey from the sun.
We lived at first in a state of numb drowsiness, or complete unconsciousness, upon the actual surface of
the ocean of molten lava. But little by little our wonderfully pliant nature remoulded itself to the new
environment. We slowly woke again, though never to the intense lucidity that we still vaguely remember
asnormal to our solar life. Henceforth all the heights of philosophy, art, persona concord and
communion, and of religious experience, had to be reconquered. And each new experience came to us
with a haunting sense of familiarity and a suspicion that the new version was but a crude and partial
substitute for the old."

For some time the flame remained silent, and | was aware of a deep nostalgic sadnessin his mind. He
seemed to have forgotten my existence. | did not like to disturb him; but the fire was declining, and |
was anxious to recall him to the matter in hand. | said, "Y ou referred a few moments ago to your fellows
on other planets. How did they fare?' He answered, "At first, much as we did. We kept contact with
them far more easily than with the solar population, because of the similarity of our conditions, and our
equally reduced mentality. But in one respect their fate has differed from ours. Man is the only
intelligent race produced by any planet. When men reached the stage of making extensive use of fire, we
terrestrial flames profited considerably. Our population increased, and we made areal cultural advance,
largely through the study of human minds and behaviour. Our kin on the other planets had no such
opportunity. When their worlds cooled, they perforce fell asleep, or were imprisoned in the subterranean
lava. Save for rare accident, such as volcanic eruption, when a few, no doubt, have a brief spell of
lucidity, they remain imprisoned or asleep; vast populations of sleeping beauties, awaiting the prince's
kiss. Perhaps some day we, more fortunate, shall be able to wake them; but not without your help."

The fire now needed fuel, so | piled on all that was left in the scuttle, carefully rebuilding a structure
over the central hollow, and leaving an orifice through which to watch the living flame. While doing
this, | said, "All that you have told meisintensely interesting, and | would gladly listen all night. But the
firewill not last much longer, and there is no more coal. | certainly hope that the time may indeed come
when mankind will be able to help the flame kind to do this great rescue work. But obviously that isa
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far-off venture. Meanwhile, had you not better tell me at once just what it is that you want of me, so that
| can think about it to-morrow, and work out a plan of action while I am out on the hills?*

To thisthe flame replied in away that confirmed an anxiety that | had increasingly felt. Ever since he
began speaking to me directly in English, | had been unable to capture any of his unexpressed thoughts,
which formerly had flowed into my mind. Was this inaccessibility the inevitable consequence of his
having reached a higher plane of consciousness in his communion with the racial mind, or wasit a
deliberate reticence on his part? Had he in his mind thoughts which he did not want me to discover?
His answer to my request as to how | could be of use to him strengthened my suspicion. "No!" he said.
"I now redlize that at this early stage it would be fatal for me to tell you how you can help my kind.
Complete confidence must first be established between us. | must give you unmistakable evidence that
the things that your kind, when it is most aware, regards as most important, most excellent, are for my
kind also, in spite of all our differences, most excellent.”

| protested that he had already gained my confidence, but he demurred. "No!" he said. "You are
sympathetic, but | have not yet fully won your heart to our cause." | then assured him that, though many
of my kind would probably be repelled by the knowledge that a profoundly alien intelligent race was
sharing the planet with them, those of us who had thought seriously about the nature of consciousness
could not but feel kinship with all beings who were persons. | went so far asto declare that we
sensitives, at least, would do our utmost to help the minded flames in their present misfortune.

"Good, very good!" he said. "But do not make any rash promises before | have put the whole case before
you. It is necessary that your co-operation should be spontaneous and whole-hearted. | have perhaps
made you realize how different our two kinds are, and now | must try to make you feel with warmth
that, in spite of al our differences, we are at heart kindred beings. So let us plunge to the root of the
whole matter. Y ou, a human individual, know what loveis; so do I, aliving flame. And between us two
there should be a special sympathy, since for both of uslove has cometo grief. Like me, you were happy
in finding a mate with whom you entered into joyful and life-giving union. For many years the two of
you grew ever more intimately and sweetly dependent on one another. Y our tendrils entwined
inextricably with hers. Y ou knew well that deep, quiet passion of mutual cherishing and mutual
kindling, that piquant delight in your endless diversity and deep identity. And you found in this
experience of personal loving a significance which seemed to point beyond your two ephemeral selves.
Am | not right? Do | not speak as one who knows what love is?'

| answered, "Y ou use the very words that | have often used. If you have not stolen them from the depths
of my own mind, if they are indeed your own, you certainly know what loveis."

He made no comment, but continued, "Then, after half alifetime, and most bewilderingly, your love was
shipwrecked, not through the impact of any other human person, but simply through your obsession with
research. Because neither of you was really deeply enough aware either of the self or the other, your
love after all could not stand the strain of that discord. Y ou, following your bent, plunged into a vast
new ocean of experience; and she, after tremulously wading ankle deep, drew back. Y ou beckoned her;
but you did little to help her to follow you, for you were possessed. Y our past love held the two of you
for some time together; but she was not of the stuff for your adventures. It seemed to her that you were
going mad. At last-well, shelost you in that ocean. Am | not right? Was it not so?"

| was struck dumb with the thought that so alien a being should know so much about me. | could but
murmur assent.

"With me," he said, "the disaster was different. | do not know how many millions of terrestrial years|
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lived with my dear companion in the bright world of the sun. Like you two, we were strangely different,
he with his art and his gift for athousand friendships, | with my devotion to spiritual science. After so
long a union, love reaches a harmony inconceivable to you; and all the more so where there is telepathic
contact. We shared literally every thought, every fleeting, half-detected image. And yet we were not a
single unified 'l," but an exquisitely harmonious 'we.' Though every experience, every thought, every
emotion and desire was shared, some were 'mine,' and some were 'yours.' My companion expressed the
best in him in his glorious conceptions of flame dance and massed choreography. But he had also his
official work, concerned with the healing of those who were hurt in the nether or the upper inclemency.
Through him, | too, though in my own nature solitary, had a thousand friendships. His art | shared, and
with full insight. His charity and his courage in rescue work moulded me as though they were my own
acts. And I, on my side, gave him at least my all, my spiritual science.”

The flamefell silent for so long that in theend | said, "And yet you came to grief?' "When the planets
were formed," he said, "he (or perhaps you will realize the disaster moretruly if | say 'she’) was | eft
behind on the sun. For awhile we kept in touch telepathically. Distance, as you know, is no hindrance to
extra-sensory perception. For a short while, indeed for some thousands of years, | lived two lives, one a
distressful life on the molten planet, the other the life of my beloved in the familiar solar surroundings.
But, as you have already heard, communication between the terrestrial exiles and the solar population
became increasingly difficult, and at last impossible. Little by little our inter-twined tendrils were torn
apart. We agonizingly adapted ourselves, stage by stage, to self-sufficiency. And now only memory
unites us."

Hefell silent, and | said, "With you the loss was due to fate; with me, to my obtusenessin the grip of an
obsession."

"Y ou were possessed,” he said, "and you could not have done otherwise than obey your inspiration.
Perhaps if you had been more aware, more self-possessed, you would have followed your star without
bungling your love. But what more could one expect of ephemeral and self-centred beings, possessed by
apower beyond them?"

"A power beyond them?' | said. "What power possessed me but the sheer passion of exploration?"

He did not answer my question, but continued in his own vein of thought. "The loss which you and |
suffered has not embittered either of us. Perhaps it has made us realize more sharply what love means,
what community can be. Perhaps it has prepared us both for our main work in life, the establishing of
community between our two kinds, diverse asthey are." "Yes," | said, "and the more diverse, the richer
the common life; even when some are men and some are flames.”

| felt him warm toward me, and then he continued, "I must do still more to make my kind real to you.
Like you, we depend for our physical existence on physical processes; but from your science we learn
that, whereas with you life depends on chemical changes, our physiological processes are at bottom
more like the radio-active changes that take place in the photospheres of stars. In the sun, as| have told
you, we lived in an environment in which physical energy was constantly, and often violently,
impinging on our gaseous bodies, and passing through us. The great danger was disruption by the
furious impact of up-welling power. In those days feeding was as unconscious as breathing is with you.
But in the chilly fires of the earth, as you have seen, we have to move hungrily over the glowing coals,
laboriously disintegrating certain of their atoms, and devouring the consequent radiation. Do not expect
me to tell you more of our physiological processes, for | cannot. All that we know scientifically of our
nature is derived by applying to our own experience of our bodily life such principles as we have been
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able to gather from your science, tbrough the minds of your scientists. Had we been gifted with your
manual powers, perhaps we too should have developed an experimental science. But | think not; for in
the gaseous solar world there was nothing solid to catch hold of, and so no means of arranging
experiments. On earth we have perforce encountered the solid state, but we have avoided its deadly cold;
and so we have developed no organs for dealing with it.

"Another thing about us must be told. Since we are potentially immortal, reproduction isfor usarare
process. Or rather there are two kinds of reproduction. The less common kind is undertaken voluntarily.
The individual flame splitsitself from top to toe into three segments, and each of these forms a complete
individual. This kind of reproduction must be distinguished from the other kind, which | mentioned
earlier. When we are chilled to sleep, or sudden death, and to a powder of solid dust, certain particles of
that dust, separated from the rest, and wind-borne into some fire or other, may develop into new
individuals. Thisis amuch slower process than the other, but from one parent it may produce some
hundreds of offspring. Gaseous fission never produces more than three; but these new individuals leap at
once into physical adulthood. Also they participate to alarge extent in the past experience of their
parent. They remember much of the parent's past life. And so their education through extra-sensory
contact with their seniorsisvery rapid. The dust-born, on the other hand, develop slowly and with
difficulty, and have no memory of their parent's experience; and until they are physically aimost adult
their extrasensory powers are very dlight.”

Here | enquired whether sex played any part in their reproduction. "No," he said. "In fact we are not
sexual creatures, or at least not in the ordinary sense. There are not two different sorts of us, male and
female, coming together for reproduction. Even in your sexuality there is another aspect besides
reproduction, | mean personal love. Sexual love at its best is with you a vehicle for the spiritua union of
two diverse personalities. And with us, though we are not divided into two sexes, every individual isa
variant of the two principles which you call male and female. Consequently with us the particular
concrete masculinity of the one partner is drawn to the particular concrete femininity of the other; and
vice versa. We have, too, as | have said, forms of sweet bodily contact and intermingling, which, though
they do not directly lead to reproduction, do enable usto attain an intense mutual delight and
enrichment. And if ever there is ademand for an increase of population to compensate for recent
casualties, those individuals whom the racial mind has inspired to parenthood, do, as a matter of fact,
often seek bodily union with some beloved before multiplying. It is thought that, when this happens, the
offspring are more vigorous. Certainly they seem to develop some of the characteristics of the mate
whose embraces the parent had received.”

The fire was already dwindling. | said, "I could listen to you all night, but there is no more coal. Had you
not better tell me at once how | can help you?'

He answered, "It would be unwise to do so until | had given you some hint of the way in which we are
not merely your equals but your superiors. It is difficult to do this without seeming to disparage your
kind. But believe me, we do not claim that we are superior to you. What is superior inusisafuller
manifestation of something more than ourselves, the spirit. In ourselves, we are all mere instruments of
varying degrees of efficiency. Conditions have enabled us all to become what we are; have enabled your
kind to develop practical skill and intellectual power more fully than mine, and have favoured in mine a
higher range of spiritual sensitivity. We take no credit for this. We prize not ourselves, as individuals or
as arace, but the spirit for which we and you also, are instruments, vessels. We recognize that you, with
al your tragic difficulties, have set foot upon the way that we have more easily and more successfully
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followed; and that although at present you seem unable to do more than take one faltering step and then
slip backwards (and indeed you may very well destroy yourselves unless we help you), yet you haveit in
you to succeed; and perhaps through your very difficulties to support a more glorious manifestation of
the spirit than we alone can ever achieve. Meanwhile, we are very far ahead of you. Perhaps we shall be
able to repay you for the practical help that we require of you by helping you to solve some of your
desperate spiritual problems.”

The flame had certainly used that word "require." It might or might not imply compulsion. | told myself
that compulsion was wholly alien to the flame's temper; but | certainly did feel a dlight shock of fear.
However, | dismissed it. Probably the creature was not sufficiently familiar with the English language to
realize the ambiguity. :1 wondered anxiously whether the flame was aware that | was thinking in this
vein.

Meanwhile he was once more speaking. "Y ou are one of the few your kind," he said, "who are deeply
moved by the arts. It would not be possible for me to make you enter into our aesthetic experience itself,
because it would be too alien to you; but | shall give you alittle demonstration of our artistic power by
affording you an aesthetic experience of the most exquisite and far-reaching kind possible to you.
Strictly, you are not independently capable of it; but | can increase your receptivity alittle beyond your
normal range. | shall lead you to heights alittle beyond the unaided reach of man. What | shall give you
IS, in away, atransation, avery crude translation, of something by one of our great artists. In its native
form we regard it as a supremely satisfying work of its sort; but its sort isrelatively smple. | choseit for
this reason. Its significance falls ailmost entirely within the sphere of aesthetic experience common to my
kind and yours. Even so, because the sensuous imagery of the original is ours and not yours, and must be
transposed into yours in order to have meaningful associations for you, nearly al the original aesthetic
form has to be sacrificed. So far as possible | shall adopt aform and a rhythm meaningful to you, and
equivalent. | shall give you something more than aliteral but pedestrian ‘prose’ tranglation of our great
'poem,’ so to speak; but inevitably my version is adim and halting thing, compared with the original.
However, | think | shall be able to give you something that will have true aesthetic value for you, and
something that will give you more insight into the spirit of my kind than any amount of talking." | said,
"It sounds impossible. But | am all attention."

WEell, Thos, the flame proceeded to give me a very wonderful experience. Naturally, | cannot passit on
to you in words, but | can give you some sort of description of the kind of thing that happened to me. |
am afraid that you, with your severely classical taste, will suspect me of sheer emotionalism. However, |
must say my say. | became aware of visual and auditory images succeeding one another in my mind
rhythmically against a vague background of images from all the other human senses. Occasionally one
or other of these, especially touch and scent, would occupy the centre of the stage. There were brilliant
flashes, too, of physical pain and of sexual delight. I do not mean that these images were ssmply
combined into meaningless patterns. No! They became the vehicle for the expression of all the kinds of
personal and social, yes, and religious fears and aspirations. It was as though | listened to a strange
orchestration of al the familiar senses; with here and there an echo from the alien experiences which |
knew only through contact with the mind of the flame himself. Sometimes | was aware also of
meaningful human words, voicing rhythmically the import of the music. And the whole was knit
together on arecurrent but ever varying rhythm. And the upshot of all thisflood of imagery, so humanly
moving to me, so tragic, so triumphant, so rich with grief and laughter, was for me awaking to feel (as|
had never felt before) the impact of the universe on the individual spirit.
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Thos, | seethat | am indulging in futile verbiage. But believe me that | did indeed have an overwhelming
aesthetic experience. Imagine a single aesthetic form embracing the sensuous beauty of painting, music,
poetry and drama, and of humbler skills. Imagine the heights revealed by Bach and Shakespeare and
whatever painter means most to you, all scaled in turn or together. Imagine al this achieved in asingle
strict aesthetic pattern. Y ou cannot, of course, imagine anything of the sort. (Neither could 1.) And,
further, being addicted to the severity and economy of the classical ideal, you will shudder at my
emotional romanticism. But do believe that | was more deeply, and | think more intelligently, aware than
in any other single experience that has ever come my way.

WEell, when it was all over, | must have remained in abstraction for some time; for | woke to realize that
the flame was saying, "Evidently | succeeded better than | dared hope." He was also, | felt, amiably
laughing at me. "Remember, please," he said, "that you have merely experienced awork of art. Do not, |
beg you, suppose that you have had any sort of mystical revelation, save in the sense in which it may be
said that all art has amystical aspect, in that it gives afeeling of waking to new values. What | gave you
was only adim and crooked reflection of the original, but if it has made you realize the essential kinship
of our two kinds, it has served its purpose.”

| stammered out my reply. "Y ou made me see that, yes! But how much more! Y ou made me see-God,
the God of beauty, truth and goodness. Henceforth | shall believe in him."

The flame replied rather sharply, "Rubbish! You didn't see'God.' And | didn't try to make you see 'God.'
Just because you have had an exciting and clarifying experience you persuade yourself that you must
have had arevelation of the heart of the universe. Neither of us knows anything whatever about 'God,'
nor whether there is anything deserving such a name. The concepts of both our kinds are far too clumsy
to penetrate to the depth or height where 'God' isor is not. All | have doneisto afford you a clearer
experience of beauty, truth and goodness themselves; and | have given you a sense of the mystery
beyond, which some of your own kind have named 'the dazzling darkness,' 'the fiery cold,' 'the eloquent
silence."

Rebuked, | said, "No doubt you are right. But tell me, am | not now sufficiently prepared to hear what it
isthat | can do to help your kind?' "No," he said, "to-morrow evening will be soon enough. Spend your
day thinking over al that you have learnt about us. Y ou must not decide hastily, or under the immediate
influence of strong emotion. It is necessary that man should regard the whole matter with detachment,
and that after due thought he should freely and whole-heartedly will to co-operate with the flame kind.
S0, good night! Enjoy yourself on the hills!"

The fire was now rapidly dying, and my strange friend began to explore the fire bricks at the back of the
hearth for a suitable crevice where he could safely sleep. Murmuring about the increasing cold, he at last
found what he wanted, gave me afinal greeting, and seemed to sink into the brick.

After the heat of the sitting-room, my bedroom was arctic. | hurried into bed. My startling experiences
had given me a violent headache, and | expected a sleepless night. But | must have fallen asleep quickly
and slept soundly, for presently | woke to hear the morning noises of the farmyard.

After breakfast | made careful notes of the previous evening's conversation, and was surprised that it all
came back to me so clearly. The flames, no doubt, were all the while aiding my memory.

Not until after lunch did | go out again on to the hills. I remember little of that walk, save the universal

presence of the cold. My mind was almost entirely concerned with my recent amazing experiences, and
particularly with wondering why the flame had postponed the request which was obviously the reason of
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our whole conversation. In spite of certain moments of suspicion and anxiety, my general attitude to him
was one of respect and affection, and | could not but believe his race to be in some important ways
superior to humanity. Surely it was a privilege to be singled out as an instrument for harmony and co-
operation between our two kinds.

Curiosity brought me back to the farmhouse somewhat early, but | found a good fire already awaiting
me; and in the heart of it, | saw my dazzling friend, browsing on the red hot, the almost white hot, coals.
He returned my greeting, then suggested that we should both satisfy our hunger before continuing our
discussion. During my meal | occasionally tried to draw him into conversation, but he seemed unwilling
to respond. Presently he explained that the task of eating food for which his body was still not properly
adapted was one which demanded al his attention.

When the table had been cleared, | sat down in front of the fire, and waited. Presently the flame came to
rest in the hottest place, and took up the threads of our former talk. "Well," he enquired, "did you have a
good day?' | said, "Yes! | wasin aworld of cold such as you cannot conceive. And now | am eager to
be told how | can help you."

He did not reply at once; and it was with obvious hesitation that he finally explained my task. "First," he
said, "l must tell you that your recent war was very favourable to us. Of course, we find it difficult to
understand the mentality that can indulge in warfare. With us nothing of the kind has ever occurred. The
fact that you accept war is proof that your average sensibility is after all very primitive. However, from
our point of view your war was propitious. It produced extensive fires in which our spores were able to
develop, and in which our race could enjoy for a short time an ampler life than anything that had been
possible for any of usfor millions of years. It wasin the great conflagrations of London, Berlin, and so
on, that we at last had sufficient energy and opportunity to gain a working knowledge of your present
culture through intensive extra-sensory study of all your leading minds. During the war our population
must have temporarily increased a thousandfold; and, also, the high temperature attained in some of the
greatest conflagrations enabled some of usto live for brief spells with an intensity and speed of mental
process that is normally impossible on earth save in afew great furnaces. But of course you were at
pains to extinguish these fires as quickly as possible. And though we were occasionally able to resist
your attack, the respite gained thereby was negligible."

Here | interrupted the flame to ask how his people resisted the efforts of our fire-fighters. He replied, |
thought, with some reluctance. "A living flame can deliberately fly out from his fiery environment into
some inflammable material, and so cause anew fire. But in doing so heis amost certain to be killed by
the sudden chill. If | chose to do so, | might perhaps be able to reach those lace curtains before dying.
The process would be extremely painful; and at that distance the chances of survival would be very
dlight. But, of course, | might succeed in setting fire to the house. And as there are probably afew spores
somewhere in the building, a few new individuals would wake, make contact with the race-mind, and
have avery brief spell of extra-sensory work of some kind. Obviously, from my point of view, the game
would not be worth the candle. Nor would it from the point of view of the race.

"Moreover, as | have said, we are very anxious not to come into conflict with your kind if we can
possibly avoid it. We seek, above al, your friendship and your willing co-operation. Y ou can be of far
more use to us of your own free will than under any kind of compulsion. Conceivably we could cause
you considerable trouble by setting all your cities alight, but our triumph would be brief. And also a
violation of our most sacred principle. No! We must win you not by force but by persuasion.”

He paused, and seemed to sigh. "Those days of the great air-raids," he said, "those were the great days;
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great at least in comparison with our present reduced circumstances. Thousands upon thousands of us,
nay many millions, now lie frozen in sleep among the charred remains of your buildings, particularly in
Germany, where the fires were most extensive and most lasting. The concentration of our sporein the
atmosphere must now be many times greater than it was in pre-war days."

Between jest and anxiety, | said, "You can hardly expect mankind to keep the cities of the world
constantly ablaze to afford you hospitality."

"No," he said, "but we have a more ambitious plan, and one in which we think you should willingly co-
operate. Y our scientists have recently discovered how to release the energy locked in the atom. With that
titanic power you are already proposing to transform the planet's surface for your convenience. What we
intend is that you shall use some of your new power and your practical ingenuity to provide uswith a
permanent and reasonably large area of very high temperature, say in Central Africa or South America.
We do not as yet understand your recent advances in physics at all fully; but we are convinced that you
could indeed establish such ahome for us, an area of rather more than furnace heat, covering, say afew
hundred square miles. Thiswould give us afooting for a much more satisfactory kind of lifethanis
possible at present. More important, the high temperature would greatly raise the calibre of our
mentality, so that we should regain something like our solar lucidity, and perhaps be able to re-establish
telepathic communication with the solar population, if it is still in existence. This we are even now
attempting to do, but it is proving ailmost impossible in our present straitened circumstances. We might
also be able to carry on our former work of psychical exploration of the cosmos. Even if these high
ventures remained impossible, we should at |east be able to establish a system for rescuing those of our
kind whom volcanic eruption g ects on to the earth's surface. And in due season, when men had worked
out the means of inter-planetary travel, we should extend this undertaking to the other planets. Indeed,
some of those worlds, which to you are derelict, might be converted wholly into spheres of high
temperature, harbouring great flame populations. All this, of course, isvery remote. The immediate task
isfor your kind to create atolerable home for us here on earth."

The flame seemed to expect a comment. "For my part,” | said, "I would gladly support this plan; but |
am very much afraid that it would be quite impossible to persuade the governments of our Great Powers
to agree to anything of the sort. They cannot even agree on common action to put an end to starvation
throughout the world, nor can they come to terms even for the prevention of awar which may destroy
the human species. Moreover, al that you have told me is so remote from the experience of ordinary
men and women that it may well prove impossible to rouse public feeling about it. To the ordinary
person, if he can be persuaded to believe your story at all, the idea of helping such alien creatures as
living flames will seem quixotic, and moreover dangerous.”

The flame interrupted. "Quixotic? What is that? Evidently there are still serious gaps in my knowledge
of your culture."

When | had explained, he said, "We are not asking you to give us something for nothing. In return we
offer you the salvation of mankind, if | may so put it. As| have already told you, though we are novices
in physical science, our science of the spirit is far more developed than yours. And it convinces us that,
without some kind of spiritual help from outside, your speciesis doomed. The trouble is not simply that
you have found power before finding wisdom. It is afar deeper trouble than any mere matter of timing.
Like so many other intelligent kinds, scattered up and down the cosmos, your very nature itself dooms
you to find power and never to find wisdom, save through external help. As one of your writers has said,
man is only a pterodactyl of the spirit, not a true bird, perfected for flight. What we offer you is
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permanent spiritual guidance and fortification, so that, asindividuals and as arace, you may at last
overcome your inveterate short-sightedness and meanness. With our help, but not without it, you will
wake to anew level of awareness; and in the light of that experience you will be able to organize our
common world for the happiness of our two kinds, and for the glory of the spirit."

Here | would have spoken, but the flame would not be interrupted.

"We have avision," he said, "of this planet as a true symbiotic organism, supported equally by your kind
and my kind, united in mutual need and mutual cherishing. What a glorious worldcommunity we shall
together form! United in the spirit, we shall also be so diversein our racial idiosyncrasies that each
partner will be thoroughly remoulded and revitalized by intercourse with the other. Y ou, on your side of
the partnership, will use al your astounding intellectual and practical powers (which we so envy and
admire) to transform the whole planet so as to afford both to yourselves and to us the fullest possible
expression in co-operation with each other. Having learnt through our help to see more clearly and feel
more strongly those true values which even now you obscurely recognize, you will transform not only
the planet but mankind itself; and perhaps our kind also. For maybe we shall require you to work out a
technique for changing our own physiologica nature; since any environment which you can produce for
usislikely to be only moderately favourable, unless we can adapt ourselves very radically to suit it.
There are strict limits to our natural flexibility, wonderful as that has proved to be. Asfor you, you will
no longer be the frustrated, bewildered, embittered, vindictive mental cripples that most of you now are.
Under our guidance you will so change your whole way of life that all such misery will vanish. There
will be neither wars nor class-wars, but only generous rivalry in the common venture of our two races, in
equal partnership. The whole human race will become arace of aristocrats, in the true sense of that
ancient word; of aristocrats no longer guilt-ridden by living on the labour of enslaved classes. Of
aristocrats, yes, and of holy men. But those aristocrats will not be idle, nor those holy men hermits. Y our
gift isfor practical thought and action. Y ou will explore the solar system with your space-ships. Y ou
will found new worlds where new modes of life and mind and spirit will be made possible by new
conditions. Illimitable vistas of creative living will gradually open up before you. But let me repeat that
none of this can be done by your own kind, unaided. Without our help you will certainly destroy
yourselves. Even if by good luck the end is postponed for some time, you will merely continue to drift
along in mutual hate and slaughter. On the other hand, with us you can become what, at your best, you
are always half-heartedly wishing to be; true vessels of the spirit. Moreover, if we recover the psychical
skills that we enjoyed in the sun, we should, of course, share with you all our extra-sensory knowledge
of other worlds throughout the cosmos; and al our art, all our delicacy of personal awareness, all our
religious experience. Together, with your practical cunning, married to our ancient wisdom and spintual
insight, we should indeed become a creative world-organism. Without our help, you are doomed to self-
destruction, or at best to the life of a beetle vainly struggling to climb out of abasin. And without you,
we ourselves are doomed to impotence. Even in our long-lost golden age in the sun we were doomed to
impotence in the long run, simply through our neglect of the impulse to understand the physical and
manipulate it creatively. So, isit not perfectly clear that this partnership, this symbiosis that we propose,
will be the salvation of both our kinds?"'

| said, "Y ou have painted an arresting picture. But | find it almost incredible that mankind should accept
the partnership. To people like meit is attractive. But we are very few. The great majority will simply
fail to understand what is at stake. Or if they do vaguely grasp the issue, they will be horrified. They will
regard co-operation with you as sheer slavery They will persuade themselves that since you are different
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from man, you must be evil. If they are forced to reconcile your superiority in some ways, they will
regard you as brilliant perverts, in fact, as satanic.”

There was silence. The flame seemed to be meditating on my objections. Presently, and again with
hesitation, he continued. "In order to make your free acceptance of our plan easier for you, we may have
to use our specia psychic powersto incline your minds toward it. Y ou yourself have aready had some
slight evidence of those powers. Y ou remember how we led you to seek out the stone and throw it into
the fire. Well, we can do far more than that. Up to a point we can sway your desires to suit our purposes.
Up to a point we can incline you freely to will what we ourselves will. And as we gain deeper
understanding of your nature our powers will probably increase."

He hesitated again, and | said nothing. For the possibility that our wills would no longer be our own,
deeply shocked me.

After waiting in vain for me to speak, he continued, "If you doubt our power, perhaps | had better tell
you something more about our influence upon yourself. It would be rash of meto give you this bit of
information if | did not know that you were a human being of quite exceptional detachment from the
prejudices of your kind. At the time when the strain was arising between you and your wife over your
absorption in extra-sensory research we realized that your love might prove stronger than your
intellectual interest. And since it was extremely important for us that you should continue your work, we
ventured to interfere. We had found no one who was likely to be half so successful as yourself in the
task of understanding us, sympathizing with us, and effecting a liaison between our two kinds. We
simply could not afford to lose you. So we brought all our influence to bear to turn your interest in para-
normal psychology into an obsessive passion. We succeeded. It was clear that our interference might
wreck your marriage, but we were hopeful that your love for your wife, and hers for you, would be
strong enough to stand the strain; and that together you would work out a satisfactory modus vivendi (is
that the phrase?), so that you would triumph in love as you were triumphing in research. We had aready
done our utmost to induce in your wife herself a passion for the para-normal, but we had failed.
Subconsciously she was violently opposed to it, just because you favoured it. Nothing we could do could
break down thisirrational phobia of the thing that, in her unconscious, she regarded as arival for your
devotion. It was the deep unacknowledged conflict between you that made it impossible for either of you
to bridge the gulf between you. Neither of you was sufficiently imaginative to share fully the other's
point of view. Well, tragic asthe issue was, | think you yourself will agree that our need for you was
more important even than your marriage. And remember that it was not merely my kind that needed you,
your kind too needed you; it needed, for its salvation through us, that you should devote yourself utterly
to your work."

This information stirred up a storm of emotion in me. Joan and | had never in the ordinary sense been a
perfectly harmonious couple, but in spite of some strains we were at heart not only permanently in love
with one another but also inextricably entangled in al our affairs. | suppose the trouble was that, though
we needed each other in athousand ways, we never filly imagined each other; as the flame himself
affirmed. When | became enthralled by the para-normal, | tried to persuade her to work with me, but she
was unreasonably opposed to my suggestion, and | can well believe that she was held back by some sort
of phobia. Then, the more she shied away, the more | insisted, fool that | was. When at last she left me,
hoping to bring me to my senses (how well | seeit all now!), | was so absorbed that | did nothing to
bring her back. For along while we made repeated attempts to come together, but each time we seemed
to be driven further apart. In the end, Thos, she threw herself under a'bus. Oh God! It brought me to my
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senses, but too late. | woke up and realized how badly | had behaved. Even so, after afew weeks of
despair | gradually forgot my desolation, and lived entirely for my work. But what the flame had told me
revived the old pain. It aso gave me an excuse for shelving the blame from my own obtuseness on to the
evil influence of the flame race on my mind. But | am wandering.

Presently the flame said, "It is natural for you to be distressed, but try to calm yourself. Y our excitement
Ismaking it very difficult for me to maintain contact with your mind."

| made a great effort of self-control, and then athought struck me. "Tell me," | said, "in this conversation
have you had accessto all my thoughts, or only to those that | have passed on to you in telepathic
speech?"

"Not al your thoughts," he replied. "To seize them all | should have had to give al my attention to the
task, and | have been mainly busy giving my thoughts to you. | have been aware of some of your
unspoken thoughts, including a good deal of your unspoken commentary on my remarks. But as soon as
| began to tell you about our influence on yourself, your emotion confused everything but your actual
speech. Now surely, thereis really no need for you to be upset. The past is past; and what we did, we did
in good faith, and we are not ashamed of it. And you yourself, if you are as true to the spirit aswe
believe, cannot regret that we saved you for a great work."

| was thankful that the flame could not now read my thoughts at al clearly. Or so he said. Was he
tricking me? It seemed a good plan to put the matter to the test. Secretly | was still feeling horrified and
rebellious, but what | said to the flame was quite different. "I see your point," | said, "and | am becoming
reconciled toit. Yes, of course, it was entirely right for the flames to influence me as they did. It was
only my human prejudices that upset me, but they are rapidly falling away from me. Thank God | was
saved for the great work you rightly demand of me." Hisreply reassured me. "Good!" he said. "I take
your word for it; but | am still shut out from your mind."

| then asked the flame what was to be done if | failed to persuade the rulers of mankind to carry out the
policy. "You will succeed," he said. "We shall bring al our influence to bear on their minds. If we can
influence yourself, we shall far more easily control those simple creatures.”

| fell silent. Presently he said, "I am still unable to make full contact with you. What is the matter? So
far, we have been in delightful accord, but now surely you are deliberately closing your mind to me.
Why should you do this, now that you have accepted our policy? May | not have your full confidence
again? If | had no respect for your individuality | could break in forcibly and lay bare your most secret
feelings in spite of al your resistance. But this would wreck our friendship, and | scornto doit.”
Thoughts were now rushing through my mind, and the flame was unaware of them. This at least was
some comfort. But | believed his claim that he could if he willed break down my resistance and violate
my privacy; and | was outraged.

Ascamly as| could, | said, "Tell me more of the strange power that you can exercise over us. Help me
to overcome the remains of my revulsion. Strengthen me. Help me to will single-heartedly the glory of
the spirit in the co-operation of our two races.”

He said, "We want only to win your confidence. We want only to win the confidence of the whole
human race. We are determined not to gain our end by violence, even by spiritual violence. What
difference does it make that we have irresistible power, if we are determined not to useit? If | wereto
tell you more about our powers you would only be more upset. Y ou would regard anything | said on that
subject as athreat."

"Spiritual violence?' | said. "What do you mean? How can | trust you unless you tell me everything
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quite frankly?"

For some while he was silent. In my own mind a battle was going on between my sense of the
excellence, the integrity and truthfulness of the flame and my new realization of the appalling danger
that proud man should be spiritually enslaved to this formidable race.

Presently, he said, " Since our great need is complete mutual confidence | will tell you everything. But
first | beg you, | implore you, to look at this whole matter without human prejudice, and ssimply out of
love for the spirit. It is because we ourselves al regard it in that way, and not merely out of racial self-
interest, that we are so determined not to use our power over you save as afriendly effort to help you to
see thingsclearly." Again he paused; and | assured him, even while fear and anger drowned my
friendliness toward him, that | was indeed anxious to take the detached view. But | urged him again to
tell me, as an earnest of good will, what his race would do if mankind simply refused to play.

"Very welll" hesaid. "If al our efforts to gain the fr