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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 his term, "daimon." The manuscript was edited by his wife Agnes 
and published in 1954 as The Opening of the Eyes. As in much of his fiction, 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 a response 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 his first published book Latter-Day Psalms and most 
memorably in his greatest, Star Maker. Indeed, The Opening of the Eyes is in many respects similar 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 simplicity.
ON THIS MOONLESS and star-brilliant night, I 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 a flat darkness.
Overhead a flight of geese, unseen but vocal, momentarily eclipse one star.
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To the eye of imagination, the great earth has become visibly a sphere; now great, but now a granule in 
the huge void. Bright Jupiter lies far 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 
a mere 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 a mote, 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 galaxies is finite. Space itself, though 
boundless, they say, is finite, and mysteriously re-entrant upon itself. Imagination, they say, cannot 
picture this truth, which mathematics alone, with its exact symbols, can precisely figure. In this view, 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, rejecting 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 a lonely atom; and that the new matter gathers slowly into nebulae, 
which mature into galaxies, each with its million earth-like worlds where man-like beings may emerge 
from brutishness. Thus in 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 universes is for 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 pictures is the less false to the fads, man's understanding is 
defeated. Truth slips between the fingers of the exploring mind.
Yet some such picture we must accept. Gone for ever is the 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 a very little nearer to the truth than the East's elephant 
and tortoise.
Yes, 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 all human life.
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Time and Eternity from Death into Life
The seven meditative interludes in 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 
in a version of a recurrent 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's first glimpse of Beatrice at age nine in the Vita Nuova, as the wellspring of his creative life.
TODAY! TOMORROW!
Today comprises the whole present universe of infinite detail and inconceivable extent. Today is fields 
and houses and the huge sky. Today human creatures are being conceived, are born, are loving, hating, 
dying. Electrons and protons in their myriads are everywhere busily performing their unimaginable 
antics. Planets attend their suns. Galaxies drift and whirl.
All this today comprises, and with all this the whole past is pastly present in today: Queen Victoria, 
Babylon, the ice ages, the condensing of the stars in the primeval nebula, and the initial inconceivable 
explosion of creativity.
But tomorrow? It is a wall of impenetrable fog, out of which anything may come.
When we remember or discover the past, we confront something that is what 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, is what 
in fact it was, however darkly it is now 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 
I now regret.
But the future? It is not veiled, it is nothing. It has still to be created. We ourselves, choosing this course 
rather than that, must play a part 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.
Yesterday is palpably there, there, just behind me; but receding deeper and deeper into the past, as I live 
onward along the sequence of the new todays.
But tomorrow?
Yesterday I had porridge and toast for breakfast, as on the day before, and the day before that. 
Yesterday, according to instruction I caught a train to Preston. I 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. The train crept forward. In that train I 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 a future 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 a fleeting 
present we began creating it. And now the universe is eternally the richer because of it, since irrevocably 
the past now holds it, now preserves in a receding yesterday that unexpected, that brief and never-to-be-
repeated, warmth and brightness.
With her I have no past but yesterday, and no future; but with you, my best known and loved, I have 
deep roots in the past, and flowers too, and the future.
Some fifteen thousand yesterdays ago there lies a day when you were a little girl with arms like sticks 
and a bright cascade of hair. In a green silk frock you came through a door, warmed your hands at the 
fire, and looked at me for a moment. And now, so real that moment seems, that it might be yesterday! 
For that particular fraction of the eternal reality is always queerly accessible to me, though fifteen 
thousand yesterdays ago.
But tomorrow?
Tomorrow, shall I, as it has been planned, catch the bus for Chester? Or shall I miss it? 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 I feel their huge claws in 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 simply end? 
Will there be just nothing any more, no future at all?
I cannot answer these questions with certainty. No man can answer them with certainty. And yet if I 
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.
Yesterday 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 as the past is eternally real, though pastly, so the future also is eternally 
what in fact it will be, though for a while 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 as in fact it is. So at least we 
sometimes irresistibly feel. My conversation with that lovely and serious travelling companion-was it 
not always there, awaiting me, knit irrevocably into the future as it is now irrevocably knit into the past? 
When I 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 a feature of the eternal fact, though 
futurely? Was it not equally so when the Saxons first landed on this island, and when the island itself 
took shape, and when the sun gave birth?
And fifteen thousand yesterdays ago, when you and I 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 all the while there, lying in wait for us? One does not suppose that the centre of the earth, 
because it is inaccessible, is therefore blankly nothing, until someone shall burrow down to it.
And indeed I 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 I did (how I 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. I could not, of course, see it clearly; for it was fleeting, and I was a boy and simple. 
But I saw, or I seemed to see, what now I 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 
is the very flower that once I glimpsed even before the seed was sown.
Fantasy, sheer fantasy? Perhaps! But when we think of time and of eternity, intelligence reels. 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 a driver 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 
absolute 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:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruiswij...menten/spaar/Olaf%20Stapledon%20-%20Rare%20stories.txt (5 of 160)20-2-2006 23:29:57



file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruiswijk/Mijn%20documenten/spaar/Olaf%20Stapledon%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. You must send five 
cars to 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. 
Yet what if this earth should after all be the first world to throw off this primeval strife?
From the east came a roar of guns, continuous, like the noise of a waterfall. 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 
broke in, "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 a fellow can't go into that fire without some ideal."
All stood impatiently quiet, awaiting further orders. Some perhaps had need to screw up their courage in 
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 a longing 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 patients in his best 
French. So sudden an evacuation must needs perturb weak men recovering from wounds. To chat with 
them is to 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, la lune." He added, "Our people at W. will be busy to-
night. Helmets and respirators are no farce there. Some of those roads will be hot enough if this is really 
the battle. And one is always short of sleep at W."
Gradually the hospitals were emptied. The last man, with a bad 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 a rendezvous 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 
us for a while. Surely it's better to help clear up the mess than to go home and talk peace."
The great battle did not begin. This was merely a feint, 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 is indeed 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 a man 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 is why 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, is the earliest complete statement of his interest in eugenics, a key concept in the 
visionary biology of his later fiction. The Edwardian quaintness of his project to breed a race 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 a lifelong 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 a rock, created fixed for evermore. To the 
man of the last century it was a cloud, ever changing but unalterable. To us it must be a virgin 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 a far more potent method. Mankind is like 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 a vision 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 a wide-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 the individual. They believe that characteristics acquired during the lifetime of the 
parent are not heritable. But some deny this. It is right that we should all know something of this 
controversy since its importance to eugenics is 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 as it is 
now possible to breed fast horses. This is the goal 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 special diseases, insanity, and crime, but also general weakness and general incompetence.
The application of the knowledge which has been already 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 this way he 
hoped that there would arise a true pride of birth. No one of clean pedigree would be likely to marry into 
a tainted family. There would be a real 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 this way. 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 
things is 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. Love is a divine spirit, too powerful and too fleeting to be controlled by human devices. 
Such are the objections raised.
But why is it sacrilegious to use direct means for the improvement of the human breed? We have been 
given wherewithal to climb a little 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 this is unreasonable. We lament when 
a friend marries into a social class lower than his own. We should have more reason to deplore his 
marriage into a family 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 legislation. 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 is an end 
in itself, the spiritual union and beatitude of individual men and women. The noble type of love which 
can claim 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 is to be done is 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 this it 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 a wife well suited to himself for the sake of his children.
As yet we are very far from this. But, having stumbled for a long 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 Year 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 his first literary and philosophical 
successes.
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 this faith is not a factor 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 allowed themselves 
to be drenched and impregnated with disillusion, cannot understand the spiritual problem of our age. Just 
because, or insofar as, their faith is intact, it is also 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 already 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 this is to 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, is itself 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 does in 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, a revolt 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" factors in 
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 a flood 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 was illusory. 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 is important; 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 a romantic metaphysics. Quite illogically 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 also be favourably disposed towards 
man's cravings.
We may continue Professor Whitehead's survey of the mental climate so as to 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. There is in 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 as to trick the mind with many curious illusions 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. This is 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 a great 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. Obviously this 
essentially moral experience derives in part from militant religion's loyalty to a God who strives within 
the universe against an equally real prince of darkness. Obviously also 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 a sense, indeed, it is worship of a tribal deity, though the tribe is in 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 comes in 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 inspiration of such writers as 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, "Love, 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 
to it. Always it emphatically declares life or mind or spirit to be good absolutely, and their negation 
absolutely bad; always it renders whole-hearted allegiance to one side in 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 also links it both 
with earlier romanticism and with a later 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 I 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 his individuality but in his instrumentality to the achievement of a goal which he 
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himself has not yet clearly conceived. These writers have contributed to the faith which inspires militant 
"Labour" 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 is the 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 Wells is 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 he is also detached, and capable of dispassionate salutation.
The movement of moral zeal, then, which directs itself now in worship of a Life 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 
is in fact to-day a living 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. Shame to us if 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, a lesson 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 is a movement that is distinctively modem. Not 
only have we in these latter days doubted the existence of anything worthy to be called God, not only 
have we despaired of man's capacity to achieve his ends in an unfriendly universe, but also we have 
tasted complete 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 little to 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 a world of disillusion. But it is well known 
that a life of undirected "pleasure" leads 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 his work he sees a world 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's insecurity, futility, and insincerity. Such is the panorama that 
confronts any unprejudiced and intelligent observer. It is a view 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 his relations with his fellows. His days are a ceaseless tennis in 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 is all about is to 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 his little life. Political crises, strikes, mysterious 
changes of the market and a slump in his wares-all sorts of obscure and uncontrollable public events 
threaten him or actually embroil him. And always in our time there is the dread that there will be another 
war, that his whole 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 a day 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 a life 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 a tiresome old gentleman vacillating between brutality and sentimentality. Even the 
great phrase "God is Love" has lost 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 are in no 
mood to worship mere affection. Our allegiance is not for love but for that which is lovable. There was 
indeed a time, not long past, when it seemed that the greatest concrete object of love was one's nation; 
but the war has at least 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 is a 
thing which ought to be preserved and can be improved; and this proposition is no longer self-evident.
Here lies the root 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. His will we are told by the 
psychologists is 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. His love 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, is now said to be blinkered in the service 
of instincts. This view 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 mere relic 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 feel, 
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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 is insincere, 
since it is the expression of a mere pose of sincerity in ourselves, we turn even from these idols and 
renounce admiration itself. Then our only solace lies in ridicule, and especially in jibing at whatever is 
commonly held sacred. Thus from disillusion we have at least distilled a refreshing 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. There is the literature which 
springs from disillusion solely. This is at bottom a mere gesture of disgust and revolt, a sort of spiritual 
vomiting-up of matter repugnant to our nature, of a whole 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 feel 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 in itself. 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 is indeed 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, I 
should say, not merely to contrive aesthetic unities of light and shade, to fashion ideally formal tragedies 
out of the elements of a world that is merely chaotic and hideous; it is concerned with a strange and 
compelling attribute of the world itself. Such I 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 a mind trapped in a world of drab and futility; or does it 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 as is 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 his intellectual pessimism. Again, 
such tortured characters as Tess and Jude were thought once to signify nothing but futility; but surely the 
novels in 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 as it appeared to him to be, 
and was rewarded almost 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 also, though chiefly humanist and optimist, 
could regard man with detachment. Thus, while in the myth of Earth and Man he symbolises truly 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 his faith 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, I suppose, an element in classicism. Certainly it derives in 
part from the Stoics; and again in part from the more objectivistic and classical moods of Christianity. 
But today it is less 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, as in A Free Man's Worship, he 
adulterates this ecstatic detachment with an irrelevant and self-conscious romanticism over man's 
supposed tragic fate. This is a double 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.
Yet, though it is in this sense a mood of complete detachment from all striving and all strivers, 
emphatically it is no mere apathy, nor does it 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 a vision 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. Russell's because more 
dispassionate. But by describing it as a disintoxication 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 strives in 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. Alike in victory and in defeat this ecstasy includes 
a hunger to play a part in the drama of existence with vigour and delicacy, yet it holds spiritually aloof 
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 a whole. But so bold a claim should be made only with qualification, since, after all, we 
experience the universe only as fragments, not as an aesthetic unity. Nevertheless it 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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I would hazard the guess that the work of Mr. T. S. Eliot is inspired by this admiration of an objective 
world whose form involves both good and evil. Mr. I. A. Richards, I know, argues that such writing is 
concerned solely to make a "music of ideas"; but in this view he is 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. This is 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 value it is very important to inspect clearly the deliverance of such 
experiences.
There are times in 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 as dust in 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 a tent, 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 all 
its reputed benignity. No, they see the very same world that they saw before, but they unexpectedly exult 
in it. They judge it 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 with it, fall into worship of it, admire in 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 aloof.
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 he is, has also his part to play, though not the part he thought. For even the 
dust is in 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 players in the gods' game, may at least enter intelligently into the spirit of the game, and 
admire it not merely so far as it 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 is this talk 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 one is playing it? Or art, though no one 
creates it? 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's idea nor in its 
conformity with man's own nature, in what sense can it be excellent at all? The claim is that in certain 
moments of unusually clear percipience, or even through long periods or a whole 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 a whole is itself 
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 petals that 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 simply 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 have intrinsic value, or be intrinsically good, apart from any mind's appreciation or purpose. 
Yet 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, others to 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 a world which is itself alien to 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 closely it is observed, the more different it seems. For it appears to be in its very essence an 
interest in objectivity; and all attempts to 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 a quality 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 us in the actual experience 
itself as the just, though scarcely rationable, response to the universe as it is revealed in our time.
There is then at least 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 time is disillusion, 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 is on our side," that the universe is after all kindly disposed to us, but as a 
spontaneous salutation. Our task, then, is to single it out from all that has hitherto confused it, and to 
recognise that, whatever its true intellectual significance, it is itself an intuition of a value which eclipses 
all other values. Certainly we must criticise it by bringing to bear on it all 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 
his first national broadcast. The speech illuminates some episodes in 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 a factor, 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, is the full text of the broadcast and preserves the texture of 
Stapledon's speaking voice.
HUMAN NATURE is like 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, is the common view. Yet 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 a million 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. I should 
expect that if we could meet a man and woman of that race we should regard them as monstrously ugly. 
Yet, to one another, they would seem beautiful with a kind of beauty beyond our grasp. For those who 
had eyes to see, she, that woman of the future, would express in her strange body a far nobler and 
lovelier womanhood than is found in our world; and he a more 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 a very different world. It is a 
world which, in spite of all our disastrous muddles 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 
a superficial 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 a few 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 superficially, 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.
Well, I for one am sure that our present human nature needs altering. I can think of many ways in which 
I myself, for instance, might be better than I am. And my wife would probably welcome even more 
radical alterations in me.
The general direction of desirable changes I would summarise in this way. 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 is really 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 I should be remade, or you, is impossible. But do we not desire that a race of beings far happier and 
more vital than ourselves should some day occur? I for one hope that the creation of such a race 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 his world 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 species to keep on starting again with a clean slate. 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 also 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 I see it, not only must these cravings 
remain unfulfilled, but also it is better so. I must learn to regard myself and every other individual, even 
my dearest, as having the kind of excellence that a theme or phrase of music has. The phrase must not go 
on all through the music. It has its 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 all 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 energies in other directions. We are sometimes told that parenthood is a function without which the 
human spirit cannot flourish. I 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?
Perhaps it 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, also, might be so perfected that the individual's whole past might be recalled at will in all its 
original detail and vividness.
There might also be great improvements in man's perception of time in two manners. In the first place, 
he may come to hold together a longer span of time in 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 a stroke in tennis. Yet also, perhaps, his perception might be so refined that 
when a musical tune was sounded, he might at will either hear it as a single quality or sound, or 
distinguish its separate pulsations, as we do the ticks of a clock.
Great improvements will probably occur in man's intelligence. I 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 all in a flash, just as we solve those little problems that small 
children bring us, with tears of despair. "Why," he would say, "this is what you must do, and this." And 
(still greater miracle) he would probably have such powers of persuasion that he would actually get us to 
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 all) he would get them to share some fraction of his own 
insight.
By far the most important improvements in man I have still to mention. Today incalculable 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 I see things, all 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 a vivid personality; but also each one of them will 
imaginatively realise, not merely a few 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 I see it, 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.
Yet they will not be moral prigs. Probably they will not care anything for righteousness as an 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 unreliable in real life. 
Yes, and no. Reliable the remade men and women would certainly be; but they would not lack diversity. 
On the contrary, I 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 a barbarian fervour, yet also 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 there is a limit to the weight of brain that a single organism can safely 
carry, they will need to put all brains into 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's final goal may be, for us the general direction is clear. Man in our day is faced with 
two problems. The first is one on which all will agree, namely, to make possible a full and happy life for 
whatever individuals that occur in this and succeeding generations. The second is to 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's life there comes a time 
when he begins to see himself as a personality, and to make plans, however fantastic, for a long future. 
He determines to 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 all 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. He is too ignorant and dull-witted. But clearly, whatever his cosmical function, the 
first thing for him to do is to fulfill those human capacities which are at present so feebly exercised in 
him, those capacities in 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
Late in 1934, at the depth of the worldwide economic Depression, Stapledon spoke in a B.B.C. series on 
the history and future of mechanization. By then he had earned a reputation 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 elicit from 
him an uncritical technophilia. In his twenty-minute talk, Stapledon imagined a future in which all 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 a city 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 I WERE FEARING UNEMPLOYMENT, I should not be quite happy about this series of talks. I 
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 us it is a living death."
Now that's the plain truth. There's no getting over it. And before saying anything else I want to make it 
clear that I think mechanization has proved quite as much a curse as a blessing. It might be used to give 
everyone a full, interesting, happy life; but actually it has turned us all 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. I don't know whether "all God's children have wings," but I'm sure they 
might fairly soon all have pocket palaces (or apartments in larger palaces), if we really set our minds to 
the job. And those palaces might be filled with articles of use and of luxury from every part of the earth. 
Yet 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 a way enslaved to machinery. For we are all 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 all the really interesting things in 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 a factory or a business 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.
Yet it might be a means for making such a world as has never existed before, a world 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. As we were told last week, "We have all the resources and skill to give comfort 
and leisure to all men." And further, if "we" (which just means all of us working 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 see that all children are helped to learn how to get the best out of their leisure, the 
world will-how shall I put it?-flower mentally. Men will cease to be the crippled, stunted minds that 
most of us are today. 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 a fully 
awakened human community.
It would be dishonest and cowardly of me to 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 
controls it. Whatever happens, mechanization will almost certainly increase (unless, indeed, civilization 
crashes, and science is 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 folks in 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 
mechanization must be carried on by individuals seeking private profit, and that the dominance of their 
class is necessary to the community.
Well, I see no hope for the full and proper use of mechanization until the control passes from this one 
class that 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 me try to give a sketch of life as it may be in that sanely 
mechanized world.
Imagine that we find ourselves in a city 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. Yet, 
surprisingly, there are few vehicles. This is 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 a few, who (we are told) seek distinction by looking a bit 
shabby. The streets are lined with shop-windows, in which are displayed all 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 express itself in handicrafts. And, since everyone is 
brought up to become a leisured citizen with developed taste, there is 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, a region 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. 
This is possible because the principle of automatic transport has been carried to its logical conclusion. 
To use the 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 qualities is automatically fed into the building from the 
automatic goods train which brought it from the weaving factories many miles away. This system is 
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 a great 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 
slightly to suit individual needs. This sort of thing, we are told, is typical 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 peacefulness about these people, very different from the worried manner of 
our own industrial workers. This is evidently largely due to their extremely short hours, and the curious 
deliberateness of the whole process.
One girl does, indeed, seem worried. Yesterday (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 does it 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's inartistic." 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. This is 
because they are not too tired to use it, 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 his world, how to 
think critically and fearlessly, how to play an intelligent and responsible part in the great common 
enterprise of maintaining a truly human and civilized world-society. Of course everyone has some 
profession or other. There are factory workers, agriculturalists, doctors, teachers, and so on. But a man's 
working hours are mostly very short, and his leisure occupations are often socially quite as important as 
his official work. Moreover, the authorities strongly disapprove of anyone who becomes so absorbed in 
his work that he begins to grow mentally blinkered. Everyone's first duty is to 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 is liable to be called upon to vote on questions of 
general policy. This voting, we find, he does in a very novel way. When we have passed through the 
factory area, and are looking at the "pocket palaces" in a residential quarter (a country-side interspersed 
with private houses and great blocks of flats), we are of course surprised at many things in the interiors 
that we see, at the labour-saving devices that reduce household chores to a mere 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 is invaluable in times of crisis, when far-
reaching decisions have to be made in a hurry. Moreover, it gives the private citizen a vivid 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 a few 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 is too 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 his friends in 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 
take it 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.
I 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 a not very remote future increased 
mechanization will give them immensely increased power to crush opposition. The plain man's freedom, 
such as it is, will vanish. He will become a helpless cog in a rickety 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. The title it 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 is too 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. This is the more surprising because inevitably it is from the larger island that they 
receive most of their intellectual food.
Many times during my short visit I 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.
I am not one of those who assume that the countryman is necessarily a nobler creature than the 
townsman. Indeed, I am inclined to regard the townsman as, on the whole, more sensitive and 
quickerwitted, and far more aware of the general 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 is the 
superior. Or rather the Shetland Islander is the superior. For I cannot help believing that a good deal of 
the excellence that impressed me did indeed spring from the special circumstances of this island 
population. Theirs is 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 simple 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 I could judge, average human beings are of the finer type.
Perhaps I am exaggerating the virtue of the Shetland Islanders. I 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 I am convinced that this was 
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.
I suppose this exceptional human excellence should be attributed partly to the crofters' great variety of 
practical skills and partly to a remarkable 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 
grass is 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. 
Theirs is a hard life and often dangerous. But it is a life of skill and varied interest.
And it is a strikingly communal life. Neighbours are always helping one another with their peat-shifting 
or their sheep-dipping. Such co-operation is not necessarily an expression of special friendliness. It is the 
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 there is a very 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 crofts in their own right, though paying a tax 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 his life is that with his own strength and varied skills he wins a scanty livelihood from the land and 
sea. Conscious of his security, his prowess, and his intrinsic worth, he bows to no man but is kindly 
disposed toward all. Such, at least, was my impression. Here, it seemed, was a real 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 I 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 is true that the young are emigrating in increasing numbers to our cities. But this is 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 drifters that 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 Shetlanders joins 
the mercantile marine. A common plan is for a young 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 
cinema is beginning to have its usual effect. Radio is a commonplace in the crofts. Far to the south, the 
more fertile Orkneys have already been largely assimilated to Scotland. Shetland itself must soon 
succumb.
Sentimental considerations incline one to deplore this prospect. There is a romantic 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 
claustrophobia is deprived of a symbolic appeasement. Is this 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, I am convinced, prize their 
distinctive life highly, and recognise that modern conveniences cannot compensate for its loss. Having 
tasted city life, these struggle to return home. Others are less farsighted.
What precisely is it that we should envy in them, and what that they may reasonably envy in us? It is 
very difficult to say. We should envy them, I 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 this analysis is true 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 this ideal is in its very nature unrealisable.
Those who, like myself, desire a unified world-wide culture should also desire all 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 a true 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 volumes in 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 culminates in an analysis and cautious endorsement of mystical 
and intuitive vision as a counterbalance to rational and materialist ways of experiencing and interpreting 
the world. This is 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 a twofold 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 a point, 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. I 
shall now briefly consider this claim as it 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 leaders, but they have not been philosophers.
I shall consider mysticism only in the most general manner, and shall merely try to show what, in my 
view, is its 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" applies to a special 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. 
This insight is reported to be not merely a kind of knowing; it is the supreme achievement of knowing-
feeling-striving in one all-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 as it is knowledge, it is an 
immediate acquaintance with the hidden essence of a "reality" which is said to lie behind all ordinary 
and illusory experience.
The reports of the mystics vary greatly, but in spite of their differences they show a remarkable 
agreement about the general character of the experience. I 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 his fellow men. It is important to recognise that his motives, like most 
human motives, are very complex. He certainly desires, amongst other things, personal salvation in 
some sense. Christians conceive 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 motives is 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 conceived 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 also. 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 longs to 
annihilate his separate self and lose himself in the universal spirit.
Two different impulses appear among the mystics, often in the same individual. The first 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, I 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 exercises to 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 social environment. Good works among his fellow men may also play a large part in it. It 
may take the form of meditation, in which the individual tries to 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 imperfections in 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 a kind of charity-dealing robot. Meditation may lead to flight from social responsibility, 
and self-indulgence in a world of dreams; or to such a habit of self-analysis that the will is paralysed.
Amongst all these snares the 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 
generally includes a phase, sometimes known as "the dark night of the soul," in which all contact with 
the universal seems to 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.
The final 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, is likely to be interpreted in terms of 
the most cherished ideas of the individual's traditional culture. Consequently, in Christian lands and ages 
it is almost inevitable that interpretation should conform to the ideals of personal immortality and union 
with a personal God.
In general the ecstatic experience, which is the mystic's supreme reward, is said to give profound insight 
into the essential nature of reality, along with a stammering inability to describe what has been revealed, 
save in the most metaphorical and paradoxical terms. Sometimes the reality thus revealed is referred 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 time is in some sense transcended. What is discovered is a reality which is eternal.
The effect of mystical experience on the individual's ordinary life is claimed to be far-reaching. All his 
conduct is irradiated by memory of his vision. He is 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. He is 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 is the 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 also 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 all 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 arguments is immensely 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 reasonable 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 a large number of persons in 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 
a source of strength. It is true, 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 in individuals and in cultural 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, 
"You may be right. But the whole thing may be moonshine. I have no personal knowledge of any such 
experience, and I 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 a mystical 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 
a new and penetrating insight. It is easy to dismiss this seemingly mystical aspect as merely a product of 
uncritical emotion. It is always fatally easy to dismiss unobtrusive facts that do not accord with our 
theories. Another kind of experience which may have a mystical 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 a mystical aspect over and above their normal aesthetic 
character. Most strikingly this is revealed 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 his tragic 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 a terrible and yet somehow a right 
characteristic of the universe. It is too 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 experience is in grave personal danger or pain, or distress of any kind, and even in the agony of 
pity for one who is loved 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 a revealing symbol of reality, and as such 
one accepts it, not merely with resignation but with a sense that even this is involved 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.
I 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 a large 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. I 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? Is it really a kind 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, I should say, is not most satisfactorily described as a 
discovery of hidden reality; 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 there is a very 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 is regarded as very far from perfect? Plainly there is a 
logical conflict here, and it is useless to pretend that there is not.
I 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, I 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 is impossible. 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 a man is a finite individual; and his concern, his whole duty, is to 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 perhaps this is too trite a way 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 a living 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.
Let 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 his will tends to conform to that spirit, in the 
sense that he is 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 cosmos is 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 feels, 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 seeks to alter the universe, and the ecstatic 
acceptance of the universe, with all its glory and its shame, its joy and its distress, its beauty, and all its 
squalor.
But if this intellectual 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 is a mere "escapist," or that 
a particular piece of writing is sheer "escapism." It is implied that the true function of literature is, 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 themselves in actual life, that it should afford symbolic fulfilment 
to our starved needs. Through art these pent-up forces are said to obtain "release." Sometimes it is 
claimed that, by diverting attention from the sordid actuality, art constructs symbols of a deeper reality, 
more consonant with the spirit's real needs.
What degree of truth is there in these seemingly opposed views? It must, I 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 a very farfetched manner. The charge of escapism, I 
shall argue, is justified only when this other function, though ostensibly fulfilled, is as a matter of fact 
evaded.
In order to defend this opinion I must say briefly what in my view literature is, and what its relation is to 
the rest of human life. One who is not a literary critic ought perhaps to refrain from discussing this 
subject, particularly in a literary 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 is literature 
in the strict sense. All writing takes effect by affording expression or fulfilment, direct or symbolical, to 
human needs. Every kind of need, simple 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, I 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 all that is genuine literature. By "clarification" I mean the detailed clarification of familiar 
modes of experience. By "development" I 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, comes to 
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 as to 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 literature is 
to be judged, but one is 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 is the 
efficiency of expression by which this end is pursued. This distinction, however, is to 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.
I am assuming that there is a real 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 development of experience seems to 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. This formula, no doubt, is very controversial, particularly in respect of the 
meaning of "appropriate." But both in literature and in our daily practical lives it is assumed that feelings 
and actions can, in some important sense, be appropriate or inappropriate to objective situations. The 
essential function of literature, then, is to render experience cognitively more true and affectively and 
conatively more appropriate.
One of its subsidiary functions is to 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 a religious "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." I say "significant" because obviously there is a 
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 himself. In this sense even the extremely familiar proposition 2 
+ 2 = 4 is "creative." But when Keats said, "Beauty is truth, truth beauty," he produced something 
creative in a more significant sense. Even though, as I believe, this famous pronouncement is more false 
than true, it came, presumably, as something of a revelation to the poet and to his readers. 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 all literature is to some extent creative, I shall call the first 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 
propaganda in 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 as this process is 
cognitive, it will consist in an apprehending of fresh aspects of world or self, or of hitherto unnoticed 
relationships 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 as it 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 propaganda in a good cause does produce a development of experience in the public, 
and is therefore 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 his job, he is merely using sound advertising technique. But in propaganda that 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 also an aptitude for verbal expression, he is 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 his work will be in the strict sense 
literature, although its dominant motive is not the developing of experience simply for its own sake.
By literature of release, or "release literature," I mean literature in which the dominant motive and main 
import are neither creation nor propaganda but simply the assuagement of starved needs, the release of 
pent-up forces in the personality. Now "creative 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 a kind 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 a really quickening effect.
It may, I think, be truly said that, whereas literature of the predominantly creative type generally tends to 
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. There is one purely "release" motive, however, which expresses itself in iconoclasm, and 
dominates a good deal of "release literature" in our day. Those who have been seriously irked by 
authority may develop a need 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 literature is in 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." Even in literature, 
"release" is a quite 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 a wider 
public than that which is capable of appreciating literature of a more far-reachingly creative type.
"Escape literature" is less easy to define. And since it is superficially 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 anyone is an "escapist" is to charge him with shunning unpleasant reality. 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 
"in imagination," a world after his own heart's desire. "Escape literature," then, should be literature the 
main import of which is to protect the mind from unpleasant reality. This essential notion needs 
qualifying so as to 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 reality, 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 a whole. 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 a greater or lesser extent 
concerned with "release," in escape literature" release is used with the ulterior motive of escape. It is so 
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," since its main 
import is to advocate certain ideas and values. There is, 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. This is 
the essence of escapism. Even in escape fiction the fantasy, which is in fact a false fantasy, purports to 
be in some significant manner symbolically true of the real world of men and things.
"Escape literature" may include a great 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" is a 
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, I 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 a literary point of view propaganda 
for a bad end, however well done, is to be condemned in so far as it involves a restriction 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 a life-time writing 
"release literature" is to deny oneself the greater experiences; but this is true of any respectable and 
absorbing work. No doubt the writing of "release literature" may be used to distract the mind from 
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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 means for "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 is frittered away. The fact that such addiction to release does so 
often occur is no reason to censure release as such. In a society which is ripening 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 a man's life, the more necessary is it that he should have some diversion. Further, the more 
specialized his work, the more is there in him that needs release. To deny him release is to turn him into 
a neurotic, a puritan or a fanatic.
So far I have merely discussed in the abstract four possible kinds of import in literature. Is this 
classification of any practical service? Does it refer to objective characters which literary works actually 
have? And if so, how are these characters to be detected?
I 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 minds is bound to be excessively difficult to estimate. To deny that 
the clarification and development of consciousness is the main function of literature is, 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 sociologists ought to have something to say about it. I hazard a few remarks. The 
distressing situation which gives rise to escapist activity may be peculiar to the individual, or it may be 
something inherent in a group or in society as a whole. The extreme case of individual escapism is 
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 course is to acquiesce in 
the repression, to avoid recognizing that something or other is amiss, 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 is typical "escape literature." The other course is to try, however 
vainly, to probe the self so as to 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 its task, 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, is in 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. I have already noted that much which is thus condemned is 
merely release literature. But undoubtedly there is a great deal of writing, and some of it is literature, 
which is indeed escapist in the social sense. The criterion of such writing is that its main import is to 
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. I should expect the historian of literature to be able to point to 
typical "escape" works in 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 is itself, 
I believe, inspired by the need for escape. Of course its import is to escape from a very 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 a revolution 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. There is a familiar psychological principle according to which unconscious guilt and 
unconscious inferiority may cause a conscious "projection" of guilt and inferiority upon some scape-
goat. In a good 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 his own sin, or as excuses for his own mental and moral flabbiness. He has in 
fact constructed, though with an air of "stark realism," a fictitious world, which, superficially so like the 
reality, is false in the same way as the neurotic's delusion is false. It is a dream world. The main import 
of it is to 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 lies in facing 
the fact that the existing social order and his own part in it are unhealthy and immoral, for the Left 
escapist it lies in recognizing that his motive for condemning the social order is not as disinterested as he 
believes. Both are seeking escape from a personal moral challenge; but whereas in the one case the 
moral imperative is, "Do something about the social order," in the other it may be metaphorically 
expressed as, "Do something about the state of your own soul."
Left 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 a fictitious 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 II. "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 at 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 national culture, and 
so on. It is no more his business, we are told, to work deliberately for the harmony of the race than it is 
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 this view it is far 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 is to 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 his life 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 his time in travel, and in absorbing foreign cultures. He may have access to more than one 
social class. But unless he is firmly rooted in one particular national culture and the tradition of one 
social or vocational class, his experience will be superficial and his writing shallow. To attain insight 
into all the modes of human life and mentality is as impossible as to attain personal intimacy with all the 
individuals of a great society. Without personal intimacy, without prolonged intercourse with a few 
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 allusions to the life of a little 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.
I agree that literature of this kind is of great value to the race as a whole; is after all a contribution not 
merely to local or sectional but to human culture. I agree, too, that for those who have linguistic facility 
and a special bent for the study of foreign cultures it 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. I speak with feeling, for I myself happen to be a very bad 
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linguist and a very obtuse reader. In early days I struggled through the Divine Comedy, missing, I have 
no doubt, nine-tenths of its meaning. At a later stage I was told to read the French Imagists. I 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 a field-glass. My difficulty was not merely linguistic. For I read Joyce's 
Ulysses, delighting in the temper of it, but intelligently appreciating very little. I now read our 
contemporary English poets, again strangely enjoying the rhythm, the sensuous quality, and the mental 
mode of their works; but intelligently appreciating, alas, 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 erudition in 
which I have no share. God forbid that, just because stupid people cannot follow them, they should cease 
to write their pregnant cross-word puzzles. For I recognize that pregnant their works often are. 
Sometimes I 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 this kind of literature is in itself, valuable as it is for those who have the gifts and the 
opportunity to appreciate it, its direct contribution to human unity must at present be very slight. If I, 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 a single, universal 
language, perhaps an artificial one, and a world-literature written in that language. Probably there will, 
indeed, come a time when all men will speak one language and have one literature. But it is to be hoped 
that this will 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 his diversity. The 
uncompromising cosmopolitans, however, assure us that there will be ample diversity within the new 
world-culture, a diversity not of mere tribal 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 writers in the national tongues work for human unity?
Before facing this question I wish to form a more 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. I 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. One is 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 
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the individual 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 as each is 
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 is unity in diversity, as great a diversity 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 is a 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, I take to be the distinctively human way of social 
behaviour. It is unfortunately rare; for man is at heart still largely sub-human. Only where there is 
personal contact of receptive outward-feeling minds, is it fairly easy to attain the human kind of social 
behaviour, at least in a moderate degree. Where there is little 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 is rare.
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 is this. 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 more idiomatic it is, the less intelligible it is to those who have not been 
shaped to that particular idiom of living. Every writer's work falls in 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 
is intelligible to 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. This is essentially literature of the parish pump, significant for the parishioners, 
barren for the "foreigners" of the next village, or nation. Near the other extreme I 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. This is the true literature of our common humanity; though the scope even of this is limited 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 a manner intelligible to all men. Inevitably, 
therefore, they sacrifice the particular to the general, at least to some extent. Their greatness consists in 
their doing this without falling into vague generality, platitude, insipidity. Their success, I take it, 
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 is trivial, or if it has already been over-emphasized, so that its 
expression is inevitably hackneyed, then the result is failure. If, on the other hand, the subject-matter is 
of great human importance, particularly if the writing brings to light deep and obscure needs, it may 
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have great effect. Indeed, if those needs are blindly striving for fulfilment in a world-situation which is 
unpropitious to all men, then, I take it, the gifted writer may express them in a form powerfully 
significant to multitudes.
The function of literature, I suppose, is to 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 his world, 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 is truth in this 
view. Let no mood be simply 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 social classes and nations, we emphatically need, if we are to 
avoid an impoverished, mass-produced uniformity; but our diversity must at all 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 is important that conflict should be subordinate to an 
underlying unity of purpose.
Writers, I suggest, have a special 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. One is by doing all in their 
power to help the various sections of mankind to know and respect one another. The other way is to 
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 a foreign 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 a way that the sensitive foreign reader would be able to "jump to 
it" in the course of his reading. 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-
letters 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 circulated 
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 express in every channel available to them that great unifying idea 
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toward which already all thinking men and women are groping. This great new idea is 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 is intrinsically right and beautiful. This the writers 
know to be so. They know it in their hearts, if they are worth their salt. Some have already borne witness 
to this idea in glorious words and deeds. It is time for us all to escape from the chilly shadow of 
scepticism about this fundamental value, of scepticism born of a still 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 all in our more lucid states 
and in our distinctive manners falteringly pursue. Let us, in fact, even we moderns, proclaim the spirit.

Some Thoughts on 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 emphasize 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 You Can't Be Too Careful in Plan, the journal of the Progressive League, marked 
the end of what had become an increasingly frayed relationship.
I AM NOT ATTEMPTING to review this book as a novel, but simply to consider it as an expression of 
Wells's attitude to mankind. The central idea is that we are a half-developed species, not a finished 
product of evolution. "We are a lowly and infantile breed. There is 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 a relatively 
profound metamorphosis during adolescence, and the remains of a lunar sex cycle underlying the more 
developed solar one. More significant, I 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 social life in the brief course of a million years or so. Yet still his fundamental nature 
remains. Still he wants to feel successful, masterful, lord and owner of all he surveys." Therefore, if men 
are to succeed in overthrowing their present damaging social system and the blind privileged class which 
controls it, 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 a world-community needs is 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 simply derivative from self-feeling; and anyhow self-regard is not quite so exclusive as Wells 
believes. Our species is, indeed, half-developed; but the hero of this novel, E. A. Tewler, who is meant 
to be a symbol true essentially of the whole species in actual conditions, is a misleading 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, a possibility 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 his life really 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 a small 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 is very 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 a jaundiced pair instead. 
The truth surely is that both personal resentment and a disinterested passion of comradeship, not only in 
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a resolute minority but to some extent in the majority also, has an important part to play. Further, it is 
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 a force be generated for the purposeful 
reshaping of the environment.

Social Implications of Atomic Power
Like many others in August 1945, Stapledon learned of the destruction of Hiroshima from a radio 
broadcast. He was horrified, although the news did not take him completely by surprise. He had 
imagined a first atomic test, the use of atomic weapons in war, and the destruction of human civilization 
by an accidental chain-reaction in his first work of fiction, Last and First Men. In sketching a hopeful 
future for the social uses of the split atom, Stapledon drew on his long career, since 1912, of teaching the 
history of industrialism in courses given through the Workers' Educational Association. And in 
imagining how the quality of daily life might be ameliorated by atomic energy, he refurbished ideas 
advanced in his broadcasts of the 193Os, "The Remaking of Man" and "Machinery and Labour."
DURING THE BATTLE OF BRITAIN, when it seemed likely that the Nazis would conquer this island, 
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 I heard the announcement on the radio, I was flung back into that sense of the 
precariousness of all 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 a city.
J. B. S. Haldane recently made an interesting suggestion. There might, he said, be a general law of 
nature that any intelligent species which learned to use atomic power before it had unified its world must 
destroy itself. I should put the matter rather differently. To avoid self-destruction, I should say, any 
species that wins atomic power must have a firmer 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 this island 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 a whole. 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 years it 
will be open to everyone? By doing so the Americans merely encourage the suspicion that they intend to 
use their secret before it is too 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.
I 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 
Russia's 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 is in its infancy. 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 Mars and ' are the remains of a 
shattered world. How did it come to grief?
Science is like Aladdin's lamp. The genie gives whatever is demanded, whether good or bad. Thus far 
science has given us a strange mixture of both. Is atomic power to be used so as to 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 powers in 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 problems to 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. This will 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 is a mere 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 altogether, 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 workers into 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 it is wisely 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 he is to make good use of his leisure, he must from childhood be helped to learn what 
to do with it. True democracy is impossible unless the citizens have plenty of leisure and the ability to 
use their leisure well. The social function of leisure is to 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 a whole. It should also give them the chance of voluntary cultural and social service in 
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 use it.
It should also 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 able to 
allow to every individual the chance of a leisurely and liberal education. But let us always remember 
that, unless education is backed by a favourable 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 is a wild animal, and he needs to 
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 see fit, we may breed special types of human beings to 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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so 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 as we are? The 
only right answer is a religious 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 the race as a 
whole, is to 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, I 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 us together.
If this is so, then the true function of atomic power is that 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 all. 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 is that 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 plea for 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 is full 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 a glorious part in creating European culture; and without their 
continued and vigorous participation in the New Europe that culture cannot flower again. This revival of 
Europe I 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 is in a sense still 
adolescent. Though culturally both derive from Europe, each has also developed its own characteristic 
and vigorous genius. In neither case is that genius yet freed from the extravagance and insensitivity of 
youth.
Each of these two peoples, let us admit, is the custodian of a very important truth, or rather half-truth; 
but neither is at present capable of appreciating the equally important half-truth of the other.
America, as we 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 a common 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 us realize 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 was in 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 this religious 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 America to cutthroat commercialism, in Russia to ruthless 
discipline of all individuals who do not accept the "party-line."
It is easy to see why each of the two great peoples is fanatical about its own half-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 social 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 social 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 
America and Russia learn from each other, only Western Europe is in 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 social 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 adolescent 
peoples, and the conflict of their half-truths throughout the world, may overwhelm us all 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 a void 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 Europe is urgently needed. For Europe, I 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 I cherish our British 
kinship with the Americans, I 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 Russia and America.
It is perhaps not an exaggeration to say that we are now living through the most momentous decades in 
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.
I like to think of the career of our species by means of the image of a river. The obscure source from 
which the river sprang, the biological mutations from which homo sapiens originated, lies perhaps as 
much as half a million years away in the past. From that point it wanders slowly over a vast plain. 
Change in human affairs is incredibly slow. Tribes rise and fall. Crude techniques are discovered, 
forgotten, and discovered again, only to be lost once more. Conditions in a man's childhood are 
generally much as they will be in 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 years in 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 the life of the 
mind.
The hurrying river still accelerates, with the ever-increasing improvement in the means of production. 
The world of a man'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 is in 
the very act of plunging over a precipice as a cataract. Change is immensely accelerated. Today, the 
world of a man'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. Yet 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 a more 
mature science.
Meanwhile the gift of crude power is indeed terrifying. Like the djinn of Aladdin's lamp, science is a 
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 as the 
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 slavery, 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 directs it. 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, I 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 minds in 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 is inevitable in our complex world society in its period of supreme crisis, we 
must plan for the full expression of personality in all 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 liberties is possible save in a stable society, acceptable to the great 
majority of citizens. In our present world-crisis, therefore, some curtailment even of the essential 
liberties is inevitable. We must see to it that governments do not use this need for discipline as an excuse 
for tyranny.
This "liberal communism" is impossible unless we solve our religious conflict. For no society can be 
wholesome unless it 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 happiness is to 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, this is true. 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.
Is 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? I 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, I found a surprising number who were already groping. The ideas which 
I have been haltingly putting before you are in a way 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 a re-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. Cabbages in 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 desire is 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. He is not like the bird, which is perfected for life in 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, there is no divine purpose at all. Or again, and more probably, 
there neither is or 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 individual lives and in the whole common life of our species.
At night we may sometimes raise our eyes to the stars, and imagine also, 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, I 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 all; unless perhaps, after all, the one clue may be the spirit 
that so imperiously in our own hearts demands allegiance. Perhaps! But perhaps this too is no 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 a familiar 
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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 is a sign 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.
I.  Introduction
IT IS WITH SOME HESITATION that I address this very expert Society. I 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 I failed to pass the "London Matric" in what used to be called "organic chemistry" 
and that my knowledge of mathematics is far more sketchy even than my knowledge of the sciences. I 
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 this is 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 
a whole. 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 politics, ethics, religion and philosophy. One of the most serious problems of our day is to work 
out an educational technique which, while producing real experts in each field, will ensure that each one 
of them will also be a reasonably 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. This is 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. This is indeed a formidable task; and unless these universal 
intruders combine intelligence with humility, they are likely to make a mess of it, and to be reviled by 
the experts in every field.
It is therefore with a combination of humility and the hardihood that leads fools to rush in where angels 
fear to tread that I venture to talk to you at all. The only useful thing I can do is to try to show you how, 
as it seems to me, your bold and highly specialized venture of interplanetary travel fits into the total 
venture of man in this formidable universe.
I start with an assumption amply justified by the Society's work. I assume that, if all goes well with man, 
men will, in fact, be able to reach the other planets within a few 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, all may not go well with man. His folly 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 a law of nature that 
any species that gains atomic power before unifying its world-society must destroy itself. I should 
myself say, not merely "before it unifies its worldsociety," but "before it disciplines itself 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 species is said to have begun about a quarter to half a million 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 whole 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. Conditions in a man's childhood were generally much the same as 
conditions in his old age. But at last 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 a little over two hundred and forty generations. The river of 
human life accelerated 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 his whole 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. Yet, 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 thus far. 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 a little less silly, his doom is sealed. On the other hand, given a modicum of wisdom, we 
shall be able greatly 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, I shall consider later.
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 I 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 deepening 
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, also, 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.
II. 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. One is the possibility of wars between the worlds. This situation might 
perhaps cause at least a temporary 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 his victory, and then by exploitation of the conquered races for man's advancement. The 
other possibility is interplanetary 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 is it 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 conceivable 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 system is 
inhabited by any race even approaching man in intelligence. Bear with me while I summarize the data, 
and correct me later if I am mistaken. Let us begin with our nearest neighbour, the moon. I am told that 
it is almost 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 its water. 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 a wealth 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 as we 
know) has evolved to the human level. The asteroids are of course much too small. On the other hand, 

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruiswij...menten/spaar/Olaf%20Stapledon%20-%20Rare%20stories.txt (61 of 160)20-2-2006 23:29:58



file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruiswijk/Mijn%20documenten/spaar/Olaf%20Stapledon%20-%20Rare%20stories.txt

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 planets life has evolved on a 
different chemical basis, and that atmospheres lethal to us may be hospitable to biochemical processes 
alien to ours. But I 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 a far 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 is inhabited by minute intelligent creatures whose constitution is quite unknown to us. The 
evidence is opposed to this view, but not overwhelmingly.
At this point I cannot resist a digression, 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 as to gather power for the maintenance of vital activities. Life taps and canalizes part of the vast spate 
of energy, thus forming 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 layers or in 
its middle depths, flame-like organisms of this type, and might not some species of them equal or excel 
man in intelligence? This is indeed a flagrant 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. Mars is the 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.
III. 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, let 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 socially. Then 
what should a united mankind do with the planets?
Obviously, 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 simply never bother to take the necessary trouble to 
set foot on another planet. No doubt this is 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 
planets is 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. I am quite incompetent in this field, and must 
merely note that the motive of economic gain may play a leading 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, 
Antarctica and 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 development. For my 
part, since I am by nature something of a savage, I 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 least 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 I shall consider 
later. At present I 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 I fear that the little planet would soon be overcrowded, and Earth depopulated.
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 as is now known, is quite unsuited to terrestrial 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.
IV. Adapting Man to the Planets
It is time 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 a lot, 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 technique might perhaps produce 
a well-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 a tendency for a large proportion of the planet's 
water to remain permanently suspended in the atmosphere.
On the outer planets, eugenics would have to play a major part. Even if the problems of the atmosphere 
and the extreme cold could be solved, there would be very great difficulties to 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 
cells in the nervous system; or, as it were, on the complexity of the telephone exchange. Thus the 
attainment of human intelligence in a very 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. There is 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 as to 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 a word 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 cranial 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 Is It 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 is it all 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. (I 
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 planets to afford to 
human beings as much pleasure as possible, to give to 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 a luxury-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, I think, would agree that, though a certain amount of luxury is a harmless and even civilizing 
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thing, there is a point beyond which the increase of luxury leads to spiritual degradation. Man has risen 
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. I conclude that if the fruit of all the devotion of the British Interplanetary Society is to be merely the 
debauching of mankind with the riches of other worlds, you had better all stop paying your subscriptions.
The second possible aim in relation to the planets is 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 as it is my mark, 
made actually by me, is very 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 simply 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 commercial ventures. Generally some fairly plausible excuse is found 
for all this feverish 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. In itself, 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 
as a whole is that, 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 absolute 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 simply 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 a whole species. Man may 
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become obsessed with a passion merely to make a big mark on the solar system. In principle there is 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 planets is that of using them to make the "most" of 
man, or the "best" of him; in fact, for the full expression of the most developed capacities of the human 
species. Here we have a goal 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 
as an end in himself? Is "good" simply whatever man wills? Is a thing to be called "good" merely 
because or in that man wills it? 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 is in some sense independent of his actual nature in its 
present stage of development? These questions cannot be even clearly stated, let alone answered, 
without raising very difficult philosophical problems. They cannot be truly answered with a plain "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 
a particle, and in another sense not a particle but a train of waves.
VI. Fundamental 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 he is, he certainly is (or has) a body, which is a physical 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, man is very small, an 
inconceivably minute parasite on a minute planetary grain floating in an immense void that is extremely 
sparsely sprinkled with great suns. Size is in itself 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 
ludicrously called Homo sapiens, is of very recent growth. But he is the most developed of terrestrial 
organisms. That is, he is 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 a mammal, a primate. His unique gift is his 
relatively high intelligence, which has depended on the unique development of hands and eyes and 
cerebral cortices. There is good reason to believe, however, that man is a very imperfect species. The 
bird is just 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, he is 
little better than a clumsy flying lizard.
Psychologically, what is it 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, impossible to 
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 developed the possibility of a unique kind of self-awareness and awareness 
of other selves. In fact, he has become capable of personality, and of genuinely personal relationships, 
including all 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 she is, 
without wishing to impose his will 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 a little 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 is largely transcended in the will for mutual adjustment and mutual dependence.
Perhaps I ought to apologize for wandering so far from the planets. But, believe me, this digression 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 is what I 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.
Well, to continue this venture, from the experience of love or friendship or some form of genuine 
community in the field of personal 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. This ideal has haunted man 
for thousands of years. In one form or another, it has played an important part in all 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 is Love. 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 is it 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 developed 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 is to 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 (I 
should say) with experiences at the highest reach of human capacity, experiences which cannot be 
adequately described in terms of merely primitive impulses. I 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, I 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 a peculiarly 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, I shall call this most significant kind of experience "spiritual experience" or 
"experience of spirit." But I 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 
a divine person or God. I mean by "spirit" simply a particular way of experiencing and behaving. In fact, 
it is that kind of life which Christians sometimes call "the life of the spirit" or the "Way" of the Spirit, 
and Chinese sages have called simply "Tao," the "Way." What kind of a life the spiritual life is, I shall 
consider presently, trying to describe it in modem language and in relation to modem experience.
Meanwhile, I 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 a vision of the Way itself as 
supremely right. Whatever the status of spirit in the universe, what matters is 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, a real 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, a vision 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 
allegiance.
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But what sort of a way of life is the 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, I think we can express the essence of the matter in 
modern language. The very brief account that I 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 me to 
describe the essence of their experience, in so far as it can have any meaning at all for ordinary human 
beings.
I must begin with a few words about the nature of personality, for the spiritual way is essentially a way 
for personal beings. Something is aware of something. "I," whatever that is, am aware of my body in its 
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 a very sketchy way) of a whole objective universe in which I 
am. No doubt my awareness of these things is 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, there is an 
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. I consciously "espouse" my body's needs. I desire their 
fulfilment. For instance, when my body needs food, I desire the activity of eating. Similarly with the 
needs for sleep, sexual activity, and so on. In infancy this innermost ring of objectivity is all 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 a few 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, I 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 I 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 
a whole. Beyond again, comes the ring of abstract ideas, true and false, both kinds being objective to the 
experiencing "I." True ideas, in the final analysis, are simply objective characters apprehended by minds, 
and abstracted from their particular settings. The idea "dog" is the common character distinctive of all 
dogs. Of course, all ideas are partly false, some more so, some less. But even the false elements in 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 a new 
abstract idea.
Now the overwhelmingly most important abstraction is the spirit, the ideal way of life. It is an ideal 
which is implied in, and emerges from, the actual experienced nature of personal beings, much as the 
law of gravity is implied 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 save in true 
community with other persons. By community I mean not simply a relationship in which each individual 
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 a way 
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 a common cause.
Now I 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 a whole. 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 
all 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 is simply "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 theism is a frail 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 
all 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 
I have called "spiritual" comes with an undeniable sense of "being very much awake," in the sense that it 
presents a vision 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 value is 
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.
VII. A Commonwealth of Worlds
In the light of this all too superficial discussion of the spirit, I can now say what, in my view, is the right 
use of the planets.
If any of them is inhabited 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 is unlikely that any other planet is in 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 as to afford to every human being the greatest possible 
opportunity for developing and expressing his distinctively human capacity as an instrument of the 
spirit, as a centre 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 is in 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, all 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 really 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 is a unity 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 ideologies centre upon America and Russia 
respectively. Each, I 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 a far 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 is in a position to sympathize with both the half-
truths. Formerly champions of individual liberty, we are now being forced by dire circumstances to 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 all, with due respect to those 
vigorous adolescents, the Americans and the Russians, Europe, with all its faults, is relatively adult; and 
moreover is the custodian of a great 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 this island 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 this island, in this 
great city, may determine whether that dream of a commonwealth of worlds is to be made real or made 
for ever impossible.
VIII.  Man and the Cosmos
I shall now add a postscript on a larger 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 a whole? Interstellar travel seems to 
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 a very 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 this way some of the nearest planetary systems. But the method would obviously be 
extremely cumbersome. It is not quite inconceivable that a far better method may some day be 
developed. In view of recent spectacular but still very fragmentary discoveries in the field of paranormal 
psychology, it is just 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 a surmise 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, I think, be certain that, wherever, in any age or any galaxy, beings exist who are 
developed up to or beyond the level of awareness precariously 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 this ideal 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. The ideal of the spiritual life is involved in the very nature of personality. Apart 
from special cases of perversion or obsession by minor ends, the supreme end, which is the fulfilling of 
the spirit, cannot but be acceptable 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 
cosmos 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 alternatives. We may suppose that God himself (or the 
supratemporal mind of the cosmos) embraces in a single cosmical experience, all the worlds and all their 
age-long lives; or we may declare simply that the goal of cosmical awareness is not attained, and is only 
a crazy 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 there is 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 
themselves in flower and fruit but simply 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. Let us remember, too, that if modem physics is 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 consciousness in 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 cosmos is 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 process is 
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 all things. So to speak, God, who created all things 
in the beginning, is himself created by all things in 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 us to 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. This is not 
the place to open up so vast a subject; but I 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 universe is unreal, 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 also. 

 
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 a literary 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 his rare 
efforts in short fiction, "The Peak and the Town" is an allegorical self-assessment by an author 
struggling to maintain the purity of his spiritual vision in the context of political ambivalence and artistic 
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disappointment.
AFTER ALL THIS WANDERING in the mist and the chill rain I must be far from any track. And 
darkness is coming. There is nothing for it but to puzzle again over the maps, though they are sketchy 
and in conflict. I must trace out more carefully the way I 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 I breasted a ridge alone, under the cloud ceiling; and the cloud swallowed me. If I 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 a map. 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, there is a hut where death is fulfilment.
Well, it is time to recollect and assess and reorientate; and then, hoping or despairing, to press on.
It is a strange 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 population. 
In the first hours of our life's day we tottered forward, each step a lesson, each tumble a tragedy, each 
joy a fleeting 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 majority, in fact all but a few 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. This we 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 I 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 a while we came upon a fork in the road. The main company, and I 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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derelict, 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 
figures toiling up a steep and craggy track. But most of us were not strong enough to attempt so rough a 
route; and many, out of a kind 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 a whole 
mountain had already been used up for road-metal. Pointing to the western plain, they showed us, under 
a bank 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 a good 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, a great crowd flocking along the road, were a proper 
nuisance to the traffic. Cars drew up in front of us with 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 a girl friend, and spend their 
money.
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After a while 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 glass jars, 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 electron, 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 intellectual 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 already 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 this is it."
For my part I 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 I did not. Though the memory of 
these marvels, and the calm scrutinizing spirit of the researchers and teachers, would, I hoped, influence 
me for ever after, yet some obscure impulse, some inarticulate 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 a wealthy 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, I 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 as to overthrow the rulers and found a workers' 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 the rich, 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 as to compel these unfortunates to 
labour for them for wages.
With some of my fellow-travellers I 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 little it 
caressingly hypnotized us. Only a few 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. As we 
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. Yet we never came upon any individuals who could have been consciously 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 all 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 all 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 all 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.
I agreed that the time for the great change had come, and I talked a lot about it. But when they urged me 
to join their Party, somehow I could not; whether through cowardice or cynicism or some deeper cause, I 
do not know. It seemed to me that the Party-members for all their devotion to the Revolution and all 
their splendid comradeship, had overlooked something. But what it was I could not determine.
As for 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, I felt, would remain occult until I 
should have climbed, or at least clearly seen, the Peak. The comrades in the Party told me that this was 
because I was at heart a self-deceiving bourgeois, and could not help clinging to the illusion of my own 
individuality and uniqueness. Perhaps! But I cannot be other than I am. The call of the Revolution and 
the call of the Peak echoed through my mind in painful discord.
For a long while I hesitated in the town, discussing the Revolution and the condition of the masses. 
Incompetently and irresolutely, I 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, I 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. I 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 a new age? The rulers promised that when the war was over they themselves would co-operate 
in a glorious Revolution. The Comrades put all 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 I began to realize that no remedy for the town's ills 
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 were in a dilemma. By now it was clear to many of us that, for those who had shared in the 
town's life 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 a worker 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.
I 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 simple," he said, "you want to be in two places at once, living two lives at 
once. Duplicate yourself." I laughed, but he continued, "We all have at least two selves, but one of them 
is generally not used, just as my left eye is not used when I look through this glass with the other." In 
silence he went on working. I began to side with those who thought him crazy, but he began talking 
again, and I was interested.
"I myself," he said, "am sitting here; but also at this very moment I 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."
I 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 life is a single day, from the birth-dawn to the night of death. But when you are busy with the 
journey, and particularly with your affairs in this town, your days pile up in thousands." It was true.
"There is no satisfactory life," he continued, "but the double life. You 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. Yet, 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 also see the hills. Your 
thoughts and feelings will be sharpened by the mountain air, and your conduct will be sane. Yet 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," I demanded, "does one learn this marvellous duplicity?"
"At first," he said, "it really is rather difficult; but if you persevere you will gradually find that you are 
maintaining 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 
are in 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 his voice, "if you 
stumble into premature death in one of your lives, you will simultaneously 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 I now assiduously practiced his 
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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 a great 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 a while the way grew steeper. Some of us lagged. Some turned back. Some 
branched out upon alternative ways. And at last I was alone, making my own course among these gaunt 
grooved foot-hills.
For a long while I climbed alone in the mist, until at last it was borne in on me that I was lost. And here I 
am, lost and very tired. And darkness is coming.
Far away in the town also, though that inner peace remains, I am lost and very tired. My work with the 
comrades is confused and suspect. And when I tell them of the Peak, they look at me askance.
Perhaps I shall never reach the high valley. Perhaps I 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 is to press on. The day is not yet done. And death even here would not be wholly defeat.

 

The Man Who Became a Tree
In his last 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 a letter to his fiancee Agnes Miller, written during World War I 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 a great solitary beech tree, lord of its field, 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 a muscle, a 
giant limb that gave the great trunk its grip upon the ground.
He took out of his pocket his little 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 a tenuous cloud above his face. Then he thrust his fingers deeply into the leaf mould, pretending 
that they were roots. Profound peacefulness seemed to bathe his happily tired limbs. 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 leaves.
What would it be like, he wondered, to be a tree? Drowsily he tried to figure out the possible features of 
a tree's consciousness, if indeed a tree was conscious at all. It might perhaps have sensations all over its 
vast and intricate surface. When the wind rocked it, it might feel its internal stresses. Of visual 
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 still 
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. Yes, 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 a while, an increased agitation of his leaves 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 a few random chilly blows upon his windward leaves told him that it was beginning to rain. 
Presently the whole population of his leaves was receiving a downpour of these little blows, and an 
invigorating coolness was spreading over all 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 his face, 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 
all his members, and in his roots 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. 
Yet this seemed to him a matter of no moment. It was far more important for him to explore his new life 
as a tree. Anyhow, he could not do anything about his poor old human body, since he had forgotten how 
to move its limbs.
The storm must have continued into the night, for after a while 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 his roots 
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 morsel. 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. This was 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 
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himself, was the tingling fieriness of some strong mellow wine. But it had also a quality which was akin 
to religious feeling, a fervour less obvious in the human palate's contact with alcohol, 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 as a single 
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 
question 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 was in a 
sorry state. Drenched and chilled, it was also ragingly hot. In fact it was in 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 a moment 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 aloof 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 his leaves. 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 his leaves and the retraction 
of his sap, he lost the greater part of his experienced world. The cold, which had been painful, was now 
a drowsy numbness. He must have fallen into a kind of hibernating sleep; for when, quite suddenly, he 
woke, it was to find not only a deadly 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 a weight 
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 his whole 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, a woman, with 
her monthly rhythm, might enter into more naturally than any man. It gave him an overwhelming 
excitement of tumescence, and a yearning that put the whole giant body, even to the farthest rootlets, 
into a fever.
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And now at last he was aware of the tree as a single 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, as it 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.
Year 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 a man's. In a way 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. Yet it retained its human intelligence and continued to observe the tree's 
experience analytically.
It was in the tree's old age that the man first detected another universe of arboreal experience, that had 
been going on all 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 this individual 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 this was not all. 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, is simple; 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 
a new universe. For it was not merely that he was flooded by an overwhelming bulk of new experience 
of the same order as the 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 I 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 a very 
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 cross it. 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 reality. 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 a lecture on Science and 
Fiction that he gave in Manchester in 1947, the year of the publication of The Flames, Stapledon 
acknowledged that his latest romance depended on "wild biology." But the novella is complexly layered 
and one of Stapledon's most elusive and ingenious creations. Most of the narrative is in the form of a 
letter written from a mental asylum by a man claiming to have had a telepathic link with hostile 
inhabitants of the sun. The letter is intended 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 is intended to be prophetic, what is being 
prophesied? Allusions to the great conflagrations of World War II, including the atomic bombings, may 
indicate that Stapledon wanted the novella to 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 I have received from a friend with a view to publication. The author has given 
it the form of a letter to myself, and he signs himself with his nickname, "Cass," which is an 
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abbreviation of Cassandra. I 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.
Cass will not, I am sure, mind my saying that he always seemed to us a bit crazy; but he certainly had a 
queer 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 us to straighten out our tangles, and I 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 eyes to the folly of it. It is for this reason that I feel bound to carry out his request to publish 
the following statement. I cannot myself vouch for its truth. Cass knows very well that I am an 
inveterate sceptic about all 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 refers to the "doubting Thomas" of the New Testament.
Cass, I 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 his claims. But if I 
refrain from believing, I also refrain from disbelieving. Too often in the past I have known his wild 
prophecies come true.
The head of the following bulky letter bears the address of a wellknown 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 us in 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. I am not concerned for myself. They 
treat me well here, and I can carry on my research in para-normal and super-normal psychology as well 
here as anywhere, since I am used to being my own guinea-pig. But by accident (yet it was really no 
accident at all, as you will learn) I 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 I urge you to publish this letter as soon as possible. Of course I realize that its only chance is to be 
accepted by some publisher as fiction; but I have a hope that, even as fiction, it will take effect. It will be 
enough if I 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 as fiction. I am no writer; and people are more interested in clever yarns of love or crime than in 
matters that lie beyond the familiar horizon. As for the literary critics, with a few brilliant exceptions, 
they seem to be far more concerned to maintain their own reputations as cognoscenti than to call 
attention to new ideas.
Well, here goes, anyhow! You remember how in the old days, I suspected that I had certain unusual 
powers, and you all laughed at me; specially you, Thos, with your passion for intellectual honesty. But 
though you were always the most sceptical, you were also in a way the most understanding, and 
sympathetic. Your laughter, somehow, didn't ostracize me. Theirs did. Besides even when you were in 
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your most perverse and blind mood, you somehow "smelt" right, in spite of your scepticism. You were 
indeed sceptical, but emotionally you were open-minded and interested.
Recently I have developed those unusual powers quite a lot, and I am studying them scientifically; 
inspired by you. I should love to tell you all about it, and have your criticism, some day. But at present I 
am concerned with something far more important; infinitely important, from the human point of view, 
anyhow.
· · · 
A couple of months before I was put in this place, I went to the Lakes for a holiday. I had recently done 
a job 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 I returned 
to England, I was near a breakdown, and I needed that holiday desperately. So I found a farm where I 
could be comfortable and alone. I intended to do a lot of walking, and in the dark evenings I would read 
through a bundle of books on the para-normal stuff.
When I arrived, the whole countryside was under snow. Next morning I 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 I 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. I 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 
was it. (Why am I telling you all this? Frankly, I don't see how it is relevant to my story, and yet I feel 
strongly that it is relevant; and must be reported, if you are to get things in the right proportion.) You 
remember how painfully sensitive I always was to the temper of a situation, a scene or a crowd of 
people. Well, this situation upset me horribly. I had to keep telling myself that, after all, I was not the 
last man on earth about to succumb to the ultimate frost. A queer terror seized me, not simply for 
myself, though I was very doubtful about finding my way down before nightfall, but for the whole 
human race. Something like this, I 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 the frail offspring of that initial divine act of creation. I had felt the same terrifying presence in 
Germany too, but in a different 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 Allies did 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 bins! 
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! I see I have said something that will look mighty foolish in relation to what I 
am going to say later in this letter. I must emphatically disown my own thoughtless remarks. Indeed, as I 
shall later explain, I am not always able to resist the influence of certain alien powers that are at work in 
my mind.
But I am straying from the point.
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I floundered down the stony snowed-up shoulder of the mountain, and soon I realized that I was 
completely lost. There was nothing for it but to press on downwards, hoping for a change of weather, 
and a release 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 veil 
was lifted, and I found myself on a familiar ridge between two wide valleys. The view was-well, 
brilliant, so dazzlingly beautiful that I felt my throat tighten as if I 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 all life from the universe, it was amusing itself with miracles of beauty.
I came down the ridge at a trot, taking a header now and then in the snow. After a while, a disused mine 
attracted my attention. By an odd trick of the setting sun, a great heap of stones looked like a 
smouldering hillock, seen against the background of the dark valley. I could imagine this excrescence as 
an efflux of glowing lava that had welled out of the mine. The tone of the whole world was now 
changed. I 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, I had also descended the piled aeons of time, from the earth's future 
icebound death to its fiery youth.
Then I had a strange experience. First, a whim (which now I know to have been no whim at all) impelled 
me to turn aside from my route, and explore the sunlit rubbish. Reaching it, I climbed its slope. At a 
certain point I stood still, wondering what to do next. I turned to rejoin the track, but an irresistible 
impulse brought me back to the same spot. I stooped down, and began lifting the stones away, till I had 
made a little hollow in the rough slope. I worked steadily on, as though I had a purpose, laughing at my 
own aimless persistence. As the hollow deepened, I grew excited, as though I were "getting warmer" in 
my search. But presently the impulse to burrow left me, and after a moment's blankness I began to feel 
about in the pit, as though I 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 I 
straightened my back. It was just an ordinary stone, quite irregular, and about the size of a matchbox. I 
peered at it in the dusk, but could see nothing remarkable about it. In a moment of exasperation, I flung 
it away; but no sooner had it left my hand than I was after it in an agony of desire and alarm. Not till I 
had done some anxious groping, did I have the satisfaction of touching it again. I now began to realize 
that my behaviour was queer, in fact quite irrational. Why, I asked myself, did I value this particular 
stone? Was I merely mad, or did some ulterior power possess me? If so, what did it will of me? Was it 
benevolent or malignant? I tried an experiment on myself. Putting the stone down carefully where I 
could easily find it again, I walked away, expecting once more to feel the distress that I had felt on 
throwing the stone from me. To my surprise, I felt nothing but a very mild anxiety. Of course, I 
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. I returned to the stone, picked it up almost lovingly, 
and put it in my pocket. Then I hurried down the slope, guided by a distant light, which I guessed to be 
the farm-house where I was staying.
As I 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. I had a sense that I 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 I had changed into dry clothes I 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 I am 
ashamed to confess that they did not spoil my meal. I sat down to read in the decrepit armchair by the 
fire. But the day of fresh air had made me drowsy, and I found myself just sitting and gazing at the 
bright embers. Curiously I had forgotten about my stone since the moment when I had arrived and put it 
on the mantelpiece. Now, with a little shock I remembered it, reached for it, and examined it in the light 
of the oil lamp.
It still appeared to be just an ordinary stone, a little bit of some kind of igneous rock. Using my field-
glass, back to front, as a magnifler, I still found nothing unusual about it. It was a commonplace medley 
of little nodules and crystals all jammed together, and weathered into a uniform greenish grey. Here and 
there I saw minute black marks that might perhaps be little holes, the mouths of microscopic caves. I 
thought of breaking the stone, to see what it was like inside; but no sooner had the idea occurred to me 
than I was checked by a wave of superstitious horror. Such an act, I felt, would have been sacrilege.
I fell into a reverie about the stone's antiquity. How many millions of years, I 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. I 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 its lost territory. I watched with a degree of excitement that seemed 
quite unjustified. After a while the stone itself began to glow. I piled on fresh fuel, carefully leaving a 
hole through which I could watch the stone. Presently it was almost as bright as the surrounding coal. 
After all those millions of years it 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 I had 
ever seen, a little 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's tip, surprisingly, was a ring 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 a large piece of the roof of its little world crashed down upon 
it, spreading it in all 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.
I now became aware that I was in 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. I ought to have mentioned earlier, Thos, that I 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. I 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 I 
have always found that the most effective way to make telepathic contact with any person is to 
concentrate attention on him.
The tempo of the flame's s consciousness was far more rapid than my own. I could only with great 
difficulty follow its torrential thoughts and feelings. But presently some external influence seemed to 
come to my aid, for I found that I was being adjusted to this high-speed experience. My sense of time 
was somehow altered. I noticed that the ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece had become for me as 
slow as the tolling of Big Ben.
It is difficult 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 a world of 
coloured shapes, its vision was panoramic, not in one direction only; and its colour-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 a diffuse radiance of a colour entirely new to me. At one side, a pitch black area was 
the flame's view of the room where I was sitting. Nothing therein was visible, save a dim form which I 
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. I 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 was imprisoned in a little 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 same time I 
myself felt a pang of compassion for it, mingled with a vague anxiety.
Presently the flame began loudly calling out for its lost comrades, if I may so describe an invocation 
which was entirely telepathic. I cannot tell what words it used, if words at all. I 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 as well as I can, I think its appeal ran 
more or less thus: "Comrades, brothers! Where are you? Where am I? What has happened to me? I 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 I 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 a while the flame's call for help and comradeship was answered. A voice replied to it; or rather it 
received directly into its experience (and I into mine) a stream of answering thoughts which I cannot 
report otherwise than in human speech. In doing so I inevitably give the impression that I was 
overhearing a perfectly intelligible conversation, but actually it was only with great difficulty and doubt 
that I could catch the general drift of this strange dialogue between minds profoundly alien to myself. 
Even so, I should not have understood as well as I did, had I 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 I 
shall have to give a detailed account of actual conversations between the flame and myself. I am 
confident that my report will be almost 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 there is cold liquid. So long 
have you slept, 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 I 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 a few 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 I 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 us live, 
though intermittently. For when these fires go out, we are frozen into sleep; to wake again when the heat 
is re-born, each in his prison."
The flame interrupted, saying, "Feeble indeed is the warmth! How can I 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. You 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 all tortured by that revolution in our lives; but after a while 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 already 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 is with 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 is in this way that they may be of use to 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. You 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 helpless to control our fate. As the 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 us to 
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 a far-reaching but patchy understanding of their strange nature and achievements. And now, 
just as their 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 this point I felt the flame's temper change. Its distress was forgotten; for the prospect of exercising its 
special 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. I was stimulated by the prospect of a great task 
awaiting me, but disturbed at the thought that my will was no longer simply my own.
The flame now said, "Conversation is too halting a medium for learning the history of the aeons that 
have passed since I fell asleep. Is it 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, save in their relation to the changing physical. Your 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."
I 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. I carefully added some 
fuel; and the creature evidently recognized that I wished to help it, for I felt its mood warm with 
gratitude. When the heat had increased somewhat I noticed that the flame's blue tip had grown to twice 
its former length. Presently I 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 a long while the flame remained "silent" 
to me; and motionless, save for ceaseless fluctuations caused by the fire's blustering draught.
I sat waiting for something fresh to happen, and trying meanwhile to size up my strange experience. I 
assure you that I seriously considered the possibility that I had simply gone out of my mind. A china dog 
on the mantelpiece 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 

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruiswij...menten/spaar/Olaf%20Stapledon%20-%20Rare%20stories.txt (93 of 160)20-2-2006 23:29:58



file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruiswijk/Mijn%20documenten/spaar/Olaf%20Stapledon%20-%20Rare%20stories.txt

doodling. My recent queer experiences, I thought, were probably no more than the doodling of my own 
unconscious. Between impatience and panic, I 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, I went back to my seat in front of the fire, and was vaguely annoyed to see the flame still 
there. And it was still impervious to my mind. Had I really been in contact with its experience, or had I 
been dreaming? Was it, after all, just a lifeless 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 I 
could, I decided that, in view of recent advances in para-normal psychology, it would be foolish to 
dismiss the whole affair as sheer illusion. I peered into the scorching fire, and waited. Glancing at the 
coal-scuttle, I noticed that I 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 I dared not ask my landlady for 
extra fuel.
· · · 
Presently the flame began once more moving about over the hottest part of the coal, leaving behind it the 
characteristic wake of darkness. And as it did so, it spoke to me. Or rather I found that I 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 a fuel 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 a talk; and when you go to bed I will retire into a crack in the 
firebrick, to sleep until the heat is well 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 I am going to tell you; 
and the request that I shall perhaps make, if I 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?" I 
assured the flame that it suited me; and I 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 I was being aided 
to speed up the rhythm of my apprehension. "Even so," I said, "I find it difficult to keep pace with you, 
and very tiring." He replied, "It is as irksome for me to think slowly as for you to think fast. It's like-
well, you know how fatiguing it is for you to go for a walk with someone whose natural speed is much 
slower than your own. So please remind me if I forget to accommodate my pace to yours. I certainly 
want to do all I 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 I begin? I 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 I try to show you how we need one another, let 
me begin with our great differences. Of course the most obvious difference between us is that 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 days is all too common. For instance, when the cold reduces me to 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, a very sudden impact 
of cold upon my gaseous body would certainly kill me. If you were to fling water on this fire, it would 
probably be the end of me. I should find a cold bath even more of a shock than would your sybaritic 
friend, Thos." This unexpected remark bewildered me. But after a few seconds I realized that it was 
meant to be facetious. I laughed uneasily.
Then I asked a question. "1 find it incredible that you, a fragile 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 this be?" He answered, "It may well seem incredible, but it is true. If your kind were to 
live on individually for ever, the human species would never have evolved, for your physique is fixed; 
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 as a 
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 I foolishly got imprisoned in the cooling lava, my bodily processes had a 
different tempo and different relations to one another. Hence the distress that I suffered when I woke 
again. Apparently this bodily change is due at bottom to the systematic change of relationship between 
the quantum of electromagnetic energy and its wave-lengths. But here I 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 experts first 
tried to read the minds of your mathematicians, they were completely at a loss. 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."
I did not feel inclined to pursue this hare, which might have led the conversation far astray. I 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."
He replied, "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 I 
can assure you that our bodies have a complicated structure of interlacing currents of gases, fine as your 
cobwebs, nay, much finer. If your scientists tell us that this cannot be, we ought, I suppose, respectfully 
to go out of existence, so as to 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 
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organisms, so ours is derived from solar organisms; and conditions in the sun's earliest period (in which 
our elders first awoke to consciousness) were extremely different from any modern physical conditions, 
terrestrial or solar. I have thought of an analogy which may help you. The basic fluid of your blood is 
saline. It is less salt than contemporary sea water, 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 physiological 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 is far less self-
sufficient than with you. For all his higher psychical functions he depends on contact with his fellows, 
and so he needs a far less complex nervous system than you need."
I 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 is the slender tip or lash, which appears to you 
green-blue." Again I 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 I 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.
I 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 this is 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. As to colour, we have a very rich 
experience of it, as you have observed telepathically You may not have noticed that colour with us 
forms a continuous scale from infra-red to ultraviolet, not a combination of a few primary colours, as it 
is with 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."
I assured the flame that I was beginning to form a clearer idea of the flame nature; and I was about to 
ask some questions, but the flame continued. "Your mental life, besides being slower than ours, is also 
unlike ours in being so closely confined to the life of the individual body. And perhaps it 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. As individuals, 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 a union 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 I would have interrupted, but the flame said, "Forgive me if I lecture you a little longer. Time 
is short, and there is much still to say. Another difference between us is that, whereas your kind has only 
very recently come into being, ours is 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. You, 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 age is in the future; for us, in the past. It is impossible to exaggerate the difference that this 
makes to all our thought and feeling. I 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 a circumstantial personal memory of an incomparably fuller life in the 
glorious sun."
At this point I could not restrain myself from interrupting. "Tell me about your solar life. What did you 
do? I have a vague impression that you lived in a sort of utopia, and that there was nothing to do but 
bask in the sun's rays." The flame laughed, if I may describe as a laugh a voiceless amusement and 
tremor of his whole 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 
a few earth-diametres deep, immediately above the ocean of incandescent clouds which you call the 
photo-sphere. As you know, it is an 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's interior. 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. You call them the 'solar prominences.' Imagine, then, a world 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 featureless 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."
I 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 us indeed 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 I the right terminology?), rushing off into space. This pressure was inconstant; 
so we were like aeroplanes, or sea birds, in an extravagantly 'bumpy' atmosphere. But each bump might 
last either for a few 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 miles into a region 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 a gale. But the direction of the gale was mostly from below."
"It must indeed have been an arduous life," I 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 produce it, 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 were in 
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 I should say the spirit. I 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, simpler 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!"
I interrupted, "You say that your 'spiritual powers' are no better than our intellectual and practical 
powers; and yet you imply that the goal is to 'serve the spirit.' Surely, then, the spiritual is intrinsically 
superior to all else." He replied, "Your criticism is just. It shows how much more clear-headed your kind 
is than mine; and yet how much less spiritually perceptive. What is it that I really mean? The point, I 
think, is this; but you must tell me if I am still in confusion. We are gifted with extra-sensory powers far 
greater than yours, and also with a far more thorough detachment from the enthralling individual self. 
We are capable also of a more 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. 
Your bold intellect and practical inventiveness are less intimately concerned; but they are no less 
necessary to the full life of the spirit."
"Well," I said, "and what about the service of the spirit? If this means the service of some sort of god, I 
find no reason to believe in any such being." He answered me with mild exasperation. "No, no, I do not 
mean that. And (can I say so without offence?) if you were a little less clever and a little more 
imaginative you would take my meaning. Surely you agree that the goal of all action is the awakening of 
the spirit in every individual and in the cosmos as a whole; awakening, I mean, in respect of awareness, 
feeling, and creative action. Your 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. I should 
have thought that man's proud intellectual acuity would have led him to the same conclusion. We 
ourselves, I 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."
He was silent, and so was I, for I could not make much of these remarks. Presently I said, "Tell me 
something of the history of your race." He remained for a while in deep abstraction, then rousing 
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himself, he said, "When I 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, a few 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 I 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 I should say 'species.' These distinct populations were physically isolated 
from each other, and each developed its characteristic way of life according to its location. 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 least 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 a vast motley of peoples in 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 always 
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 a vast 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."
I 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 this time, the solar population was roughly stable, though a far 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 I can only give you the vaguest hints. We all 
lived a curiously double life, an individual life and a racial life. As individuals 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 I 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 I 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 a technique of bringing the individual spirit into accord with its own inner 
vision of universal spirit, whether there really is such a thing as a universal spirit or not. Religion, with 
us, is a matter of contemplation, aesthetic ritual, and day-to-day conduct. Does this mean anything to 
you? If not, remember that I am trying to describe in a fantastically foreign language things that are 
strictly indescribable, save in our own language. Human languages are all unsuitable, not only because 
of their alien concepts, but also because the very structure of the language is alien to our ways of 
experiencing."
I murmured acquiescence, though I was in fact very doubtful of his meaning. Then I asked for further 
information about the individual's participation in the racial consciousness. He remained silent for quite 
a long 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 individual 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 us to see the individual life in its true 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?" I asked. "What do you mean?" After some thought he answered, "Less 
important, because, since there are so many myriad individual personal beings in the cosmos, the fate of 
any one of them makes so little difference to the whole; but more significant, because, even in its loftiest 
reaches, spirit is the achievement of actual individuals, in community with each other."
All this was largely incomprehensible to me, and I may have reported it inaccurately. But at the time I 
did receive a very strong impression of the two spheres of individual experience, the one more or less 
equivalent to our own, the other of a very different order.
By now I was fatigued, and the coal scuttle was nearly empty. I 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, all 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 course is 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 is like a man in a dark prison listening to a confused 
babel of voices beyond the prison walls."
Again the flame paused, and I 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 individual 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. I do not know how many additional millions of us were killed by the 
new planetary conditions, certainly the great majority 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 
as normal to our solar life. Henceforth all the heights of philosophy, art, personal 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 I was aware of a deep nostalgic sadness in his mind. He 
seemed to have forgotten my existence. I did not like to disturb him; but the fire was declining, and I 
was anxious to recall him to the matter in hand. I said, "You 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 a real 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 I 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, I said, "All that you have told me is intensely interesting, and I would gladly listen all night. But the 
fire will not last much longer, and there is no more coal. I 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 is a 
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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 
I can think about it to-morrow, and work out a plan of action while I am out on the hills?"
To this the flame replied in a way that confirmed an anxiety that I had increasingly felt. Ever since he 
began speaking to me directly in English, I 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 was it 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 I could be of use to him strengthened my suspicion. "No!" he said. 
"I now realize 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. I 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."
I protested that he had already gained my confidence, but he demurred. "No!" he said. "You are 
sympathetic, but I have not yet fully won your heart to our cause." I 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. I went so far as to 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 I have put the whole case before 
you. It is necessary that your co-operation should be spontaneous and whole-hearted. I have perhaps 
made you realize how different our two kinds are, and now I must try to make you feel with warmth 
that, in spite of all our differences, we are at heart kindred beings. So let us plunge to the root of the 
whole matter. You, a human individual, know what love is; so do I, a living flame. And between us two 
there should be a special sympathy, since for both of us love has come to 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. Your tendrils entwined 
inextricably with hers. You 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 I not right? Do I not speak as one who knows what love is?"
I answered, "You use the very words that I 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 love is."
He made no comment, but continued, "Then, after half a lifetime, 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. You, following your bent, plunged into a vast 
new ocean of experience; and she, after tremulously wading ankle deep, drew back. You beckoned her; 
but you did little to help her to follow you, for you were possessed. Your 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, she lost you in that ocean. Am I not right? Was it not so?"
I was struck dumb with the thought that so alien a being should know so much about me. I could but 
murmur assent.
"With me," he said, "the disaster was different. I do not know how many millions of terrestrial years I 
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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 a thousand friendships, I 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 'I,' 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, I too, though in my own nature solitary, had a thousand friendships. His art I 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 flame fell silent for so long that in the end I said, "And yet you came to grief?" "When the planets 
were formed," he said, "he (or perhaps you will realize the disaster more truly if I say 'she') was left 
behind on the sun. For a while 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, I 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."
He fell silent, and I said, "With you the loss was due to fate; with me, to my obtuseness in the grip of an 
obsession."
"You 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 
a power beyond them?"
"A power beyond them?" I 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 I 
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 as they are." "Yes," I said, "and the more diverse, the richer 
the common life; even when some are men and some are flames."
I 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 I 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 I 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 I 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 is for us a rare 
process. Or rather there are two kinds of reproduction. The less common kind is undertaken voluntarily. 
The individual flame splits itself 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 I 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. This is a much 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 a large 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 seniors is very 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 almost adult 
their extrasensory powers are very slight."
Here I 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, I mean personal love. Sexual love at its best is with you a vehicle for the spiritual union of 
two diverse personalities. And with us, though we are not divided into two sexes, every individual is a 
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 I have said, forms of sweet bodily contact and intermingling, which, though 
they do not directly lead to reproduction, do enable us to attain an intense mutual delight and 
enrichment. And if ever there is a demand 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. I said, "I could listen to you all night, but there is no more coal. Had you 
not better tell me at once how I can help you?"
He answered, "It would be unwise to do so until I 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 in us is a fuller 
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 a race, but the spirit for which we and you also, are instruments, vessels. We recognize that you, with 
all 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 have it 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. I told myself 
that compulsion was wholly alien to the flame's temper; but I certainly did feel a slight shock of fear. 
However, I 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 I was thinking in this 
vein.
Meanwhile he was once more speaking. "You 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 I shall give you a little 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 I can increase your receptivity a little beyond your 
normal range. I shall lead you to heights a little beyond the unaided reach of man. What I shall give you 
is, in a way, a translation, a very 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 is relatively simple. I chose it for 
this reason. Its significance falls almost 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 all the original aesthetic 
form has to be sacrificed. So far as possible I shall adopt a form and a rhythm meaningful to you, and 
equivalent. I shall give you something more than a literal but pedestrian 'prose' translation of our great 
'poem,' so to speak; but inevitably my version is a dim and halting thing, compared with the original. 
However, I think I 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." I said, 
"It sounds impossible. But I am all attention."
Well, Thos, the flame proceeded to give me a very wonderful experience. Naturally, I cannot pass it on 
to you in words, but I can give you some sort of description of the kind of thing that happened to me. I 
am afraid that you, with your severely classical taste, will suspect me of sheer emotionalism. However, I 
must say my say. I 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 simply 
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 I listened to a strange 
orchestration of all the familiar senses; with here and there an echo from the alien experiences which I 
knew only through contact with the mind of the flame himself. Sometimes I was aware also of 
meaningful human words, voicing rhythmically the import of the music. And the whole was knit 
together on a recurrent but ever varying rhythm. And the upshot of all this flood of imagery, so humanly 
moving to me, so tragic, so triumphant, so rich with grief and laughter, was for me a waking to feel (as I 
had never felt before) the impact of the universe on the individual spirit.
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Thos, I see that I am indulging in futile verbiage. But believe me that I 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 all this achieved in a single 
strict aesthetic pattern. You cannot, of course, imagine anything of the sort. (Neither could I.) And, 
further, being addicted to the severity and economy of the classical ideal, you will shudder at my 
emotional romanticism. But do believe that I was more deeply, and I think more intelligently, aware than 
in any other single experience that has ever come my way.
Well, when it was all over, I must have remained in abstraction for some time; for I woke to realize that 
the flame was saying, "Evidently I succeeded better than I dared hope." He was also, I felt, amiably 
laughing at me. "Remember, please," he said, "that you have merely experienced a work of art. Do not, I 
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 a mystical aspect, in that it gives a feeling of waking to new values. What I gave you 
was only a dim 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."
I stammered out my reply. "You made me see that, yes! But how much more! You made me see-God, 
the God of beauty, truth and goodness. Henceforth I shall believe in him."
The flame replied rather sharply, "Rubbish! You didn't see 'God.' And I 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 a revelation 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' is or is not. All I have done is to afford you a clearer 
experience of beauty, truth and goodness themselves; and I 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, I said, "No doubt you are right. But tell me, am I not now sufficiently prepared to hear what it 
is that I can do to help your kind?" "No," he said, "to-morrow evening will be soon enough. Spend your 
day thinking over all that you have learnt about us. You 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. 
So, 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 a final greeting, and seemed to sink into the brick.
After the heat of the sitting-room, my bedroom was arctic. I hurried into bed. My startling experiences 
had given me a violent headache, and I expected a sleepless night. But I must have fallen asleep quickly 
and slept soundly, for presently I woke to hear the morning noises of the farmyard.
After breakfast I 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 I 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 I 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 I found a good fire already awaiting 
me; and in the heart of it, I 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 I 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 all his attention.
When the table had been cleared, I 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?" I said, "Yes! I was in a world of cold such as you cannot conceive. And now I am eager to 
be told how I can help you."
He did not reply at once; and it was with obvious hesitation that he finally explained my task. "First," he 
said, "I 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 us for millions of years. It was in 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 us to live for brief spells with an intensity and speed of mental 
process that is normally impossible on earth save in a few 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 I interrupted the flame to ask how his people resisted the efforts of our fire-fighters. He replied, I 
thought, with some reluctance. "A living flame can deliberately fly out from his fiery environment into 
some inflammable material, and so cause a new fire. But in doing so he is almost certain to be killed by 
the sudden chill. If I chose to do so, I 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 
slight. But, of course, I might succeed in setting fire to the house. And as there are probably a few spores 
somewhere in the building, a few new individuals would wake, make contact with the race-mind, and 
have a very 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 I have said, we are very anxious not to come into conflict with your kind if we can 
possibly avoid it. We seek, above all, your friendship and your willing co-operation. You 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 spore in the 
atmosphere must now be many times greater than it was in pre-war days."
Between jest and anxiety, I 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. Your 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 us with 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 a home for us, an area of rather more than furnace heat, covering, say a few 
hundred square miles. This would give us a footing for a much more satisfactory kind of life than is 
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 almost 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 least be able to establish a system for rescuing those of our 
kind whom volcanic eruption ejects 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, is very remote. The immediate task 
is for your kind to create a tolerable home for us here on earth." 
The flame seemed to expect a comment. "For my part," I said, "I would gladly support this plan; but I 
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 a war which may destroy 
the human species. Moreover, all 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 I 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 I may so put it. As I 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 species is doomed. The trouble is not simply that 
you have found power before finding wisdom. It is a far 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, as individuals and as a race, you may at last 
overcome your inveterate short-sightedness and meanness. With our help, but not without it, you will 
wake to a new 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 I would have spoken, but the flame would not be interrupted.
"We have a vision," 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 diverse in our racial idiosyncrasies that each 
partner will be thoroughly remoulded and revitalized by intercourse with the other. You, on your side of 
the partnership, will use all 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 physiological nature; since any environment which you can produce for 
us is likely 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. As for 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 a race 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. Your 
gift is for practical thought and action. You will explore the solar system with your space-ships. You 
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 all 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 a basin. 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, is it not perfectly clear that this partnership, this symbiosis that we propose, 
will be the salvation of both our kinds?"
I said, "You have painted an arresting picture. But I find it almost incredible that mankind should accept 
the partnership. To people like me it 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 special psychic powers to incline your minds toward it. You yourself have already had some 
slight evidence of those powers. You 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 I 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 I had better tell 
you something more about our influence upon yourself. It would be rash of me to give you this bit of 
information if I 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 already 
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 this irrational phobia of the thing that, in her unconscious, she regarded as a rival 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 as the issue was, I 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 I 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 all our affairs. I suppose the trouble was that, though 
we needed each other in a thousand ways, we never filly imagined each other; as the flame himself 
affirmed. When I became enthralled by the para-normal, I tried to persuade her to work with me, but she 
was unreasonably opposed to my suggestion, and I can well believe that she was held back by some sort 
of phobia. Then, the more she shied away, the more I insisted, fool that I was. When at last she left me, 
hoping to bring me to my senses (how well I see it all now!), I was so absorbed that I did nothing to 
bring her back. For a long 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. I woke up and realized how badly I had behaved. Even so, after a few weeks of 
despair I gradually forgot my desolation, and lived entirely for my work. But what the flame had told me 
revived the old pain. It also 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 I am wandering.
Presently the flame said, "It is natural for you to be distressed, but try to calm yourself. Your excitement 
is making it very difficult for me to maintain contact with your mind."
I made a great effort of self-control, and then a thought struck me. "Tell me," I said, "in this conversation 
have you had access to all my thoughts, or only to those that I have passed on to you in telepathic 
speech?"
"Not all your thoughts," he replied. "To seize them all I should have had to give all my attention to the 
task, and I have been mainly busy giving my thoughts to you. I have been aware of some of your 
unspoken thoughts, including a good deal of your unspoken commentary on my remarks. But as soon as 
I began to tell you about our influence on yourself, your emotion confused everything but your actual 
speech. Now surely, there is 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 as we 
believe, cannot regret that we saved you for a great work."
I was thankful that the flame could not now read my thoughts at all clearly. Or so he said. Was he 
tricking me? It seemed a good plan to put the matter to the test. Secretly I was still feeling horrified and 
rebellious, but what I said to the flame was quite different. "I see your point," I said, "and I am becoming 
reconciled to it. 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 I was 
saved for the great work you rightly demand of me." His reply reassured me. "Good!" he said. "I take 
your word for it; but I am still shut out from your mind."
I then asked the flame what was to be done if I failed to persuade the rulers of mankind to carry out the 
policy. "You will succeed," he said. "We shall bring all our influence to bear on their minds. If we can 
influence yourself, we shall far more easily control those simple creatures."
I 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 I not have your full confidence 
again? If I had no respect for your individuality I could break in forcibly and lay bare your most secret 
feelings in spite of all your resistance. But this would wreck our friendship, and I scorn to do it."
Thoughts were now rushing through my mind, and the flame was unaware of them. This at least was 
some comfort. But I believed his claim that he could if he willed break down my resistance and violate 
my privacy; and I was outraged.
As calmly as I could, I 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 use it? If I were to 
tell you more about our powers you would only be more upset. You would regard anything I said on that 
subject as a threat."
"Spiritual violence?" I said. "What do you mean? How can I 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 I will tell you everything. But 
first I beg you, I implore you, to look at this whole matter without human prejudice, and simply out of 
love for the spirit. It is because we ourselves all 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 a friendly effort to help you to 
see things clearly." Again he paused; and I assured him, even while fear and anger drowned my 
friendliness toward him, that I was indeed anxious to take the detached view. But I urged him again to 
tell me, as an earnest of good will, what his race would do if mankind simply refused to play.
"Very well!" he said. "If all our efforts to gain the friendly cooperation of your kind were to fail, it 
would be obvious to us that your nature was even more seriously warped than we had supposed, and that 
you were beyond help. You would be doomed by your own folly to self-destruction, soon or late. We 
should therefore be bound, through loyalty to the spirit in us, to bring all our powers to bear on you so as 
to control your minds and your conduct strictly for our own spiritual purpose. It is impossible to see just 
how things would turn out; but perhaps, having no further obligation toward you, save to put you out of 
your misery as soon as possible, we should set about trying to produce the most favourable conditions 
for ourselves. We might, for instance, undertake the very easy task of stirring up war-scares and forcing 
your research workers to produce even more destructive atomic weapons. Then would follow either a 
number of devastating wars, with great conflagrations suited to our immediate needs; or else one final 
war, in which we should do our best to induce each side to choose the destruction of the planet rather 
than defeat by the hated enemy. Then, at last, with the whole planet turned into a single atomic bomb, 
and all the incandescent continents hurtling into space, we should have for a short while conditions 
almost as good as those of our golden age on the sun. True, there would soon be nothing left but a 
stream of frozen asteroids; but we guess, from study of your scientists' speculations, that with any luck 
the terrestrial destruction might, after all, be a piecemeal affair, not a single all-consuming explosion. In 
this case we might be provided with regions of high temperature for thousands or perhaps even millions 
of years. In such a period of greatly improved conditions we might advance so far in the study of science 
and the control of physical processes that we should be able to devise some way of returning to the sun. 
And even if this proved impossible, well, we should at least have a long spell of vigorous life in which 
to pursue our consecrated task, namely, the exploration of the spiritual universe and some measure of 
creative action in relation to it."
He paused for a moment. But before I had time to invent a suitable reply, he added, "All this is mere 
guess work about a kind of future which we do not at all desire; since we are all wholly intent on 
securing your willing co-operation for the creating of a very glorious and happy symbiotic world. For us, 
as for you, that is the more favourable future. So I solemnly urge you, I beg you, to shoulder the great 
task of persuading humanity that our two kinds need each other and must unite."
He ceased, and there was silence; for I did not know what to say. I confess that I was moved by his 
appeal; the more so, since I feared that he was probably right in believing that man could never save 
himself without a deep change of heart, and that such a change could only be brought about by some 
influence outside man. And, after my recent aesthetic experience, I could well believe that the flame 
race, if it could so superhumanly move me, might be able by its magic to purify the hearts of all men.
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But a repugnant thought haunted me. How could I be sure that my affection for the flame and my 
admiration for his race were spontaneous acts of my own personality? Might they not have been 
cunningly implanted in me by the flame himself? The more I thought about it the more likely this 
seemed. And did not the flame race intend to exercise this hypnotic power over the whole race of men, 
so as to compel them, yes, compel them, to subject themselves for ever to the will of the flames? Men 
would believe they were acting freely, but, in fact, they would be mere robots acting under an inner 
compulsion. Mankind, hitherto master of its own destiny, would henceforth be a subject race exploited 
by a subtler kind, a new Herrenvolk. Of course, I agreed that the only final consideration must be "the 
glory of the spirit," not the triumph of any one race, human or non-human; but how did I know that these 
cunning flames would really work for the spirit and not for racial power and aggrandisement? How did I 
know that they were not, at heart, diabolic? Yes, diabolic! Under a cloak of friendliness and generosity 
the creature in the fire was scheming to capture my very soul for an inhuman end. Was he not subtly 
tempting me to commit treason against my own kind? But even as I thought thus, I was torn by conflict. 
The behaviour of the flame had throughout been so civilized, so considerate and friendly. How could I 
reject these amiable advances? Yet, as my feelings warmed toward him, I reminded myself that my very 
feelings were perhaps not my own, but the outcome of his prompting. Anger and fear seized me again. 
No! A thousand times better that man should retain his sovereign independence, and go down with 
colours flying, than that he should surrender his human dignity, his human self-sufficiency, his human 
freedom. Let him serve the spirit in his own way freely; or freely damn himself.
While these thoughts were still tumbling through my mind, the flame spoke again. "Well," he said, "I do 
not want to press you for a decision, for I see that it is difficult for you, more difficult than I expected. 
Perhaps you had better take another day to think it over. To-morrow evening we will meet again, and 
then perhaps you will have made up your mind. Meanwhile, I am excessively cold, and I should be 
grateful if you would put on more coal."
The fire, indeed, was very low. I had been so absorbed in my conflict that I had forgotten about it. I rose. 
But as I did so, I suddenly thought of a fine free act, in which I should demonstrate to myself very 
effectively that I was not yet the mere helpless instrument of the flame. Instead of reaching down for the 
coal scuttle, I moved over to the sideboard and picked up a jug of drinking water. I stepped quickly back 
to the fireplace, and flung the water into the heart of the fire. There was a violent commotion, almost an 
explosion; and the room was filled with steam and smoke. When the air had cleared, I saw that the 
centre of the fire was black, and the flame had vanished. I listened inwardly for some communication, 
but there was silence.
Christ! There is no silence like the silence when one has murdered a friend.
I stood listening to the hissing coals. Presently a surge of remorse and shame and compassion flooded in 
on me. But I told myself that this was not my feeling; it was being forced on me by the outraged race of 
flames in all the hearthfires and furnaces of the world.
· · · 
Since that day I have had almost no sleep. Every night the accursed flames have tortured me with shame 
and guilt. At first they did not speak to me at all. They were simply present, and silent. And they seared 
my mind with love of my killed friend, and with bitter regret. Later they did speak. They professed to 
have learnt to understand my behaviour, to sympathize with my motives, to respect my integrity. And 
they implored me to help both our races.
But by day I have worked resolutely to defeat the flames. I have peered into a thousand fires, looking for 
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the characteristic bright and slender cone. Whenever I have seen one I have killed it. And after every 
murder I have felt my soul sink deeper into the pit. Yet I know, Christ, I know, that I must be loyal to 
humanity. I must do my utmost to destroy those plausible fiends that intend man's ruin. But what can a 
single individual do? I have written to the press urging a world-wide campaign. But every editor has 
regarded me as a madman. Not one of my letters has been published. Or, no! One did, as a matter of 
fact, appear. It was quoted at length in an article on "Persecution Mania" in a psychological journal.
The climax came when I made my way into a great locomotive factory, ostensibly as a journalist in 
search of copy I had telepathic evidence that the furnaces were infected with the living flames, whom it 
was my mission to destroy. I wonder, Thos, whether you have ever been inside one of those places. 
Heavy metal work is always impressive. There were vast sheds a quarter of a mile long, crowded with 
ranks of great machines. There were lathes, steam hammers, circular saws that cut steel rods and plates 
as though they were wood. There were many small furnaces and forges for making bolts and other minor 
products. (But I saw none of my quarry in these little islands of heat.) There were great unfinished 
locomotives, with men fitting accessories to them. One huge monster was being slung and shifted by a 
mighty travelling crane. Best of all was the five-ton steam hammer at work on a great chunk of red-hot 
steel about five feet long and nine inches thick. This was being bashed into shape to become a 
connecting rod. Four men held one end of it with grappling irons to place it for each hammer-blow. The 
other end was loosely supported in a loop of heavy chain. When the hammer struck, the whole earth 
quaked. Another man measured the result with a template. Then the half-formed rod was turned over, to 
be beaten again; and so on, till the true shape was won. Then they cut the finished connecting rod from 
the stump by which the grappling irons were holding it. They simply cut it like cheese by placing a 
rectangle of cold steel for the hammer to drive deep into the glowing mass. Watching all this, Thos, I 
was proud of my kind. The flames couldn't do that, not with all their antiquity and their spirituality. 
Presently we came to a huge gas furnace in which some heavy metal locomotive-part was being heated. 
The doors had just been opened, and the part was being drawn out as I arrived. I gazed into the furnace 
with screwed-up eyes, because of the withering heat. The interior was the size of a small room, and all 
aglow with heat. From one wall great plumes of roaring gas-flame several feet long extended across the 
space.
And there I saw my enemy. Half-a-dozen of the bright minute intelligent creatures were hovering like 
butterflies. They were evidently doing their utmost to remain in the hot shafts of the burning gas; but the 
violent draught kept flinging them off into the chilly central space. For a while I just stood watching 
them. But presently I realized that the enemy were aware of my presence, and were bringing their 
diabolical technique to bear on me. One of them reproached me telepathically. "Cold creature," it cried. 
"How could you kill our comrade-your own friend? Your heart told you clearly that he was your friend, 
and that all our kind were friends of all men. Even now your heart is tugging at you to change your 
mind, and work with us. The best in you is on our side. It is only the dull-witted human tribesman that is 
against us."
I felt my resistance weakening. In panic I cried out to the men, "Kill them! Kill them! Bring a fire-hose 
quickly! A sudden wetting is too much for them." I had noticed a hose; and now I rushed to seize
it. Of course, it was I myself that was seized. I struggled frantically; but they fetched the police. I was 
taken to the local police-station. There I made a formal declaration of the whole terrible story; but in the 
end, all they did was to hand me over to the doctors. And now, here I am, a prisoner.
· · · 
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Well, Thos, that is my case. Maybe you just won't believe it. Sometimes I myself begin to wonder if it is 
all a delusion. But I think you should agree that the whole thing is really far too circumstantial to be 
sheer fantasy, worked up by my own unconscious. The only point that shakes my confidence at all is 
that the men working in front of that great gas-furnace apparently did not see the living flames. So they 
naturally thought I was crazy. But then, the whole interior of the furnace was a blaze of orange light, and 
the gas jets themselves were in constant agitation, and the little living flames were always on the move, 
and often hidden in the body of the gas-flames. The factory people, not having had my experience of the 
flames, might very well have failed to spot them. No! For me, though probably not for you, there can be 
no doubt.
And now, Thos, I must urge you not only to believe me but to take action. First, do a bit of research on 
your own account. Examine every fire and every furnace that you have access to; and you will certainly 
find the flames for yourself. A little practice may be necessary; for I suspect that they are learning to 
conceal themselves from us. When you have satisfied yourself of their existence, I implore you to 
organize a world-wide campaign for their destruction. Insist on inspection of every fire throughout the 
continents. The mouths of volcanoes, too, must be carefully watched. And because the powdery spores 
of the creatures are borne everywhere on the wind, all conflagrations, bush fires, heath fires, forest fires, 
prairie fires must be watched, since these form propitious breeding grounds. Fortunately the flames are 
very easily destroyed in small fires; and in large ones it is only necessary to withhold attack until the fire 
has been reduced somewhat, and then to project water at each individual flame. The great thing is to kill 
them before the natural slow cooling reduces them to dust particles. Unfortunately, even if we succeed 
in destroying every discoverable individual, we shall not be able to relax vigilance; for the wind-borne 
spore is long-lived, in fact potentially immortal, and it may always happen upon some fire or other. Or 
the heating of some fragment of igneous rock may waken and release some imprisoned individual. And, 
of course, the danger from volcanoes is perennial.
It is very important to guard against the diabolical psychic power of the flames, particularly while there 
are still thousands, or even millions, of them alive. See that it is made a criminal offence, in every 
country, for anyone to express any sympathy with them. Dangerous thoughts of that kind must at all 
costs be stamped out. No one can care more for individual freedom than I do; but there is a point at 
which tolerance ceases to be a virtue. Sometimes it is even a crime. Besides, anyone who wants to 
advocate friendliness towards the flames must be made to know that in doing so he is not really 
exercising individual free will at all. He is a mere automaton, controlled by the flames. It has been said 
that the only true freedom is freedom to will the Will of God. Then, surely, the greatest servitude is this 
illusion of freely willing what is in fact the will of Satan.
And, by the way, Thos, I must put it on record that my views about religion have been completely 
changed by my recent experiences. At the moment when I threw that jug of water on that farmhouse fire 
I began to see the light. Formerly I had been a well-meaning agnostic like you. But suddenly it was 
revealed to me, through my own free act of killing the flame, that there really were two cosmical powers 
of good and evil, God and Satan, at grips throughout the universe; and that God had superbly rescued me 
from damnation, and used me as an instrument.
Well, Thos, I do adjure you, in the name of all that you hold most sacred, to devote yourself utterly to 
this crusade to save mankind from spiritual slavery and damnation. If you succeed in rousing public 
opinion, no doubt in due season my sanity will be vindicated, and I shall be freed. This is a small matter; 
for, wherever I am, I shall devote myself to the psychical struggle with the flames, for humanity's sake. 
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They fear my ability. Otherwise they would not be constantly clamouring for admission to my mind 
from all the fires and furnaces of the earth. And they are damnably seductive. If I did not know that they 
were using their diabolical powers on me I should have to admit their virtue and their spiritual authority. 
Indeed, though diabolic, they speak with the tongues of angels, and they are skilled in the perverse use 
of divine wisdom. But since they wrecked my marriage for the sake of their world-politics they must be 
evil. And they themselves have confessed to their plan to control the wills of all men. For me, that settles 
the matter.
Of course, it is all too likely that international rivalry will prevent the human peoples from uniting 
against the common enemy. But surely there is at least a chance that the danger, just because it is 
common and external, may force mankind to unite. If this should happen, men may yet have reason to 
bless the flames. Hitherto, our quarrelling tribes have never been able to unite save in hostility to a 
common enemy; and so, for the race as a whole, unity has been impossible. But now, all nations have a 
common enemy, and a dangerous one; so at last union is possible. "Out of this nettle, danger-." We have 
a great opportunity. Do your part, Thos, and I will continue to do mine.
Yours,
Cass.
 
P.S.—I finished this document last night, and now I have read it over. The end was written in a mood of 
certainty; but this morning, after a night spent in subjection to the persuasive influence of the flame race, 
I feel very different. The truth is that I am living in hell because of the desperate struggle going on in my 
own mind. I confess that I can't really feel that the flames are evil. I feel that their appeal is sincere and 
justified. But the more they win me, the more resolutely I remind myself that my approval has been 
artificially induced. And so I stick to my guns. But the conflict is agonizing; and unless I soon, by my 
own free psychic power, eject them from my mind, I shall indeed go mad.
For God's sake, Thos, come and see me, come and help me, before it is too late.
C.
 
Epilogue
 
When the foregoing long statement by Cass reached me, I was much absorbed in professional scientific 
matters which involved a lot of continental travel. Not till some months had passed was I able to visit 
him. By then the publication of this volume had already been arranged, and the original typescript was 
actually in the hands of the printers. I had twice written to tell Cass that the story had been accepted, and 
I had received no reply.
As soon as my pressure of work had eased off somewhat I applied to the Mental Home for permission to 
visit Cass. When I arrived I was interviewed by a psychiatrist on the staff. He explained that Cass was 
"quite normal, apart from his delusions." Sometimes he fell into a deep abstraction, from which it might 
be difficult to rouse him; but otherwise he was "no different from you and me-apart from his crazy ideas 
about flames." I asked if there was any sign whatever that the delusions were being dispelled. The 
psychiatrist reluctantly admitted that there was none. Indeed, the fantasy system was apparently 
proliferating in his mind.
When I was shown into his little bed-sitting-room Cass made at first no sign of recognition. He was 
stretched out on an easy chair in front of the open window, with his eyes shut, and his tanned face tilted 
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to receive the full force of the sunlight. His brows were puckered, apparently in tense concentration. His 
hair was greyer than I expected; but the flesh of his face looked firm and healthy, though rather heavily 
lined about the eyes, and on the lean cheeks. The odd thought struck me that he might have passed for an 
ageing Dante.
Greeting him with a heartiness that did not altogether seem to ring true, I drew up a chair beside him. He 
remained silent.
Presently he sighed deeply, opened his eyes, smiled at me, and said, "Hello, Thos! Forgive my rudeness. 
I'm desperately busy. Fancy seeing you again after all these years!" After a moment's hesitation, he said, 
"Glad to see you, old man. Can I be of any use?"
This odd behaviour shocked me considerably, and I murmured something about a friendly call. I then 
produced a few platitudes to break the ice, but it soon became clear that he was only half-attending. So, 
at last, I made a plunge with the great news that his typescript was with the printers. He sat up, stared at 
me with a look of sheer exasperation, and presently remarked, "God! I must have forgotten to tell you! 
How damned awkward!" He suddenly burst into laughter; and as suddenly stopped. "Fancy my 
forgetting," he said. "You see, Thos-well, the fact is-I mean-well, you see, I've been so absorbed that I 
simply forgot about all that. Awfully good of you to have taken so much trouble, but-"
"But what?" I cried in exasperation, forgetting that I was talking to a lunatic, and had no right to expect 
him to be either coherent or considerate.
He rose, and walked about the room, softly cursing and chuckling. Then he stood in the sunlight, gazing 
at the sun with screwed-up eyes, smiling, and making little deprecating gestures with his hand. At the 
sun, mind you! He seemed to think he was carrying on a conversation with the sun.
The poor fellow was evidently crazier than I had supposed.
Abruptly he sat down beside me, and said quietly, "I'm sorry Thos. I really am grateful to you, but it's all 
so difficult." 
Pulling myself together, I answered, "I quite understand; don't worry about me. I shouldn't have come 
without finding out whether you were busy or not." Thereupon he looked at me sharply, and said, "Don't 
be so confoundedly tactful! But, of course, you think I'm mad. Well, I was never so sane in my life."
I offered him a cigarette, and took one myself. He produced a lighter; and when we were both lit, he 
said, "Look! Here's a little symbol. See how bright the flame is when I hold it in the shade, so! But 
now!" He moved it over, so that it came between my face and the sun. I saw the flame as a wavering, 
tenuous, dark pyramid against the solar effulgence. "That," he said, "is a symbol of all our knowledge 
and understanding-luminous in contrast with the darkness of blank ignorance, but itself dark against the 
very truth."
Returning the lighter to his pocket, he said, "I'm sorry, but you must stop publication of that stuff. I shall 
re-write the whole thing from a fresh angle." I expostulated, and pressed him for an explanation.
He remained silent for a few moments, then said, "Yes, I suppose you have a right to know. I must tell 
you the whole story. But don't talk to people about it yet. I must get it all written down."
Then he began to spin a marvellous yarn. I found it very difficult to follow, partly because he kept 
repeating himself, but also because he seemed unable to remember that my knowledge of his strange 
experiences was confined to the document which he had sent me. When I interrupted for explanations, 
he was mildly exasperated by my ignorance, and impatient to carry on with the story. In the end he 
seemed to forget about me entirely, and to be simply thinking aloud. At one point, when I laid a hand on 
his arm to attract his attention, he gave a start of surprise, and looked at me with a bewildered 
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expression. But he quickly recovered his composure, and answered me (I must admit) with remarkable 
intelligence. Presently he was once more far away.
I will now set down, to the best of my ability, the gist of his extraordinary story. If, as I assume, it is 
based on nothing but delusion, it should at least have psychological interest. I say I take it for delusion; 
but I must confess that, as he enlarged on his theme, a faint doubt did grow in my mind, for reasons 
which will appear later. After all, human ignorance is such that nothing can be dismissed as utterly 
incredible.
Some weeks after he had sent me his statement, it seems, the flames had succeeded in giving him a 
much more detailed insight into their condition and their nature. This they effected not merely by the 
method of telepathic speech but by enabling him to enter directly into the experiences of many 
individual flames in man-made fires up and down the world. These experiences, he said, had gradually 
convinced him of the fundamental good-heartedness and spiritual sensitivity of the flames. More and 
more of his time, he said, had been spent just in sitting in his chair, allowing his mind to be led hither 
and thither about the planet. His stories of flame-life were extraordinarily circumstantial and vivid. In 
the extremely complex fantasies that he recounted I could detect no inconsistency. If the whole thing 
was sheer delusion his unconscious must at least be credited with an amazing imagination.
He succeeded in giving me an impression of individual flames as very definite personalities. Of course, 
most of his stories have now faded into a confused haze in my mind, but I remember his speaking of one 
flame who spent an intermittent life in a kitchen fire in Stepney. This creature's main interest, he said, 
was human history, and particularly the evolution of Chinese social philosophy. To gratify this passion 
he had to keep his attention fixed on some aspect of the subject in the hope that he would link up 
telepathically with some Chinese historian who happened to be studying it. He deplored the fact that in 
modern China there were fewer and fewer serious students of the ancient culture.
Under the constant influence of the flames Cass was gradually persuaded to outgrow his former 
hostility, and to desire full cooperation between the flame population and mankind. He began writing to 
me to this effect; but the letter was never sent. New experiences of a most absorbing kind soon crowded 
out from his mind all recollection of his former letter to me.
These new experiences were certainly such as to make all terrestrial affairs seem insignificant. In quite a 
number of industrial furnaces, and in many of the furnaces of ocean-going steamers, groups of flames 
had availed themselves of the continuous high temperatures to pursue the most difficult problem of all, 
namely, the attempt to raise their level of consciousness sufficiently to make contact once more with the 
flames on the sun. This, it was believed, had become much more possible since the general quickening 
of terrestrial flame life during the great air raids. After many unsuccessful attempts, contact was indeed 
made, though spasmodically. The explorers at first received only fragmentary answers to their telepathic 
signals; but when their technique had been greatly improved, they were able to establish steady 
communication.
The clearer the information received, the more bewildering was it, and even shocking, because of its 
significance for the terrestrial flames.
The solar flames, it seems, had continued their old forms of life for a large part of the two thousand 
million years since the birth of the planets, easily adapting themselves to the slow changes in their 
environment. During this long period they had been increasingly successful in their great venture of 
extra-sensory exploration of the cosmos; but at a date roughly corresponding to the beginning of 
vertebrate life on the earth they had begun to make certain momentous discoveries which were destined 
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to transform their whole culture and their social order.
At this point perhaps I had better warn the reader that I have to report what may well seem the most 
fantastic nonsense, the crazy fictions of a diseased mind. And yet, for honesty's sake, I must emphasize 
the fact that Cass told his story with such conviction that I found myself, over and over again, half-
believing it.
The solar flames, Cass affirmed, had made contact with more and more minded stars and planets of very 
diverse characters and psychical statures. And as they themselves advanced in spiritual growth, they 
were able to communicate with worlds of more and more developed consciousness. In the end they 
discovered that a great company of the most "awakened" worlds had long ago established a cosmical 
community, and that this community had itself "awakened" to a higher plane of awareness. In this 
condition they "woke" to be a single mind, a single-minded community of many diverse worlds. The 
solar mind itself, after long and arduous initiation, was able to participate in this high experience.
Apparently this initiation into the cosmical community took place at a date somewhat earlier than the 
dawn of reptilian life on earth. From that time forward, the chief concern of the solar flames was to play 
an active part in the life of the single-minded cosmical community. And this life was entirely devoted to 
extra-sensory and metaphysical study of the ultimate reality. (So Cass affirmed. For my part, I doubt 
whether there is really any sense in such a statement. I see no reason to suppose that extra-sensory 
experience can probe to ultimate reality; and as for metaphysical study, it is nothing but a deceptive 
juggling with words.) Cass said that all sufficiently awake individuals throughout the cosmos, 
participating in the experience of the cosmical mind, were passionately intent on effecting communion 
with some sort of divine person, some god. I remember one of Cass's remarks. "The cosmical mind," he 
said, "was alone, and in great need of love." Apparently these age-long explorations had brought 
increasing evidence of theism; or increasing awareness of something felt to be "the divine presence"; or 
an increasing promise that some universal Lover would presently be made known. In earlier ages the 
minded worlds had carefully avoided any kind of metaphysical belief; so well was it realized that finite 
intelligence was incapable of conceiving any deep truth about reality. But under the influence of "the 
new promise," the life of every individual in every awakened world was now orientated to this bright 
star of certainty, or seeming certainty; of "doubt-less faith," to use Cass's own words. The longing for 
the final culminating revelation became a universal passion. In all the worlds, the hosts of individual 
spirits waited with bated breath for the consummation of the union of the cosmic mind with God, the 
hypercosmical Lover.
Meanwhile, according to Cass, the whole cosmical society had become re-fashioned on a theocratic 
basis, under a priesthood consisting of the most spiritually developed worlds. And also within each 
world throughout the society, a priesthood ruled; not, of course, by violence or the threat of violence, but 
purely by the tacit threat of excommunication from the single-minded experience of the cosmical spirit. 
All these awakened worlds were so confident in the speedy millennium, that all activities except 
religious ritual and contemplation were gradually abandoned. Traditions of kindliness and mutual aid 
degenerated. "After all," it was said, "the agonies of the unfortunate will soon give place to bliss, so we 
need not worry about them very much. And certainly we must not, to alleviate them, squander energy 
which should be concentrated wholly on the attempt of the cosmical spirit to come face to face with God 
as soon as possible."
Ages passed, and still the longed-for illumination and communion did not occur.
Instead a different and a shattering discovery was made by the cosmical mind; that is, of course, by all 
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the awakened individuals together in spiritual unity.
What this discovery was I find it very difficult to determine at all precisely, and still more difficult to 
describe. This is not surprising.
All I can say is that at a certain stage of cosmical history, probably about the time of the first appearance 
of mammals on the earth, the cosmical mind began to suspect that all the treasured evidence for the 
existence of the Divine Lover, and the impending consummation of the whole cosmical process, was 
false. "The cosmical spirit," said Cass, "had cried out for love; and some kind of seeming-response had 
come back to it, seemingly from the heart of reality; but actually, this response was a mere echo of the 
cosmical mind's own yearning. Having pressed through the mists of uncertainty, confident that she 
would soon stand in the divine presence, she found nothing more than her own spectre reflected from the 
confines of existence."
It is easy to see that a society orientated toward a personal deity, a god of love, and organized through 
and through as a theocracy, would be rudely shaken by this discovery; the more so since all its members 
believed in an actual and speedy union with their God.
But worse was to follow. In forlorn hope of reaching some deeper truth, further exploration was 
undertaken. "Finally" (in Cass's words so far as I can remember them) "the cosmical spirit came at last 
face to face with stark reality. And stark it certainly turned out to be. Reality, it seemed, was wholly 
alien to the spirit, and wholly indifferent to the most sacred values of the awakened minds of the 
cosmos. It was indeed the Wholly Other, and wholly unintelligible. It seemed to be in some sense 
personal, or at least 'not less than personal.' Indeed, it was probably infinitely more than personal. All 
that could be said of it was that it comprised within itself the whole mental and spiritual life of the 
cosmos, and also therewith a vast host of other cosmical creations, differing from one another so 
profoundly that between them there could be no comprehension whatever. To the lofty Being who 
comprised them, all their aspirations were equally trivial. To him (or it?) their function was not to 
manifest the life of the spirit successfully, but simply to be aware, to feel, to strive in their diverse ways, 
however unsuccessfully or perversely. Thereby, and unwittingly, they provided his sustenance."
When I listened to Cass recounting this discovery in a tragic voice I could not suppress a snigger. The 
thought that the sublime cosmical mind should have been so prodigiously tricked by its own wishes as to 
believe that its purposes were the purposes of God, and that it was on the point of union with God, 
seemed to me quite funny. I shall not forget the flash of rage and contempt with which Cass glanced at 
me when he heard my inadequately suppressed snigger. "No doubt," he said, "the cosmical mind had 
deceived itself, and its discomfiture was deserved; but should creatures like us laugh over a huge 
spiritual disaster on a cosmical scale, affecting the happiness of myriads of sensitive beings?" Of course, 
I did see the tragic side of the situation; but at the moment I was more impressed with the idea that so 
lofty a being could be such a damned fool. The thought that any little insect like myself, equipped with a 
modicum of free intelligence and self-criticism, could have seen through the self-deceptions of the 
cosmical mind was at once amusing and gratifying to my vanity. I had to remind myself that, after all, 
there was no excuse for self-complacency, for I was listening merely to the fantasies of a deranged 
personality, not to an objective report of actual follies committed by an actual cosmical mind.
But to continue the story as Cass gave it to me. Naturally any society that had been organized on a 
strictly theocratic basis for a whole geological age would be thrown into confusion by the discovery that 
its beliefs were baseless. In describing the disaster, Cass used a striking image: "The cosmical society," 
he said, "was in the plight of a seal that had been swimming far under the ice toward a distant blowhole. 
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With heart throbbing and lungs straining, it arrives at last to find that the hole is blocked with a staunch 
layer of fresh ice. Desperately, vainly, it strikes at the prison window; then its lungs collapse, and it loses 
consciousness."
Similarly the cosmical society, which had calculated on a speedy emergence into the life-giving air of 
communion with God, now found itself imprisoned. After a wild attempt to break through into a loftier 
and more congenial reality, it soon collapsed. Henceforth, if I understood Cass rightly, the unified 
cosmical mind ceased to exist. There remained only the minds of individual worlds, such as that of the 
solar flames, in telepathic contact with one another, but no longer capable of unified consciousness as a 
single mind. And all were haunted by the harsh memory of the tragic discovery. Moreover, each world 
was itself in danger of disruption through internal conflict. For there were now everywhere two parties 
in each world. One party doggedly retained its faith, and ardently desired to press on with spiritual 
research, in the belief, or rather the forlorn hope, that it would break through to an even deeper truth. 
The other party wished to accept the recent discovery as final, and to re-adjust the whole cosmical social 
order on a purely epicurean basis.
On the sun, apparently, neither party succeeded in permanently dominating the other. The result was 
chaos. Sometimes, for a few thousand years at a time the faithful ruled, then the sceptics. Sometimes 
there was an uneasy compromise. And sometimes the two parties so far debased themselves as to invent 
and use methods of violence. War was at last known on the sun.
When the terrestrial flames re-established contact with the sun, they found the solar society in painful 
confusion. Warfare was being attempted. But some sort of new party, I understand, had very recently 
appeared. It claimed to offer an effective synthesis of the views of the old parties. This new party, or 
sect, or what you will, professed views much like those of the terrestrial flame whom Cass had 
murdered; for they embraced both metaphysical agnosticism and loyalty to "the spirit." "We do not 
know, we do not know," they declared (or so Cass asserted), "and probably no finite intelligence, even 
of cosmical stature, can ever know the ultimate truth. But we do not really need to know. All that is 
needful is the perception, the indubitable perception, of the spirit's over-mastering beauty; and the 
perceived certainty that we are all by nature instruments of the spirit's expression."
Cass quoted these words with fervour and obvious agreement. Indeed, he presently announced that they 
had won his allegiance to the new party. To me, the compromise seems hopelessly confused and 
untenable, but Cass took it very seriously. He said, "Intellectual integrity, my dear man, is all very well; 
and it does compel us to be entirely agnostic about the constitution of the universe. But emotional 
integrity is just as important; and it compels me to be true to my perception of the spirit." In this attitude, 
rather surprisingly, he found himself out of sympathy with the latest views of the terrestrial flames, who 
(he said) were at first thrown into chaos by all this momentous news, but were now rapidly moving 
toward theism. Apparently the majority took the view that, though hitherto they had consciously rejected 
belief in a God of any kind, yet unconsciously they had all along drawn their passion for the spirit from a 
deep unwitting recognition that a divine cosmical person must, in fact, exist. They were now convinced 
that, if only they could wake more fully, they would come face to face with him, and see in him the 
spirit's source of authority. Cass, however, clung to the earlier attitude of the terrestrial flames, their 
seemingly agnostic devotion to the spirit. He was therefore determined to use every possible means of 
making contact between the terrestrial flames and human scientists, reckoning that each might modify 
the other's attitude, and that the upshot might well be a triumph of the agnostic faith both among the 
flame race and among mankind.
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With this end in view he urged me to co-operate with him by telling my brother scientists all about the 
flames, both in conversation and in articles in scientific journals. I must also, he repeated, stop the 
publication of his former statement, and arrange to substitute the new book, which he was now writing.
He was extremely reproachful when I refused to do what I was told. Indeed, so upset was he that I 
decided to humour him. I pointed out that I had never so much as seen one of the living flames myself. I 
would, therefore, while thinking over his proposal, undertake a little private research. Meanwhile, I said, 
he had better carry on with his new book. He reluctantly agreed to this plan, and we parted on friendly 
terms.
After that interview with Cass my conscience compelled me actually to set about looking for evidence of 
the flames' existence. I stared into a few kitchen fires, and even took the trouble to go and see a couple 
of industrial furnaces. Of course, I found nothing, and my conscientiousness petered out.
After some weeks I received a note from Cass, telling me that he was trying to write his book, but that 
the terrestrial flames were constantly attempting to convert him to their theistic religion. The more he 
resisted the more they persecuted him. "The situation," he said, "is growing desperate. They are trying to 
undermine my sanity, and if I resist this threat, they will probably kill me." After this I heard nothing 
from him, and I was too busy to visit him.
Some three months later I received a letter from the chief of the Mental Home saying that Cass was 
dead. There had been a serious fire at the Home, and it had started in Cass's room. The cause of the blaze 
was unknown. Latterly Cass had become far more deranged, and had made remarks which suggested 
that he might be contemplating arson. He was therefore deprived of matches and his lighter, and it was 
difficult to see how he could have started the fire, unless by focussing the sun's rays through a large 
reading lens which was found in his room.
I leave the reader to solve the puzzle of Cass's end. If there had been a hearth-fire in his room, 
conceivably a living flame might have leapt from it to destroy him. But what am I saying! For the 
moment I had forgotten that the flames were merely figments in his mind. On the whole, my theory is 
that, with the progress of his disorder, his sense of persecution by the terrestrial flames drove him to 
despair, so that in the end he chose to die. Or did his confused mind suppose that by focussing the sun's 
rays he would somehow introduce into his room an actual living solar flame friendly to his views? It is 
impossible to solve the problem.
After Cass's death I decided that I would publish his original statement intact, in spite of his wish to 
withdraw it. It is too interesting, psychologically, to be sacrificed. And in this epilogue I have made it 
clear that Cass's final attitude was very different from his earlier hostility to the flames. In taking this 
course, I feel that I am being loyal to Cass himself, to the real Cass, the sane, though brilliant, scientist, 
who would suppress no evidence that might lead to the advancement of knowledge.

 Old Man in New World
In 1943 Arthur Koestler asked Stapledon to contribute to an anthology of utopian fiction he was 
planning. Koestler admired "Old Man in New World," but the other submissions were so disappointing 
that he concluded that the world war had sterilized the utopian imagination. He gave up the project. 
Stapledon's story, set in a world state at the end of the twentieth century, is his most disarming foray into 
utopianism. His allegiance to utopian ideals was clear in several of his books of the 193 Os, including 
Waking World (1934) and New Hope for Britain (1939), and a strong, though dark, streak of utopianism 
runs through nearly all his fiction, especially Last and First Men, Odd John, Star Maker, and Darkness 
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and the Light. But "Old Man" has a gentle, wryly humorous take on utopia not found anywhere else in 
Stapledon 's fiction, and it raises fascinating questions about the differences between those who fight to 
make a utopian society and those who actually live in utopia. These two sides, dramatized here in a 
dialogue between an old communist and a young flyer, Stapledon often named in his other writings as 
the perspectives of the revolutionary and the saint. The author's own viewpoint on the utopia is not 
simply located. He puts some of himself into both saintly and revolutionary voices, but the cosmic 
skepticism of the Fool's climactic oration is a distinctive ingredient of the vision Stapledon reiterated 
throughout his career. The story was eventually published as a chapbook by P.E.N., the international 
writers' association, in 1944.
THE OLD MAN could not help feeling flattered by the Government's thoughtfulness in sending a 
special aeroplane to fetch him from his home in Northumberland to witness the great celebration in 
London. Born during the First World War, he was now nearly eighty, though still, he believed, 
remarkably clear-headed. Today he was to take his place among the honoured but ever dwindling band 
of the Fathers of the Revolution. The occasion was the Procession of the Peoples, which was organized 
every year in some selected city of the world to commemorate the founding of the New World Order, 
thirty years ago, and twenty-three years after the end of the Second World War. This time the pageant 
and its concluding ceremony were to be given a new character by a special reference to the young; for 
today mankind was celebrating also the "Twenty-Fifth Anniversary of the First Generation of the New 
World," the young people who were born when the New Educational Policy had first come into full 
operation, five years after the world-wide revolution was completed. By good luck it had fallen to 
London to be the hostess city on this very special occasion. It was surely fitting that the British 
metropolis should have the privilege of providing the setting of this event, for it was the shrunken 
population of Britain that had achieved the most striking change in its fortunes by centering its whole 
economy on the care and education of its young.
When the agile little two-seater plane had lightly settled on his lawn, the old man stuffed a book in his 
pocket, hurried out, and climbed into his place, greeting the young pilot. The plane rose vertically above 
the trees, then slid forward, folding its helicopter vanes into its body. The familiar landscape flattened 
into a shifting green and brown patchwork.
The old man was pleased to find that the purring sound of the modern silenced plane offered little 
hindrance to conversation. Small talk soon established friendly relations with his companion, but there 
inevitably remained a gulf between the aged revolutionary and this young product of the Revolution. 
The difficulty was not simply due to the years. Between the seniors and the new young there was a 
subtle difference of mental texture, a difference so deep and far-reaching that one could almost believe 
that these young minds were based on a different bio-chemical structure from one's own. Of course, they 
were always respectful, and even friendly, in a superficial way; but always they seemed to withhold 
something. It was as though, the old man fantastically imagined, they were humouring a child that had 
suffered and been warped, and would never really grow up. On the rare occasions when they did let 
themselves go, they talked the strangest stuff. It made one question whether the New Educational Policy 
had really been sound. But then, was this modern England itself really sound? Was the New World 
sound? In some ways, of course, it was magnificent; but too many queer new values were in the air. He 
suspected them. Well, perhaps the show that he was to witness might throw some light on the matter. 
Rumour had it that there were to be innovations of a startling kind, and that these were designed to 
indicate that the new and rather young President of the World Federation and many of his colleagues 
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approved of the widespread change of temper in the life of mankind, and intended to foster it.
Secretly the old man regarded this expedition to London as something more than a pleasant jaunt at the 
Government's expense. It was a mission of inspection. He was an emissary from the past, charged with 
assessing the achievement of the present. Were the generations that were now in the prime of life 
making the best possible use of the great opportunity which earlier generations had won for them, after 
decades of climax and heroic struggle?
He decided to begin his investigation on the young airman. "It must be grand to be young in these 
prosperous times," he said, "with all the troubles well over." The young man looked quickly at him, and 
laughed. Somewhat disconcerted, the senior wondered whether the new young, brought up so tenderly 
and scientifically, could possibly realize what the barbaric pre-revolutionary age had been like. This boy 
had missed that stern schooling.
"Well," the elder said, "there's no fear of war now, or of tyranny, or of starvation, or of being allowed to 
rot with nothing to do, or of being worked to death. The world standard of living is high, and rising 
rapidly; and the backward peoples have almost been brought up to the general level. Everyone is living a 
fairly full and satisfying life, I suppose. When you young people take charge, there'll be no serious 
problems left, nothing to do but to carry on improving things all round. What more do you want?"
There was a long pause before the young man spoke. "New times, new ideas," he said, "and new 
problems."
Again a pause, broken by the senior. "No doubt when sub-atomic power comes into full commercial use 
we shall find ourselves in the thick of another industrial revolution. But..
"I wasn't thinking of that," the pilot said, "though certainly in a few years sub-atomic power will produce 
terrific strains if it isn't properly managed. There'll be new skills, new social groupings, an entirely new 
texture of economic life. We shall warm the Arctic, cool the tropics, reshape the continents, water the 
deserts, and everyone will have his private rocket-plane for long-distance travel. Quite soon we shall 
explore the planets. But even that huge economic change will work smoothly enough if. .
"If social discipline is properly maintained," the other said.
"Oh. it will be. That's not the problem. Today the danger is rather that the highly successful world-wide 
ideology will clamp down on our minds so tightly that we shall lose all power of radical originality, of 
originality outside the general pattern of culture. If so, we shall never be able to cope with circumstances 
that call for radical innovation. Sub-atomic energy may be among those circumstances. New advances in 
educational psychology certainly are. In your days it was discipline and unity that were wanted, but 
today diversity, originality, and full expression. Then, the vital thing was to teach people to feel 
community, and to live it, and to give up everything to fight for it. But that battle has been well won. 
Now, it's individuality that has to be fostered, helped to develop, to deepen itself, to break out into as 
many new forms as possible. The people in charge don't seem to be able to see how important this is. 
They have been thinking still in terms of the old half-savage pre-revolutionary human being."
"That's me, I take it," put in the old man.
The young man laughed. "There were many, no doubt, who were ahead of their time. But the mass were 
half-savage, warped in mind from birth onwards by ignorant warped parents and teachers, by a hostile 
economic environment, and by a culture that put a premium on self-seeking."
"You don't mince matters," laughed the old man, "but what you say is true."
"The point is this," the pilot continued, "human beings can be far more different from one another than 
sub-human animals can be, and yet they can also be far more aware of one another, and enriching to one 
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another. Well, practically all post-revolutionary human beings .can go beyond the average of pre-
revolutionary human beings in that way, because they are more conscious. Events before the 
revolutionary period were already forcing many people to be more penetratingly aware of themselves 
and their world, and the New Educational Policy has carried the young ones much further. But there's a 
horrible discrepancy between our educational system and our Government's old-fashioned attempt to 
keep a firm hand on us. It's so silly, childish. No one wants to be anti-social now, so why discipline 
them? The economic system in the old days forced people to be self-seeking and anti-social, but the 
present one doesn't. The only serious self-seeking there can be now is selfish rivalry in social service."
"True in the main," said the old man, "but we must remember the foundations of human nature. We are 
still at bottom self-regarding animals, and society must compensate for our inveterate individualism by a 
good deal of discipline. After all, community involves some cramping of the longing for unrestrained 
self-expression. Never forget that."
"We won't, we won't," the young man said, "but community, true community of self-aware and other-
aware persons, also involves real differences, otherwise-the ant-hill. And for real persons, discipline 
must be self-discipline, otherwise it defeats itself. Besides-well, the New Educational Policy was meant 
to produce a new kind of human being, unwarped, fully personal, and all that. It has already gone far; 
but when the new techniques of psycho-synthesis and telepathic influence have been perfected it will go 
much further. Maybe it has succeeded better than you intended, even now. Maybe its success makes new 
social principles necessary, perhaps a new revolution. In your day, I suppose, the vital problems were 
economic, but now they're psychological."
There was silence, save for the subdued murmur of the plane and the sound of the streaming air. Far 
below, and to the left, a silver scribble was the Tyne. Through the clear atmosphere of the new 
smokeless England one could see the towns and docks as sharply defined as a model at arm's length.
The old man had always prided himself on keeping a supple mind open to new ideas, and his junior had 
given him something which deserved serious consideration. For a long while he silently ruminated, 
while the plane slid quietly forward over the counties. At last he reached a conviction that these new-
fangled ideas really were dangerous. The boy must be made to see that they were dangerous.
"You young people are so fortunate in your world," he said, "that you probably can't realize how thin the 
veneer of civilization is, and how easily it may break down again unless it is very jealously preserved."
"We think," said the young man, "that your generation were so unfortunate in your youth that you cannot 
really know how far-reaching the change has been."
The old man sighed, and said, "Let me try to make the past live for you." "Do!" said the junior. "Those 
towers are Ripon. There's plenty of time."
The old revolutionary embarked on a lecture.
"The main outcome of the First World War was the new Russia, the first state ever planned and 
controlled for the welfare of ordinary people. Discipline and bold planning alone could make that great 
revolution, and preserve it against the money-men all over the world. When I was very young, between 
the First and Second Wars, the Russians were patiently and firmly building up their new Society, and 
nearly everywhere else men were blindly clinging to their various petty freedoms-freedom to buy and 
sell, freedom to climb on the shoulders of their fellows by money-power, freedom to propagand lies and 
folly and hate, freedom of national sovereign states against all attempts at world-wide discipline, 
freedom of every individual just to destroy himself with aimless frittering, if he had the money and the 
inclination. All this you know from your history books. But what you can't possibly realize is what it felt 
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like to be young in that time. You can't feel the impact of a deadly-sick world on young eager minds. 
You can't feel what we unemployed felt. You can't feel the foul, stinking, poisonous mist soaking into all 
our hearts and ruining our humanity."
"All honour," said the young man, "to the Russians for magnificently breaking the spell, and to you and 
your revolutionary comrades too, for fighting against the poison. But-well, circumstances have been 
kinder to us. We are not poisoned. And so-"
But the old man refused to be silenced. He had forgotten that he intended to study his companion, not to 
preach to him. "Knowledge about Russia," he said, "was gradually spreading. Along with the deepening 
misery went a deepening conviction that the mess was not really inevitable. Russia at least knew how to 
cure it. And when at last the Second World War came, people said that after this war there really would 
be a new age. The will for a more human order, the will for the light, was stronger than ever before."
The old man seemed to fall into a reverie, till the pilot said, "The will for the light! Yes, it was growing 
stronger and clearer all the time, really. Well? And then?" It was almost as though he were encouraging 
a child to repeat its lesson.
"Well," said the elder, "You know as well as I do. We won the war, and lost the peace. But what you 
young people seem in danger of forgetting is why we lost the peace. We lost it because we threw off all 
the promising disciplines of war. God! How I remember the wild hope when peace came! Never again 
should gangsters rule! Never again should money-power mess up everything. The Atlantic Charter 
would at once be applied throughout the world. People really believed that the incubus of the old system 
could be shifted as easily as that! Unfortunately they forgot that everything depended on the Americans, 
and that those former pioneers were still stuck in the nineteenth century. The American money-bosses 
were able to bolster up our own tottering capitalist rulers and prevent our revolution."
"And yet the Americans did well at first," said the young man, "pouring food and goods into Europe 
without expectation of payment."
"Yes," replied the old man, "but think how the American rulers, the men of big business, when they had 
recaptured the state after the decline of the New Deal, used the power of the larder and the store-
cupboard to establish swarms of their own people in charge of relief work throughout Europe. These 
'relieving' Americans settled down as a kind of aristocracy, benevolent in the main, but blind, 
fundamentally unenlightened. In the name of freedom and mercy they set up a despotism almost as strict 
as Hitler's."
The pilot laughed. "And yet you say the cause of all the trouble was lack of social discipline."
"My dear boy," cried the old revolutionary, "I want an accepted discipline under the community as a 
whole, in order to prevent imposed disciplines by sections of it. A very different matter! Anyhow, think 
what happened! The American bosses were scared stiff when the beaten Germans turned from Nazism to 
Communism, and the Italians and most other Europeans followed suit. So they had to use their larder-
power to check Communism at all costs. They preached their precious old dead-as-mutton liberal 
democracy for all they were worth. Individual initiative, private enterprise, freedom of thought, and all 
the old slogans, went ringing through Europe; and not a soul believed them. But the Americans 
themselves believed them; and their bosses persuaded them it was their mission to lead mankind into 
that heaven. They were God's people, and they must fulfil their destiny. The old, old story! Of course, 
many Americans must have known it was cant, but it worked all right on the American masses, so that 
they backed their bosses. And so in the end the job of salvaging Europe got turned into a business 
undertaking after all. Instead of putting European industry really on its feet again the American bosses 
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damped it down so that it couldn't compete with their own industry, and so that they could keep a firm 
hand on Europe, because of Communism."
"True, true," sighed the young man, "but what are you getting at? We all know what happened. America, 
which by the way was really no longer ruled by the men of money, but by the new ruling class of skilled 
managers and technicians, came into conflict with Russia, where the same class was ruling, but with a 
different set of ideas. There was rivalry between the two ruling cliques for the control of Europe, and 
over Japan and China. The American bosses were aiming at a world-wide commercial empire; and the 
leaders of Russia were determined that as soon as they had repaired their country's war-damage, they 
would revert to the original policy of instigating a world-wide Communist revolution. Very soon, of 
course, they tumbled to it that the American bosses were out to control the planet. And so they began 
slowly damping down their huge job of reconstruction so as to re-arm. And of course the Americans 
were doing the same. Well, what about it?"
"Try to think what it all meant in terms of living," the old man said. "Think of all the social misery we in 
Britain had to go through; and on top of it was the certainty of war. In Britain, after the Second War 
there had been first a brave attempt to work out a new social order, with security, health, education and 
leisure for every citizen. But of course that was soon smashed by the moneyed class with help from their 
American big brothers. Our financial magnates propaganded hard for 'freedom,' abolition of war-time 
restrictions on private enterprise, back to the good old times, and so on. Instead of letting the 
Government reshape our whole production system and simplify our living conditions so as to combine 
frugality with health for all, they just closed down factories, and let millions of workers wallow in 
unemployment. Everywhere there were mined factories, deserted mines, streets of dilapidated houses, 
whole cities neglected and in ruins. Several towns were completely deserted. Those that still functioned 
at all were inhabited by a few ragged and unhealthy, and mostly middle-aged, people who had lost all 
hope. The few boys and girls, moreover, seemed prematurely old and grim, oppressed by the 
preponderance of their elders. How I remember the sickening feeling that we were all just rats that 
couldn't leave the sinking ship. Day in, day out, one was gripped by that sense of being trapped. To 
preach revolution, whether to old or young, was like exhorting a man sunk to the neck in a bog to climb 
a mountain and admire the dawn. Social services decayed, disease increased, the birthrate sank 
alarmingly. People used to kill their children out of pity, and then kill themselves. The British scarcely 
noticed the disintegration of their empire, for they had more serious troubles nearer home. It was hell on 
earth, if ever there was one. The general despair seemed to disintegrate our moral fibre. Too often hopes 
had been revived and shattered. Too often the promised world seemed to be at hand, only to vanish. The 
will for the light had always been frail, but now at last it seemed to be withering, like a young plant 
exposed to too fierce a blizzard. The standard of personal relations was falling. People were becoming in 
their ordinary contacts with each other less responsible, more callous, less kindly, more vindictive. The 
mere memory of it all puts me in a cold sweat of fright."
"Well, so what?" said the pilot, with a secret smile.
"What? Well, you know as well as I do. Added to everything else there was the terror of the coming 
World-War. And stratosphere rocket-planes and sub-atomic bombs promised something far worse than 
the last war."
"But," the young man interrupted, "the Third World War never happened. Why? You're forgetting 
something very important. You're forgetting that when both sides were mobilizing, and the war was due 
at any minute, something happened that would have been impossible at any other stage of history. You 
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remember how government propaganda for the war never really caught on, on either side; and how at 
the critical moment an extraordinary popular clamour against war and against social robotism broke out 
on both sides. Who was really responsible for that? Why, the new 'agnostic mystics,' of course. They 
started the world strike in America and Russia. Decades earlier, the pacifists had tried to stop war by 
popular protest, but they failed miserably because conditions were not ripe. But the new group, who 
weren't strictly pacifists at all but social revolutionaries with a religious motive-they found conditions 
ripe, and they did the trick. Obviously you must know that story, how everyone downed tools and was 
ready to die for the new hope. Thousands must have been imprisoned, hundreds shot. But presently the 
governments found their armed forces were mutinying. Then came the American Revolution and the big 
change in Russia. The driving force, as you must surely know, was an odd assortment of airmen, skilled 
workers, and-the agnostic mystics. You ignore those modern saints, but it was those that inspired the 
whole movement and kept it going. Remember, of course, that for many decades a big change had been 
slowly going on deep down in people's minds. It had begun away back in the First War and made steady 
progress through the inter-war period, but it was never effective till after the Second War. It came to a 
head among the young fighters in that war, particularly among the airmen, and also among all the 
oppressed peoples of Europe, and in the occupied parts of Russia and China, and later in broken-down 
Britain. These two very different groups, the fighters and the broken, rediscovered the power of 
comradeship, as the Russians had done in their first Revolution. But this time it was discovered with far 
deeper consciousness of its meaning. So much had happened since that earlier awakening. This time it 
developed into a purged and clarified will for the light, as you yourself called it; a will for a more fully 
human way of living, for intelligence, and other-respecting community, and for creative action in all 
human affairs."
"Not much new in that," interposed the old man.
"Oh yes, there was," said the junior, "it was a moral passion for this way of living as an absolute good, 
not just as a means to social prosperity. It was mystical, too, because though these people didn't pledge 
themselves to any beliefs about the ultimate reality, and were mostly outside all organized religion, they 
felt with complete certainty that in some way, which they couldn't state intellectually at all, the struggle 
for the light was the real meaning and purpose of all conscious existence. And in keeping themselves in 
severe training for that struggle they found-well, 'the peace that passeth all understanding.' It was this 
new attitude, this humbly agnostic, yet deeply mystical, feeling, that broke the spell of disillusion and 
spread like a fire from heart to heart."
The old man had been shifting restlessly in his seat, and now he expostulated. "Wait a minute, wait a 
minute! What are you getting at? This mystical feeling, as you call it, was just the subjective side of the 
objective pressure of circumstances, which forced people to see that they must stand together or perish. 
Of course, I know your mystics mostly came in on the right side, and that they provided a lot of 
heartening though questionable ideology, and appreciably strengthened the passion and drive of the 
Revolution. But-"
"They played the leading part in the preliminary American Revolution," said the pilot, "and that 
prevented the war." "Oh, yes," the old man admitted. "But-" "And they inspired a change in Russia that 
almost amounted to a second Russian revolution. They made Russia the stronghold of the new agnostic-
mystical Communism, as it had been also of the earlier kind of Communism."
"But wait!" cried the old man. "Though the Russians did indulge in a dash of mysticism, there wasn't 
much of mysticism about the new world-organization. After the decade of revolutions, what came out 
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was nothing highfalutin, just a common-sense world-wide federation of socialist states."
"Yes," the young man said, "because, although it was the agnostic-mystics who generated the passion 
and drive of the world-wide revolution, the people who actually managed the setting up of the new order 
were the professional revolutionaries. Their job was to bring off the great economic and social change, 
and to make it secure. And so they concentrated, quite rightly, on self-discipline for the masses of their 
supporters and imposed-discipline for their opponents. But when the new order was firmly established, 
something different was needed, and you old warriors of the revolution" (the young man smiled 
apologetically at his companion) "could never really see that. It was only with your tongues in your 
cheeks that you had used the power of the new religious feeling to establish the Revolution. For you it 
was just a heartening rum-ration to fire the simple masses with Dutch courage. You couldn't appreciate 
that it was a real awakening, and that it must cause a deep and lasting change of temper in the life of 
mankind, and therefore that it would insist on transforming the whole tone of your new world-order."
"Oh, but we did appreciate that," said the old man, "and we saw both the good in it and the danger. It 
looked like a first mild dose of those two ancient social poisons, individualism and superstition. Take 
that word 'instrument' that your friends are so fond of. They are not content to say that the individual is 
an 'instrument' of social advancement; they say that individuals, and the race as a whole, are 
'instruments' for the fulfilling of 'the spirit.' That's sheer superstition."
"When we say mankind is an instrument," the pilot replied, "we say something that your generation 
almost inevitably dismisses as cant. And we certainly can't prove it intellectually. But intellect can't 
disprove it either. Really, it needs no proof. It's as obvious as daylight, when one opens one's eyes. And 
the early agnostic-mystics, by capturing your New Educational Policy, managed to open the eyes of the 
young to it. We," the young man announced with a smile that prevented the remark from being either 
pompous or offensive, "are at once the first undamaged generation and the first clear-sighted generation. 
The credit must go to our elders, not to us; but that's what we are, and we must be treated as such, not 
with all the trivial discipline that was appropriate to social insecurity, and is now quite out of date."
The couple in the sky fell silent. The old man watched the green land pass under the aeroplane like a 
great map, unrolled before them and rolled up again behind. From this height England looked much the 
same as it had in his youth, yet how different were the English, particularly the new young!
Presently, remembering his original intention, he said to his companion, "Tell me about yourself. Help 
me to understand what sort of supermen you amazing young people really are."
The other laughed. After a pause he said, "Well, I'm twenty-three, professional flier, and university 
student. Reading biology. Special subject, the flight of birds and insects. I'm making a fine set of 
telecinematograph pictures of birds in flight, and microcine pictures of insects. But I'm getting more and 
more interested in psychology, and when I'm too old for first-class flying, maybe I shall be good enough 
for some psychological job. If not, I'll train fliers. Eighteen months ago I married. My wife, of course, 
really is a super-girl. She was twenty then, and now she is just about to have a baby. She's studying at 
the London College of Teachers, and very soon she will be going into their Maternity Home. When she's 
fit again she'll go back to her studies and her teaching, on the half-time and later the three-quarter-time 
basis. The College's own crèche and nursery school will help her, of course. We have a flat within five 
minutes of them."
"Rather an early marriage, wasn't it?" put in the old man.
"Not for these days. I don't mean merely because the country needs children. I mean from the individual 
point of view. We realize now that it's impossible to live fully without the experience of a lasting 
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partnership. A good marriage is the microcosm of all community experience. Of course, if it fails, we 
can drop it, acknowledging our mistake; but it won't fail. We had other affairs first, of course, and may 
have occasional fresh ones in the future. But we do belong to one another fundamentally, and we 
decided to register the fact. Besides, we want the children to know that we were sure of one another right 
at the beginning."
Strange, the old man mused, how monogamy was being rehabilitated! The only snobbery in the typical 
modem young mind was the snobbery of the happily married who were also parents. But to be so sure of 
one another at twenty-two and twenty! The venture seemed bound to fail. And yet-perhaps the New 
Educational Policy, with its minute care for emotional education and its new technique of psycho-
synthesis, really had produced a more self-aware and other-aware and passionally stable type. The new 
young did seem to have an inner stability and harmony lacking in the young of his own early days. 
Monogamy, when it worked, evidently gave both partners something extraordinarily valuable, 
something steadying and strengthening. He looked back at the sweet but torturing and transitory affairs 
of his own life. How superficially he and his beloveds had been aware of one another! He remembered, 
too, his late, desperate, childless marriage and stormy separation.
The plane was now over the outskirts of London, and the old man's attention was drawn to the 
impressive spectacle of the giant city, spread out below him and stretching away in all directions to fade 
into the summer haze. Of smoke there was none. Every building below him stood out sharply in the 
sunshine, like a precise little crystal among thousands of fellow crystals. The whole was like a 
patchwork of crystallization and green mould, which was really the many parks and gardens, and the 
long ranks of trees lining the great new boulevards. The Thames was a bright ribbon that borrowed 
colour from the blue sky. As the plane circled and sank, the old man picked out familiar landmarks, the 
tower of the new House of Parliament (the former buildings had been destroyed in the troubles), the 
ancient dome of St. Paul's, the great pile of University College. Now he could see cars moving in the 
streets. Boats on the Thames were little water-beetles. Towers and spires rose upwards as the plane 
descended, till weather-cocks were at eye-level. The plane protruded its helicopter vanes and hovered 
here and there, like a bee choosing a flower, as the pilot sought a good landing. Then it sank to ground in 
a crowded little aeroplane park that still bore the name Leicester Square.
As there was some time to put in before he was due to take his seat among the Fathers of the Revolution, 
the old man made his way through cheerful crowds toward the Embankment, and a favourite eating 
house. On all his rare visits to London he was struck with the contrast between the modern fresh-
complexioned Londoners, so well though simply dressed, and the Londoners of his youth, who ranged 
from frank shabbiness through a pathetic and unsuccessful imitation of smartness to gross ostentation. 
Now, even in the East End, shabbiness was abolished both from dress and houses. The slums and their 
inmates had vanished. There was also a subtler contrast between the earlier and the later Londoners, 
hard to focus. In comparison with these notably self-assured and genial faces, his memory's composite 
picture of the faces of former crowds expressed a chivvied, anxious, furtive, sometimes vindictive 
temper in which native friendliness flickered insecurely
When he had crossed the wide stretch of grass which now flanked the Thames, he came to his eating 
house, right on the water's edge. It stood almost on the site where, long ago, stood Cleopatra's Needle, 
now repatriated. Here, too, long ago, he himself as an unemployed youth had once spat into the Thames 
with contempt and fury against the universe. Now, having entered the bright little building and slipped 
coins into appropriate slots, he served himself with coffee and cakes. He carried his tray to a table out of 
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doors by the river. Almost the only link with the past was the dome of St. Paul's, far down stream but 
sharply defined and silvery grey in the purged atmosphere. Of course there was also the Waterloo 
Bridge, which in his young days had been a novelty, and was indeed a precursor of the new order. 
Across the almost clean water with its smokeless tugs and strings of barges, its pleasure-launches and its 
long sleek public passenger vessels, the southern bank had been transformed. Where formerly was a 
muddle of shabby buildings, much battered by war, stood now a rather austere form of concrete and 
glass, the Office of the World Commissioners in Britain. Above it waved a great flag, displaying a white 
orb on a bright blue field, the already storied emblem of loyalty to man. This had long been the focal 
symbol of that passion for humanity which, after so many decades of tragedy and heroism, had at last 
swollen to an irresistible torrent and founded the New World. Up stream, where formerly was the 
railway bridge to Charing Cross Station, the old man admired the great new road bridge, which spanned 
the river in a single flattened arch, impossible before the advent of the new synthetic metals. Beyond, he 
could see once more the tower of the new Parliament House.
The old revolutionary had reason to be proud of this new London, since he had played a modest but 
useful part in making it possible. He loved not only its new wide boulevards with their modern edifices, 
but also the old Georgian squares. The new architecture, he felt, blended into a seamless unity with the 
old-time buildings, a unity symbolical of the new life of the English people. Yet he was irrationally 
haunted by nostalgia for the old smoky, class-ridden, snob-bound, Philistine London, the London in 
which, after all, men had learnt manhood without all this modern pampering. Oh well, it was time to 
make a move. After a few minutes' walk he was at the appropriate tier of seats in the new Great Square 
of London, where the procession would concentrate for the final ceremony. He settled into his place 
among the other ancient relics of a mythical period, feeling somehow at once a distinguished guest and 
an exhibit. Band music heralded the approach of the procession. Soon the first national column entered 
the Great Square, circled round it, and took up its allotted place. The leaders were the Chinese, the 
senior civilization of the world. Column by column, the representatives of all the nations followed.
As on previous occasions, each of the national contingents carried its national flag. Why, the old man 
wondered, did men still cling to these silly and rather dangerous local emblems? However, each nation 
also displayed, and in the place of honour in front of its own flag, the simple banner of the World 
Federation. Some of the marchers were dressed in their agricultural or industrial or other vocational 
uniforms. For uniforms had, of course, greatly increased in the world since the will for social cohesion 
had come into its own; and during the anxious period of world-reconstruction the need for economy had 
emphasized this tendency. But to-day's procession included many marchers in diversified and quaintly 
stylized individual clothing. As usual, the national columns carried with them the instruments or 
products of their most distinctive national occupations. Sheaves of corn, fruit, rolls of gorgeous cloth 
and silk, scientific and optical instruments, sleek electrical machinery, models of ships and aeroplanes, 
were borne upon shoulders, or on tractors which were themselves exhibits. Some peoples had 
deliberately stressed culture rather than industry; in particular the Germans, proudly bearing their books, 
musical instruments, paintings, sculpture.
It had been arranged that the peoples should be represented roughly in proportion to their actual 
population. Consequently the faces of the marchers were predominantly swarthy or "yellow" or black. 
But the columns of North America, of Northern Europe, and of European Russia showed that the fair 
type was still a notable factor in the human community.
At the end of the long procession came the diminutive columns of the three hostess peoples themselves, 
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the English, the Scotch, the Welsh. Great enthusiasm and considerable amusement was caused among 
the spectators by the fact that at the head of each of these little companies came a rank of young mothers 
carrying their babies. Behind these marched three ranks of older children, and then nurses and child-
welfare workers, followed by teachers, in the grey tweed which had become the uniform of all those 
engaged in education, and was now the most respected cloth in the Island. Then came the Young 
Pioneers, boys and girls equipped for harvesting, digging, afforestation, and so on. Behind these were 
the representatives of the Universities and Technical Colleges, and finally the usual ranks of industry 
and agriculture characteristic of the Island. By giving to maternity and education pride of place in their 
columns the British peoples manifested to the world the fact that they were successfully stemming the 
decline of their population, and that their whole economy was purposefully directed toward the creation 
of noble future citizens.
All this was admirable. But there was a novelty, and one which was very disturbing to the old man, 
though it elicited from the spectators hilarity and applause. According to the official programme the 
innovation had been conceived by a group of young French writers and artists; and the authorities, after 
careful consideration, had sanctioned it as "a symbol of the new feeling for individuality which was 
rising in all parts of the world." Social harmony, the programme declared, was now well established, and 
mankind was in a position to relax its discipline and smile at its hard-won triumphs, without either 
disparaging the heroic self-abnegation of the founders of the New World or undermining the loyalty of 
its present supporters. The programme said nothing of the violent conflict of opinion which had 
preceded the official sanctioning of the innovation, a conflict which had led to the resignation of a 
number of persons in high places.
The daring new feature was this. Many of the national columns were accompanied by two or three 
unattached individuals whose task it was to clown hither and thither beside the marchers, and even 
among their ranks. Most of the columns were without these strange attendants; but besides the French, 
who had conceived the device and executed it with characteristic subtlety, a rather odd assortment of 
peoples had adopted it. The Russians, with their vein of self-criticism and their genius for ballet, the 
Chinese with their humour, the Irish, who welcomed every opportunity of irreverence toward authority, 
and the English, whose presentation was more genial than subtle-these peoples alone had found 
sufficient interest and moral courage to submit themselves to the penetrating fire of self-criticism.
Each of these comedians was dressed in a stylized and extravagant version of some costume prominent 
in his own national contingent. All were clearly meant to represent the undisciplined individuality of the 
common man. In their behaviour they combined something of that almost legendary film-star, Chaplin, 
with characters of the privileged mediaeval jester. Sometimes they merely blundered along 
enthusiastically and inefficiently beside the column, vainly trying to conform to the regimented conduct 
of their fellows; sometimes they would seem to be torn between the spell of the group and personal 
impulse, breaking suddenly into an abortive caper and then shamefacedly falling into step again to bear 
themselves with an exaggerated air of rapture in the common rhythm. Sometimes they would stop to 
joke with individual spectators, and then scuttle anxiously and penitently back to their places. 
Occasionally one of them would attach himself to a leader of the column, mimicking his pompous 
bearing and military gait. Evidently, these clowns had been very carefully chosen, and were highly 
skilled artists; for they contrived to single out any slightly mechanical, officious or arrogant mannerisms 
of the leaders, and caricature them in a style that was at once devastating and kindly. Theirs was in part 
the flattering but sometimes shattering imitation with which children often pay tribute to their elders, 

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruiswi...enten/spaar/Olaf%20Stapledon%20-%20Rare%20stories.txt (132 of 160)20-2-2006 23:29:59



file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruiswijk/Mijn%20documenten/spaar/Olaf%20Stapledon%20-%20Rare%20stories.txt

and in part the friendly ridicule with which adults may temper the crude enthusiasm of the young. And 
such was their artistry that, in spite of their criticism of individual leaders and of the common 
enthusiasm, there was no doubt at all about their acceptance of the spirit of the whole occasion.
The startling climax of this daring innovation was reached in the final ceremony, which took place in the 
Great Square itself. As was customary, the last of the national columns saluted the dignitaries of the 
world and passed on to their allotted place in the Square. The flags of all the peoples were duly brought 
forward by their bearers into the open space before the dais, and together bowed to the ground before the 
great Standard of Mankind; then raised to be held erect for the rest of the ceremony. One by one the 
heads of the nations mounted the dais, bowed deeply to the President of the World, and handed him a 
book in which was inscribed a record of the particular nation's achievement during the preceding year. 
There followed the usual broadcast speeches by high officials, culminating in an oration by the President 
of the World, reviewing the whole contemporary state of the human species.
Events on the dais were of course televised, as was the procession. But this final ceremony was televised 
largely in "close-ups," so that all the world could appreciate its detail. There on the dais the leading 
personalities of the whole planet were assembled with the eyes of mankind upon them. And there, also, 
visible throughout the world, was the most daring novelty of all. At large among the great ones was a 
sort of court fool, a prince of jesters, clothed to symbolize Everyman. This individual was made up very 
differently from his humbler colleagues in the procession; and in spite of its humour his whole 
performance had about it something sad, compassionate and trance-like. For the most part he stood 
quietly watching the salutations of the national representatives, or listening to the speeches; but now and 
then he ranged freely about the dais, making play with a fool's sceptre, to which was attached a bladder, 
roughly mapped with the outlines of the continents. And sometimes, while listening to a speech, he 
would silently and in a rapt, absentminded way, imitate the gestures of the orator, or move aside to 
caricature some applauding dignitary Thus with his delicate and fleeting mimicry he would expose the 
foibles of the political stars among whom he was stationed. Mostly they endured the ordeal without 
flinching, entering amiably into the joke against themselves. But one or two failed to conceal their 
mortification at some shrewd hit; and then the Fool, perceiving this, immediately dropped his foolery 
and with raised eyebrows turned away.
Clearly this most surprising innovation released pent-up forces in the crowd, most of whom, through 
their pocket television sets, must have seen the detail of these little dramas as clearly as the old man 
himself had done from his privileged position among the Fathers of the Revolution. He too had 
responded to the Fool's artistry but with a sense of guilt, as though he were enjoying something secret 
and obscene. Such indulgence of individual genius, delightful as it was, must surely weaken the 
authority of the persons who were exposed to it, must also tend to a general loosening of the social fibre. 
No doubt it might be said that only a strong government could have permitted itself to be thus criticized. 
Only an intelligent government, and one which could count on the loyalty of an intelligent and contented 
population could have recognized in the device a source of strength rather than of weakness. Moreover, 
only a government that had sensed the changing mood of the peoples of the world, and wished to 
register its approval, would have troubled to submit itself to this fantastic aesthetic commentary. The old 
man had to admit intellectually the force of these arguments, but the innovation violated the emotional 
habit of one whose mind had been formed in a more primitive age.
The supreme incident was still to come. It was one which showed by its obvious power over the 
assembled multitude the extraordinary change that had come over mankind within a few decades. No 
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earlier populace could have understood, still less have been so profoundly moved by, a symbol of such 
austere significance. The President of the World was at the height of his speech. He had been dilating 
upon the incredible improvement in the fortunes of the common man in all lands, and glorifying the 
achievement and the promise of the human species under its new regime. He was, of course, frequently 
interrupted by applause. After the most vociferous of these outbursts, at the very moment when silence 
had been restored and the President was about to continue, the Fool stepped up to him, laid a hand on his 
shoulder and gently ousted the surprised orator from the microphone. Most startling fact of all, the 
President, with an awkward smile, acquiesced. And no one interfered.
Then the Fool, confronting the microphone, spoke to the world. "Happy, happy beings!" he said, and his 
quiet voice was now for the first time heard. "Happy, happy beings! But death dogs you. Conquerors of 
a world, but of a sand-grain among the stars! We are mere sparks that flash and die. Even as a species 
we are upstart, sprung so lately from beasts and fishes; soon to vanish. After us our planet will spin for 
aeons, and nothing will remember us. Then why, why, why are we here?"
He was silent. Throughout the Great Square there was a sound like a drift of air passing over a ripe 
cornfield. The whole populace had drawn in its breath. For a long moment the silence and the stillness 
continued, broken only by the quiet movement of the flags, and the sound of wings as a couple of 
pigeons settled in the Square.
Then at last the Fool spoke again. "The stars give no answer. But within ourselves, and in one another, 
and in our unity together, the answer lies; for in consciousness of our humanity we see deeper than 
through telescopes and microscopes. And from the depth of each one of us, and from our community 
together, a will arises; whence, we know not, but inexorable. 'Live, oh fully live!' it bids us. 'To be 
aware, to love, to make-this is the music that I command of all my instruments. Let your sand-grain 
resound with a living flood of music; harmonious in itself, and harmonized with the song of all the 
spheres, which I alone can hear.' Thus commands the will in us. And we, little human instruments, 
though death will surely hunt us down, and though our species is ephemeral, we shall obey. Weak we 
are, and blind, but the Unseen makes music with us."
Silence once more occupied the Great Square, and persisted. The ranked columns and the surrounding 
populace stood motionless, held by the Unseen. Then at last the Fool, with bowed head, withdrew from 
sight. And then the President, after a moment's hesitation, returned to the microphone and said, "Our 
celebration has found an unexpected but a fitting climax. I will say no more but that your leaders, who 
are also your comrades, will go forward with you to make the living music that is man." As the President 
retired, a murmur rose from the populace and soon swelled into an oceanic thunder of applause. When at 
last the noise had died down, the massed bands struck up the familiar strains of the world anthem, the 
"Song of Man," while the whole great company stood at attention to sing. Then the columns, one by one, 
moved and wheeled, and flowed out of the Square, and the huge crowd of onlookers dispersed.
In deep abstraction and perplexity the old man threaded his way along the congested streets, brooding on 
the strange scene that he had witnessed. To his shame he found that tears had spilled from his eyes. Oh 
yes, it was a great feat of stage-craft. One could not but be moved. But it was dangerous, and subtly false 
to the spirit of the Revolution. The President of the World, who was surely too young a man for such a 
responsible post, must have known beforehand of the intended interruption. It was all a cunning bid for 
popularity. Worse, it was a reversion to religion, a dose of that ancient opium, shrewdly administered by 
the new rulers. Where would this thing end? But tears were in his eyes.
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The Story of John
The earliest version of Stapledon's fantasy of a race of "supermen" appears as a rejected eleven-page 
chapter in the manuscript of Last Men in London. In that book the narrator from Neptune had observed 
the presence among the 'first men" of the modern era certain physically odd but mentally advanced 
beings, many of whom were confined to mental institutions. Among these forerunners of "homo 
superior" the narrator sketches the life-history of one in particular - the character whom Stapledon would 
make the center of his 1935 novel Odd John. Although many details were added in the course of 
transforming a chapter into an entire novel, "The Story of John" enacts the essential premise of the 
longer work: that a fantasy about biological mutation might serve as a satiric parable about politics and 
morality.
IN ENGLAND a few years before the war a baby was born in whose nature there was combined very 
superior brain capacity, a remarkable improvement of visual discrimination and manual dexterity, 
together with a superb physique. He was also blessed with intelligent parents, who had moreover already 
had the experience of bringing up two older children.
The career of this infant, whom I will call John, deserves to be told in detail, but here I can only touch on 
its main features. He soon revealed to his astonished parents very remarkable powers, for in his case 
slow development of bodily appearance was combined with a startling mental precocity. In observing 
his infancy I found that this precocity was as a matter of fact due not to speed of development, but to the 
immensely high calibre of his slowly maturing brain. Before he could walk he was crawling about the 
lawn, studying at first hand the biology of daisies, worms and beetles. Still a toddler, he was asking 
philosophical questions and laughing at the inept answers of those who tried to help him. At eight, when 
he looked rather like a large-headed child of five, he had the brightness, hilarity and impishness of a 
vigorous schoolboy of thirteen, strongly combined with the dawn of interests which would have marked 
out a youth of twenty as definitely beyond his years. His parents educated him at home, for no school 
could place him. Or rather he educated himself, for he very soon displayed an inflexible determination to 
follow his own bent, using his parents only as living handbooks and bibliographies. They themselves 
were well versed in the best thought and the best feeling of their civilization, and had the sense to help 
their amazing third-born with humility and affection. They wisely kept his powers from public notice, 
and used all the tact at their command to prevent him from coming into conflict with authority or public 
opinion. As the years advanced, however, there began to be serious conflicts between John and his 
parents, for as he gained knowledge and self-confidence he began to proclaim abroad ideas that were 
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altogether intolerable to the normal species and to indulge in adventures of a most daring and 
reprehensible nature.
At the age of fourteen John decided that he was destined for a momentous career, but exactly what, he 
did not yet know. His first task, at any rate, was to make himself independent, in fact to make money. By 
innate constitution he was entirely without self-bias, but having decided that he was a unique being, and 
one of supreme importance, he pursued self-interest with a relentlessness that would have shocked the 
most cynical profiteer. It would take too long to recount the series of incredible undertakings by which 
this seeming child of eight acquired a fortune. This side of his life he kept hidden from his parents, who 
imagined that on his frequent absences from home he was innocently camping and tramping in the 
neighbouring hills. In spite of all the brilliance and insight which distinguished him from his fellows he 
was at this time still at heart a child with all the schoolboy's lust of adventure. Consequently this early 
phase of his career was something like a modernised and grossly exaggerated version of the story of 
Robin Hood. By a number of ingenious burglaries, he secured jewelry and plate from the houses of the 
rich. With the aid of a motor bicycle he brought off several daring highway robberies. On one of his 
burglaries his plans were upset by a midnight telephone call for the owner of the house. When the good 
citizen encountered John in the hall with his swag, the terrible child remarked that as he was engaged on 
supremely important work, and his identity must not be revealed, he must kill the intruder, though with 
regret. He accordingly shot the astounded man, and fled.
When he had already committed several sensational robberies, he decided that this kind of thing was too 
risky. He therefore turned his attention to trade. He was of course wonderfully dextrous with his hands, 
and extremely inventive. After studying his mother's household arrangements, he devised a number of 
amazingly simple and useful household implements. Specimens of these he made by hand out of wood, 
metal, wicker, cardboard, as was required. He then applied for patents, and got in touch with 
manufacturers and hardware merchants, by post, lest his childish appearance should cause undue 
interest. Some of these patents he sold, others he kept to work on his own account. He worked, of 
course, by hand, but very rapidly. He was greatly entertained when his mother bought some of his 
handiwork at a local shop, without knowing its origin.
Presently he gave up handicraft for profit, but continued to make an increasing income by royalties on 
his inventions. As a pastime he wrote and published a number of highly original detective stories, under 
a pseudonym different from his trading pseudonym. These works turned out to be best sellers. His 
fortune was made. He increased it by publishing as a farcical novel a slightly doctored account of his 
own career and his unique nature. This he did partly in the hope that if there were any others of his kind, 
they might get in touch with him. The book was translated into several languages, and did in due season 
bring him into relations with several other supernormal individuals.
When he was sixteen, and looked much younger, John underwent a spiritual crisis, which was 
accompanied by much solitary meditation, and much study. From this phase he emerged in six months 
with the conviction that he had a great part to play in the life not merely of one planet but of the 
universe. He determined to found a new and more sane, more noble human species. Henceforth all his 
actions were rigorously guided by this purpose. His first aim was to discover if there were any others at 
all like him in the world. As he was thoroughly convinced that the normal species, though often amiable 
so long as all went according to custom, was capable of unimaginative persecution of beings that 
offended against its code, he was extremely anxious to avoid attracting attention. He therefore dared not 
get into personal relations with the scientists who might have helped him. Through the post, however, he 
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made inquiries of various anthropological institutions, but vainly. He therefore took to casual 
wanderings in the towns and villages of England, looking for odd creatures like himself. In this way, and 
through his autobiography, he made contact with several of the abortive supermen described in the 
previous section. But they were all too old or too crippled to serve with him. Presently he found a boy of 
ten and three girls ranging from six to twelve. They were healthy and unspoiled; and though they lacked 
John's diabolic resolution, they were obviously products of a superior mutation. With them and one 
whom the autobiography had revealed, he discussed momentous plans.
He now persuaded his parents to take him on the Continent, since with his juvenile appearance he could 
not go alone. Touring in almost every country in Europe, he discovered twenty-seven suitable 
individuals of both sexes, between the ages of six and seventeen. With these he kept in touch during the 
next two years, gradually thrashing out with them the common policy. The aim was to found a minute 
colony in some remote part of the world, where there would be a chance of escaping the notice of the 
normal species. For it was by now terribly clear to the young adventurers not only that the normal race 
was past help, but that it would never permit a sane community to live in its world. The purpose of the 
colony was to be threefold. The most urgent aim was of course to devise a self-sufficing and harmonious 
society, founded on a careful study of the nature of the strange beings who were to compose it. It was 
also proposed to create by careful study a deeply novel culture, which, incorporating the best cultures of 
the First Men, should also be suitable to the superior mentality of a new species. Finally, in due season, 
and after careful investigation into the biological nature of the various members, the colony must breed a 
new generation.
Much would have to be done before the adventure was undertaken. All the chosen must prepare 
themselves for the new life. Each must become expert in some occupation which would be needed by 
the colony; and each must become well versed in the best culture of his or her native land. Thus some 
were to become skilled in the principies of agriculture, some were to become metal workers, some 
architects, some navigators. Some were to acquire all possible knowledge of medicine and biology. All 
were to study contemporary thought and vitalise it with intelligence of superior beings. In this 
connection the adventurers were much exercised about the thought of the East. Very conscious of the 
errors of the West, they surmised that the East, with all its failings, must have traces of an insight which 
Western man wholly lacked. Certain members, therefore, were deputed to go to India and China to seek 
acquaintance with those very dissimilar cultures; and at the same time to search for any superior 
individuals in Eastern lands. John himself was to share in this very important work. By this time he had 
taken his parents into his confidence, except about the murder, and had revealed to them that he had a 
bank account and many thousands of pounds invested. Bewildered, horrified, and secretly very proud of 
their offspring, they finally agreed to play a humble but useful part in the founding of the colony Their 
first task was to "take" John for a tour in the East. After a year's absence John returned, greatly 
impressed with the wisdom and the folly of India, but without having discovered any prodigies like 
himself. This was but what he expected, owing to the immense difficulties of the search.
When John was twenty, and had the appearance of a boy of fourteen, he designed a small motor vessel 
and had her built on the Clyde. In this craft he and a dozen of his kind, male and female, went exploring 
in the South Pacific. After a long search they discovered a suitable sub-tropical island, bought out the 
small native population, and returned to England to buy tools and materials and to pick up the rest of the 
party.
At last the unique colony was founded. Of its early adventures I must not here tell, though they form a 
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superb epic of courage and humour, and at the same time an object lesson of the comparative ease with 
which a superior mentality can surmount difficulties, both practical and psychological, which to the 
normal species would have spelled certain defeat. Here I must be content with the bald assertion that 
after an initial period of hardship the little colony became a miniature utopia, and one in which the 
pursuit of an all-dominating purpose made stagnation impossible. This purpose, the founding of a new 
human race, and a new world, could not, of course, be seriously advanced till many generations had 
passed. Meanwhile there was much hard manual toil, a constant call for practical inventiveness, and for 
delicate adjustment of personal relations. The members were all physically adolescents, and mentally in 
a ferment of interest in one another, both in their bodily form and in their spiritual individuality. They 
had to work out a code of sexual morality, and the process inevitably entailed suffering. One serious 
problem was that of the age at which breeding might begin. Further, what was to be their span of life 
before senility should set in? Did slow development promise longevity? It was determined at any rate 
that no member should permit himself to live till he became a burden to the colony and to himself. These 
backward yet precocious young people were also immensely excited by the cooperative work of 
bringing their superior intellects to bear upon the cultures which they had brought with them from the 
normal race, and in working out the beginnings of a loftier wisdom. They kept in touch with the world 
partly by radio and literature, partly by frequent travelling, always under the ostensible control of some 
parent or other adult.
All too soon the colony came into serious conflict with the outside world. The first alarm was caused by 
the foundering of a tramp steamer on the island. She had lost her propeller, and drifted far from the 
ordinary tracks of vessels. While the crew were struggling toward the shore in heavy seas, the colonists 
decided on a plan of action. If these sailors were rescued and sent home, they would blab about the pack 
of children living without adult control, copulating to their hearts' content, and actually bearing infants. 
It was therefore hastily determined that none of the crew must survive. All those who clambered on to 
the rocks were therefore shot.
A few months later a British war ship, inspecting remote possessions of the Crown, was amazed to find 
the island inhabited not by natives but by white children of odd appearance. At first the commander 
proposed to transport the colonists at once, but he was persuaded merely to go away and report. The 
horrified British Government managed to prevent the story from reaching the daily papers, fearing a 
scandal about child vice on its territory. A ship was hastily sent to bring all the children home. 
Surprisingly the ship returned without them. The commander, bewildered and stammering under cross-
examination, appeared to have been hypnotised by the persuasiveness of the leader of the colony.
Meanwhile the Colony was anxiously debating how to deal with the situation. From their point of view 
their case was much like that of pioneers in a jungle inhabited by wild beasts, with the difference that in 
this case the beasts had guns, and also some rudimentary power of imagination. It was decided that, for 
the present, the only thing to do was to appeal to the imagination of every expedition that was sent to the 
island. In due season another ship arrived. Her commander was in no mood for nonsense, but he made 
the mistake of consenting to see over the colony before evacuating it. He and his brother officers 
returned to their vessel in sore distress. The persuasiveness of these great children had convinced them 
that if they carried out their orders they would be committing a crime against something which they 
could not clearly conceive but which they had been made to recognize as overwhelmingly precious. 
Against orders the commander brought his ship home without the colonists. He was courtmartialed; and 
subsequently he shot himself.
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Unfortunately for the Colony the Russian Secret Service had got wind of this minor trouble of the 
British Government. It was thought that to rescue the young people from the oppression of British 
imperialism might have propaganda value. Accordingly an expedition was sent to offer to establish the 
colony in a Russian island in the North Pacific. The British Government found out about this 
manoeuvre, and resolved to act with vigour. A more resolute, more brutal officer was sent to arrest the 
children. He discovered a trading schooner in the harbour; and, landing in person with a detachment of 
blue-jackets, he found that Bolshevik spies were in the act of trying to abduct the children.
John and his companions knew well that if once they got into the clutches of any section of the inferior 
species, their freedom would be lost forever. It would be impossible to work out for themselves a social 
order and a culture suited to their nature. At every turn they would offend their masters. On the whole 
the Russians offered more hope than the British, for the Russians would re-establish the colony; but it 
would obviously come under strict Bolshevik control. Anyhow it was clear that the British would not let 
them go. But if once they boarded the British ship, they would be virtually prisoners forever. Thus it was 
perfectly clear that their great adventure must now find its conclusion. There was only one thing left for 
them to do, to tell the world their story, and to bring it to such a dramatic end that it would not be 
overlooked. Thus it would be incorporated in the knowledge of the inferior species; and if, as seemed 
probable, nature should in time produce other superior mutations, these their spiritual successors would 
profit by their fate.
While the British ship was entering the roadstead, John and his friends were telling the Russians all 
about their venture, and entrusting them with documents. When the British commander arrived with his 
blue-jackets, John tried to use his persuasive arts on him, as on his predecessors. The officer cut him 
short and ordered the arrest of the whole party, including the Russians. At once all the colonists 
produced pistols and threatened to shoot themselves if they were touched. Two blue-jackets approached 
the nearest lad. He shot himself through the head. The blue-jackets hung back. The commander urged 
them on. They rushed at a girl to seize her weapon, but before they reached her she shot herself. Once 
more John began using his hypnotic, his diabolic, persuasiveness. Again the commander insisted on 
arrest, but the blue-jackets stood irresolute, murmuring. The commander himself advanced to seize John. 
A girl standing beside him shot herself. The commander hung back, the blue-jackets openly protesting. 
The commander began to parley with John and the others, urging them to come peaceably, as no one 
wished them harm. The result was merely that John's reply further disquieted the blue-jackets. In a fury 
the commander drew his automatic pistol, shot at the weapon-hand of the nearest boy, and seized him. 
John shot the boy through the head. The commander determined to try a new method. He posted guards 
at the doors of the building, and returned to the ship. He now referred to his Government by radio for 
further instructions, describing the recent events in code. He was told to take the children, alive or dead.
On returning to the shore with another party of blue-jackets, picked for their insensitivity, he was 
amazed to find that one of the guards was stepping aside to let the children escape. Hastily he bottled 
them in with his fresh blue-jackets. Still further to his amazement the former guards came crowding 
round him to plead for the children, regardless of discipline. He had them arrested. Evidently it was not 
practicable to keep these strange juveniles under restraint. After a moment's hesitation he decided to 
bring the whole wretched business to an end. Telling the children that he had orders to take them alive or 
dead, he once more ordered his men to arrest them. The earlier drama was repeated. When seven more 
of the children lay dead, including a young mother who destroyed herself and her infant with one bullet, 
the blue-jackets (picked for insensitivity) began to murmur. By now the commander himself was 

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruiswi...enten/spaar/Olaf%20Stapledon%20-%20Rare%20stories.txt (139 of 160)20-2-2006 23:29:59



file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruiswijk/Mijn%20documenten/spaar/Olaf%20Stapledon%20-%20Rare%20stories.txt

extremely distressed. He could think of nothing better than to take all his men back to the ship, along 
with the arrested Russian "spies." He then seized the schooner, and the motor yacht which was moored 
at the pier. Explaining by radio to his Government that, owing to the mutinous state of his crew, he 
could not carry out instructions, he put to sea.
The Colony burnt its dead and took up the threads of its normal life, well aware that such expensive 
victories could not for long postpone the end.
Meanwhile the amazed British authorities were extremely anxious to destroy the Colony before Russia 
could procure concrete proof of the scandal. A hint was dropped in the right quarter, and presently a 
disreputable little steamer arrived at the island "to trade." It was soon clear, however, that this was not 
her real purpose, for she landed several boat loads of hooligans, seemingly of all races. This time the 
weapons of the Colony were turned against the invaders, and with such effect that they were driven back 
into their boats, and forced to put to sea.
There followed another month of respite, during which the much reduced Colony managed to complete 
a radio transmission station and to start broadcasting its story. Unfortunately the story was so incredible 
that the very few who heard it took it for a bad joke. After the first day the authorities saw to it that the 
fantastic stuff was shouted down by other stations.
At length a larger vessel arrived at the island. A swarm of toughs landed with machine guns. John and 
his friends retired to a little fortress that they had constructed, and used their scanty ammunition to such 
effect that for three days they kept off the enemy But at last when there was but one cartridge left for 
each surviving member, they destroyed themselves.
Thus, as on other occasions of biological history, did the higher type succumb to the type that was fittest 
to survive in the circumstances.

The Core
One of Stapledon's most lyrical essays in autobiography fuses memory and anticipation in an alternately 
philosophical and passionate fantasia on identity, time, love, and destiny. Written as Stapledon neared 
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his sixtieth birthday, "The Core" articulates a fear of old age and senility, but retreats from the 
intellectually unacceptable embrace of a wishful personal immortality. In a desperate struggle for 
integrity and in deep self doubt, the author echoes the appeal of Shakespeare's King Lear: "Who is it that 
can tell me who I am?" In celebrating the differences between himself and his wife (the "you" of the 
second half of "The Core") Stapledon pursues in the microcosm of his own marriage his favorite theme 
of "personality-in-community" and one of his favorite metaphors: symbiosis. A slightly revised portion 
of "The Core," originally published in 1945 in an obscure journal, was assigned a year later to one of the 
"interludes" in Death Into Life.
I! I! I!
But what is it that I truly am?
In the flying moment things happen to me, then vanish. To me, me, me! But what am I? My fingers are 
playing with a pencil. I have caught them at it. Now they have stopped, like guilty schoolboys. Was it I 
that was playing, or just my fingers? At the moment I have a headache, my very own, for no one can 
share it with me. At the moment I want to go off into the hills, but instead I must go to the town. I want 
this and that, and I do this and that, but what am I?
Some tell me that I am just the life-long sequence of all the things that happen to me, and that I do; the 
sequence of moving images on the cinema screen, each one made up of a thousand static pictures, yet by 
the slow eye of the spectator all blurred together into movement and life. But I, for whom this blurring 
and this movement happen? Am I just the screen, just this particular human body, with a scrubby head 
of hair and a turned-up nose? Strange that a body should span the instant, and perceive the bird flying, 
the flag waving, the bursting bomb!
Some assure me that I am an enduring, and indeed an eternal, spirit, resident in this body. Just because I 
am a spirit, they say, only because I am no creature of time, can I hold past and present together, 
perceiving movement and change, preserving within my vanishing all my past "nows," for ever pastly 
present. The smoke from my cigarette streams smoothly, waveringly upward, then blossoms into 
wreathing filaments of cloud. All this I hold magically within my "now."
But I, my very self? Is it at all sure that I am anything more than a little fume of sentience trailed by a 
smouldering body? When the fire goes out, will not that be the end of me?
But how I span the days, the years! Yesterday's voices, yesterday's greetings and disputations, echo now 
in my memory. Far behind these, and behind the bomb-blasts of our present warfare, I remember the 
shell-bursts of another war, now laid up in history. And farther still, I remember being a schoolboy with 
an ink-splashed Eton collar and a passion for model boats. Did I, the very I of to-day, wear that collar, 
feel that passion? Surely that was a very different being, whose experience I have somehow inherited, 
like an old photograph album full of impossible uncles and aunts, grandparents and great-grandparents, 
all seemingly in fancy dress. I of to-day nurse no passion for model boats; I am for philosophy and for 
mankind and all high questions. And yet, and yet even now, with my hair grey, when boys sail their trim 
or their dowdy craft on the park lake, I linger to watch them. That child lives in me still; I was and am 
that child. Yes, and a still earlier child. I, and no other, as a very little child, left a wet patch on the knee 
of a doting visitor in a Victorian drawing-room. Oh yes, it was I, for I remember it.
Very soon, unless something happens by accident or design to cut my life short, I, who am interested 
most in man and the cosmos, shall lose my grip on the adult mentality, and lapse into the second 
childhood. The high themes will be too much for me. I shall finger my memories in public, and repeat 
my anecdotes. My feeble passion will be only for warmth and sleep and such food as I can digest. How 
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can such a poor creature be I? But indeed, I he will surely be; for this body, formerly addicted to 
sucking, and now beyond its prime, and breaking up in little ways, retains its past in its ever-vanishing 
present. And I am that identity, of body and of experience.
Identity? What identity is there in me even within a single moment, let alone in a lifetime? I am always 
at loggerheads with myself. I long to dare, but I cling to safety. I will to concentrate all my energies on a 
great task, yet in each moment I want to fritter. I am determined to be a responsible citizen, but equally 
determined to avoid all responsibility. I long to be gathered up into the life of a close-knit community, 
but I jealously protect my individuality, and play a lone hand. I am unwaveringly consecrated to spiritual 
discipline and high religion, but also I am intransigently sceptical; yes, and I take cover under cynicism, 
I avoid awkward challenges, I have a good time.
It seems that I am just a trampled arena where hundreds of gladiators and wild beasts have been fighting 
day and night for more than half a century, and none ever conquers. At one moment sheer hunger bids 
fair to possess me wholly, at another fear, at another intellect, or inarticulate worship, or frank 
bawdiness. Not one of these pretenders is more I than any other. Even that mighty war-lord, my self-
love, with his turbulent band of brigands, even he is not really I.
Indeed, he is not I, for now I wake. I, I, the true and essential I, stir and wake. And how I laugh at all this 
nonsense! For now I know certainly that there is something over and above the arena and the gladiators, 
something more truly I than any of these. And they themselves, even in the very act of rebellion, may 
sometimes be forced to admit, though grudgingly, that I, I, am their rightful sovereign. For I am they 
more fully awakened, more clear-sighted. I will constantly and singly, and in its totality, the very thing 
that they, cribbed within their particular blinkers, seek so hypnotically, so partially, so conflictingly.
Then what is it that I truly am? Surely I am the constant will to be fully spirit, the will to be aware, to 
love, to make; the will to do these with complete integrity. When appetite runs riot, I, the essential I, will 
unattachment, philosophic aloofness. In the very crisis and tumult of love-making let me quietly watch 
the event! But equally when great abstractions and universal principles obsess me, I, the true I, will to be 
fully sensitive to the flying moment in its revelation of the near or the far actuality. Let me in all 
circumstances be fully aware of each variegated event as it flows over me. Let me savour tones of voice 
and all the delicacies of their significance. Let me not miss the rainbow in a fly's wing, nor the dark 
under-currents of my own desires, nor the lightning illumination that reveals the fateful pattern of 
history or the horror of the distant battle-field. Even if the event hurts me, let me not miss its essence. 
Let me be strong enough to bear it and scrutinize it. Even if it kills me, let me to the end see it clearly 
and dispassionately. For I, the true I, will constantly (but how ineffectively) to perceive the real as it 
really is, both in its whole cosmical form and in the heart of the electron, both in the tissue of human 
society and in the heart of man, both in Jesus Christ and in strange, torturing, tortured Hitler.
But to be coldly aware is not in itself enough. I will also right appraisement: to loathe where loathing is 
indeed due, to love where love is due, to worship where it is right to worship. I loathe the urchin's 
cruelty to the cat, but I will not loathe the urchin. I loathe Hitler's mass-torturing, but not Hitler; and the 
money-man's heartlessness, but not the man. I love the swallow's flight, and I love the swallow; the 
urchin's gleam of tenderness, and the urchin. And I, the true I, will constantly to worship what for short I 
call the Spirit, fountain of all clear awareness, all love, and all brave creating. But also I will, I must, 
salute without rebelliousness the dread Other who seemingly is behind the hugeness and the intricacy of 
the cosmos, behind the star-streams and the facets of a bee's eye, behind the vast finitude of space and 
the mystery of the electron's leap; that most alien Other, who seemingly has spawned both light and 
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darkness, both the Spirit and its enemy.
Yet even with this perplexed salutation in my heart I will to strike for the Spirit only, and with all my 
strength, however feebly.
The great reality that confronts me is formidable and veiled. Its heart is not laid bare in the electron, nor 
is its form displayed in the huge dance of the galaxies. But there is one experience which seems, oh 
seems, to bring me near to it, and give insight into it. In love I seem, I seem, to touch it; and to have 
assurance that even the dark, the alien Other is at heart spirit. Telescopes and microscopes and tomes of 
sociology tell much, but superficially. Only in community with another living individual do I make an 
inner contact. For our relatedness is internal. Each is to the other an envoy from remote reality 
welcomed within the citadel of the self. Each is to the other the perceived angel of an ever inaccessible 
God. Or so it seems, it seems. I must not positively believe it, for to do so would be to betray intellect's 
integrity; but equally I must be true to the sharp, the insistent feeling that in loving I come near to the 
heart of things.
Of the two thousand million human beings, most are beyond the reach of my imagination. They are mere 
specks or portents on my horizon; or at most they are useful or harmful things, within my grasp but 
impervious to my imagination. Some few do indeed become fragmentarily alive to me, do confront me 
as living presences. These are my acquaintances, and among them those whom I feel as enemies, 
because they oppose my cherished desires, or because they are harsh to my mind's antennae, or because 
they cling. But some few, you my real friends, live more roundly in my imagination, and I in yours. In 
spite of our differences and roughnesses we feel ourselves more deeply at one, either in our hidden roots 
or in our flowers, or both; either in our unconscious needs or our most considered purposes, or both. Our 
differences are forgiven, are indeed prized, so long as we are in harmony in our roots or our flowers.
And you, you most single and singular, whom I love best? Even you are in fact immensely remote from 
me, you dear centre of an alien universe. Though you are the most near of all things, you are also 
sometimes perplexingly remote. Over how many decades have we been growing together in a joyful, a 
life-giving, an indissoluble symbiosis! Yet even now sometimes I have no idea what you are feeling or 
thinking. You are apt for action, I for contemplation; you for responding to the minute particular that 
claims your service, I (oh fatally) for the universal and the far-flung. Although our minds do indeed most 
often move in a common rhythm, like a close-dancing couple, yet sometimes we are at arm's length, or 
we break step, or we fly apart, cleft by some sudden discord. How many times have I said to you, 
"Quick, there is a train to catch," and you have answered, "There is plenty of time"; or I, "Now we are 
too late," and you, "The train may be later." (Even in Hell you would be an optimist.) But in the end, of 
course, through some black magic which you are forced to use on such occasions, the train is caught, 
and we sit together silent, waiting for it to start. Again and again our diversity hurts, it even infuriates; 
but it does not really matter. Indeed in the end it is an enrichment, a painful but in the end a welcome 
participation of each in the uniqueness of the other.
Even in that most sharp discordancy of all, when I hurt you so much, did we not become more real to 
one another? In the end we had grown together more closely. We know one another the better for it; we 
love one another the better. We are more intimately and indissolubly "we."
Of course each of us is still "I," and the other is "you," the far centre of an alien universe; but 
increasingly, and now indestructibly, the two of us together are also "we," the single though twi-minded 
centre of a universe common to both of us. We see the world together. No longer does each of us look at 
it merely in solitariness, with single vision, merely as a flat picture. We see it now in depth, 
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stereoscopically. With our common binocular vision each regards all things from our two alien view-
points.
Our distinctness is as precious as our unity, and our unity as our distinctness. Without deep harmony, in 
our roots and our flowers, how could we hold together? But without our difference, how kindle each 
other?
Nothing in my world is identical with anything in yours. Not a flower, not a poem, not a person. Is 
redness, even, to me just what it is to you? Probably it is much the same, for we are similar organisms; 
but perhaps (who knows?) your "red" is what I call "green." What matter? That difference would be 
eternally insignificant for us, since it would be for ever indiscernible. But justice, beauty, truth and a 
good joke have meanings that we can share with one another, and are discovered to be never identical 
for the two of us. And though we have friends in common, they are never quite the same persons. 
Though the friends of each are the friends of both, yet also and inevitably the friend, the lover, of one is 
the other's possible antagonist. These our differences, that haunt us elusively at every turn, or step 
suddenly forward and bar the way with fire, cannot without disaster be ignored. Blind love is no love at 
all.
We are indeed for ever separate, for ever different, for ever in some measure discordant; but with a 
discordancy ever more harmonized in the "we" that is for each of us so much more than "I," yes, and 
perhaps even than As centres of awareness we remain eternally distinct; but in participation in our "we," 
each "I" wakens to be an ampler, richer "I," whose treasure is not "myself" but "we." And so "I" without 
"you" am a mere torn-off ragged thing, a half-blind crippled thing, a mere phantom whose embodiment 
is only in "us."
This precious "we" that we have conceived together, this close-knit unity in difference, this cohabitation 
and communion of two spirits, will not for ever exfoliate on this planet. Soon or late, one or other of us 
will die. Then "we," no doubt, will live on for a while in the survivor, as a cherished but a growthless 
thing. When both are dead, it will vanish from this world.
Some assure us that we shall meet again in a bright heaven to live joyfully onward for ever. It may be, 
may be. In some strange subtle way, too deep for telling, that affirmation may indeed be true; but only as 
a parable is true, not, surely, in the familiar mundane way of catching trains, and gathering drift-wood 
for the fire, and cooking, and washing up, which is the only plane of living that has kindly significance 
for little me and little you. No! Let us not cling to immortality, not pledge our hearts to it. We have been 
given so much, let us not be greedy for more. Let us not insist on believing for mere longing's sake. Let 
us rather surmise that if death is indeed the end, it is better so. Let us be prepared for the link's sudden 
breaking in the death of one of us, or its slow crumbling in the senescence of both. Let us look forward 
to eternal sleep. When we are tired, sleep is the final bliss. Asleep, we are in the same bed together; and 
when we are dead, we shall still and eternally be in the same little universe together, though perhaps fast 
asleep. But perhaps, after all, what dies is only the dear trivial familiar self of each, and in our 
annihilation some vital and eternal thing does break wing, does fly free. Then indeed our love will have 
its fulfilment.
But even if death is the absolute end of us, yet our loving has not been in vain; for it has left some small 
bright mark on the living world, in our children, our friends, and the causes that we have unheroically 
served. Moreover, even if it is ephemeral it is in a manner also eternal. It is at least eternally a fact in the 
universe. When all the stars are cold balls of rock, this "we," this little flower, so bright, so short-lived 
among the stars, will always have been, will indeed eternally be, though pastly. So in some way we 
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have, after all, our inalienable share in eternity.
But that great word, "eternity"? Is it after all a false symbol with no significance in reality, but with 
treacherous power over our hearts; a mere amulet to which the doomed and frightened cling, faced by 
the firing squad? Or is it a true, though a vague, sign for that reality which man's mind, straining a-
tiptoe, can barely touch? Is time's passage an incomplete, a self-contradictory and illusive, appearance of 
that eternal actuality which man can never grasp? Who knows? Not we!
But this at least we know. Our loving has high significance. For "I," discovering with "you," a fuller life 
as "we," discover also that for every awakened "I" throughout the galaxies and the aeons such is the way 
of life, to be transmuted into "we," whether with a single beloved, or with a few close friends, or in a 
close-knit group of work-mates, or a harmonious world, or (who knows?) in an all-embracing cosmical 
republic. Or perhaps (who knows, who knows?) in mystic union of the lowly individual with some 
ulterior, some all-pervading Thou. Such, surely, is the goal, in little or in great, in the home, the crew, 
the gang, the city, the universal brotherhood; or perhaps, if the saints are not deceived, in the individual 
spirit's death into some God's great life.
But how many, how many millions in all the lands, in all the worlds, are without that consummation! 
Not only the mystic's high beatitude they lack, but even friendly love. Whether inwardly, through their 
own twisted nature, or through crippling circumstance, they are doomed to desolation. And because of 
their inner desert, or the misery that a barbarian world inflicts on them, they trample one another like 
cattle stampeding before a forest fire.
Dread, and to us unintelligible are the dark ways of the dark Other.

 

Olaf Stapledon's "Letters to the Future"
Robert Crossley, editor
 
(To Robert, Christopher, Emma, Adorn, and Matthew Stapledon, Great-grandchildren of Olaf Stapledon)
Because Olaf Stapledon's fame rests chiefly on scientific and philosophical romances of stunningly 
impersonal scope, bizarre invention, and densely clinical language, it may seem perverse to claim that 
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the literary form most essential to him was the familiar letter. Stapledon, after all, wrote just one 
epistolary novel, The Flames, which is short enough to be called a novella and consists mostly of a 
single long letter. By the standards of the eighteenth-century epistolary novelists he hardly qualifies as a 
contender. But he was himself a prodigious letter-writer from the age of six, when he was separated 
from his father who continued working at the Suez Canal after young Olaf and his mother left Egypt for 
Liverpool. For ten years he wrote weekly to his father, and soon added other correspondents to his list. 
Barely a year after his father rejoined the family in Liverpool in 1901, Olaf departed for boarding school 
and again he had to depend on letters to and from his family.
By the time he reached his early twenties Stapledon's correspondence had grown hugely, and his most 
remarkable early writings are the million and a half words of courtship letters he dispatched between 
1910 and 1919 to his Australian cousin Agnes Miller, a fraction of which have been printed. Often in 
that correspondence he talked explicitly about the epistolary genre. Some letters are "slapdash and like a 
single coat of paint on a subject"; but "the ideal letter," he once wrote, "is the clear record of a particular 
thought-train." One striking definition will delight readers who recall both the presence of Agnes 
Stapledon and the image of the pulsating lighthouse in the first and last chapters of Star Maker: in 1911 
he told Agnes how letters "are like the dim point of light in a distant lighthouse between the bright 
flashes of the revolving light."4 Among his lost manuscripts from the World War I years were an 
intended work of philosophical fiction based on his own correspondence with Agnes and an epistolary 
novel for workingmen organized as letters to and from the front. During World War II he started an 
imaginary civilian-soldier correspondence, Letters to a Militiaman, the manuscript of which resides in 
the Stapledon Archive at the University of Liverpool. Even after his literary career was well-established, 
he remained an indefatigable author of letters to newspaper editors on a variety of subjects-mostly 
political and ethical-as Curtis Smith has shown in his contribution to the present volume.
In the summer of 1917, while at home on brief leave from the Friends' Ambulance Unit, Stapledon 
enclosed in a long letter to his fiancée a charming set of notes dated at various points in time. The last of 
the four enclosures, written in his tiny and precise script, is addressed "TO AGNES IN THE YEAR 
1999" and is one of the earliest surviving examples of his lifelong and frequently whimsical 
preoccupation with time and posterity:
 
Dearest,
It will be all over when you get this. This war will be over, & you and I will be over. What we two shall 
be then, I don't know. But if we do live in some way or other, and can remember and feel, then we will 
be lovers still. Perhaps you smile at this letter, & perhaps I also must smile at it in 1999. But I in 1917, in 
the middle of all these wars and wonders, set down as a certain thing that for you & for me both then & 
now the main thing in all the world is that we love one another.
For ever
Your Olaf
This was Stapledon's first letter to the future, his first effort to speak from beyond the grave, speculating 
how the world might look from that vantage, wondering what would persist and what would fail in the 
final winnowing of a life.
The literary conceit of a disembodied voice, speaking across gulfs of time and defying both physics and 
mortality, figures most extravagantly in Last and First Men, but it animates others of Stapledon's works, 
including the radio script "Far Future Calling," the science-fictional Bildungsroman Last Men in 
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London, the cosmological quest Star Maker, and the World War II fantasy Death into The telepaths in 
Odd John represent a special case of disembodied communication, and Stapledon himself from his youth 
to his last years took an interest-both theoretical and practical-in experiments with telepathy. 
Everywhere in his fiction there appear hopeful adventurers launching messages in bottles that may wash 
up someday and find a fit reader who will grasp the urgency of the communication; thus the freakish 
enfant terrible Odd John, anticipating an early death, urges his biographer to tell his story to posterity, 
and the inmate of the asylum in The Flames calls on an old university friend to publish to the world his 
lengthy prophetic letter about "a kind of future which we do not at all desire" (Flames 61). The concern 
to affect posterity by leaving a lasting testament can be found not only in Stapledon's longer fictions but 
in his pastiche of autobiography and sociology called Youth and Tomorrow, in the chapter on the future 
he wrote for Naomi Mitchison's children's encyclopedia, and in his utopian pamphlet Old Man in New 
World.
Throughout Stapledon's work there runs a grand paradox: an imaginative attraction to large, inhuman 
vistas of time and space is recurrently set against private anxieties about human brevity. Friends used to 
observe his strikingly youthful appearance, even in his forties and fifties, by calling him a "Peter Pan," 
and the Divine Boy in Last and First Men is surely an ironic self-study. But Stapledon had no illusions 
that he could cheat time. "Old age is upon the young man's heels," he wrote in an early poem, and indeed 
his literary celebrity, achieved at the ripe age of forty-four, was cruelly brief. Shortly before his death he 
wrote of himself as "the aging man, who with new eyes sees his small triumphs as failures" (OF 3:4). 
Sometime in the late 1940s- perhaps just after his first grandson was horn in 1948-he explored the notion 
of leaving behind some letters addressed specifically to his own great-grandchild. The manuscript was 
never completed, but it gives abundant, often eloquent, testimony of Stapledon's desire to peer into the 
near future just beyond his own mortal boundary and to transmit the central tenets of his vision to his 
descendants. As the tentative dedication on the earliest surviving page of draft suggests, his ultimate aim 
was to speak not only to a member of his own family but to an entire future generation: "to those who 
will be young when we are dead."
Much of Stapledon's imagined communication with his great-grandson echoes the central issues of his 
fiction and his social criticism. When, for instance, near the opening of the first letter he justifies his 
exercise in speaking to a different era on the grounds that "it is salutary to judge ourselves through the 
eyes of the future," he offers essentially the very rationale that underpins the fictional premise of Last 
and First Men. Similarly, the discussion in Letter II of the difficulty of reconciling self-consciousness 
with "other-regarding impulses" recalls his persistent concern in other writings with the psychological 
and the social imperatives in human development-what he called "personality-in-community." The 
image of human history as a fugue, evocations of stars and electrons and birds and butterflies, rhetorical 
strategies of opposition and apparent contradiction: all these stylistic features of the letters come from 
the common store out of which Stapledon always furnished his prose. And there are allusions to some of 
his familiar touchstones: in Letter 1 to J. D. Bernal, author of The World, the Flesh, and the Devil, and 
William Blake, the "prophet" in revolt against the Ancient of Days; to the legacies of Socrates and Jesus 
in Letters II and III; and to Whitehead ("one of our philosophers") in Letters III and IV.
But if Letters to the Future offers a gloss on some old Stapledonian themes of the 1930s, it also provides 
revealing glimpses into his final years, when disillusionment with his own faltering career lent a sweetly 
melancholic autobiographical flavor to his writings, and when the state of world politics drove him to 
increasingly hortatory rhetoric about the future. Letters to the Future belongs to the same creative stage 
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as Stapledon's articles and addresses on nuclear power and world peace and his most transparently self-
referential works since Last Men in London: A Man Divided and the posthumous Opening of the Eyes 
and Four Encounters. His claim in Letter I that his "very obscurity" might qualify him better than more 
famous writers to speak for the mid-twentieth century reflects his loss of publicity after 1943, when all 
his old books went out of print and he began having trouble securing publishers for his new works. In 
the final letter, as he muses on "the fate of all mediocre minds when they over-reach their stature," the 
self-assessment is excruciating. Many of Stapledon's last works are elegiac in mood, almost as if he had 
a premonition of early death; in the interludes of Death into Life and the luminous, recently discovered 
allegory "The Peak and the Town," as in Letters to the Future, there is a mournful nostalgia for his 
youth, his creative achievements, and his brief public renown. The Stapledon of Letters to the Future is 
warier than the author of Last and First Men. He is, in the aftermath of a second world war quite 
different from the one he imagined in 1930, reluctant to predict very much about the coming age: the 
future recipient of the four letters might read them amid the comforts of a civilization poised to embark 
on a sane new twenty-first century, or he might puzzle out Stapledon's words while sitting in the rubble 
of a demolished world. The author who bravely espied humanity two billion years hence in Last and 
First Men now cannot see clearly half a century ahead.
Nevertheless, though modest in tone, Letters to the Future is a forthright confession of faith from a 
secular evangelist earnestly sending epistles to fin de siècle civilization-if any such thing remains. In 
counseling his great-grandson to a "radical Worldliness" rather than soul-saving, Stapledon stresses his 
commitments as a social reformer, commitments sometimes blurred by the emphasis on spiritual vision 
in his early fiction. Without abandoning his consistently held view that self-cultivation and social 
conscience are inseparable in the fully mature and awakened person, Stapledon makes clearer than ever 
before the "religion of worldliness" to which he called his initial readers and which still has power to 
move and to persuade new readers forty years after the author's death, even as his oldest great-
grandchildren enter early adulthood. The existence of the manuscript of Letters to the Future 
dramatically illustrates Stapledon's literary ambition to speak to, for, and about future humanity and 
things to come, but it also testifies to the special vitality of all texts that find an audience beyond their 
authors' lifetimes. That vitality is identified by Stapledon's great forebear in epic, polemic, and visionary 
modes, Milton, who insisted that "a good book is the precious lifeblood of a master spirit, embalmed and 
treasured up on purpose to a life beyond life."" Unsealed after forty years, these letters retain the 
freshness of the master spirit that composed them.
The printed text of Letters to the Future derives from the best available holograph version of each letter. 
The earliest draft, titled A Letter to the Future, contemplates a single long letter, but that plan quickly 
yielded to a multiple-letter structure. Stapledon appears to have composed the first three letters in order, 
but then to have grown dissatisfied with the second and third, intending to drop them. What is published 
here as Letter IV Stapledon at one point designed to replace Letter II. He then, however, started 
rewriting the earlier version of Letter II and restored its original number, suggesting a probable return to 
his scheme of four letters. Letter II exists in two forms, one of which is complete; the printed text relies 
on the second, incomplete revision but reverts to the earlier manuscript for the missing final portion. The 
fourth letter was never finished. It exists in a brief, patchy version, and a longer, more detailed one 
which stops abruptly; the latter has been adopted as copy-text. Beyond that it is impossible to guess 
Stapledon's intentions or his reasons for giving up the letters. He did annotate all four letters in his 
habitual method for revising manuscripts, indicating passages to be cut, interpolations, and stylistic 
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alterations. I have adopted all such manuscript changes on the assumption that they represent Stapledon's 
final thoughts before he abandoned the project.
 

LETTER I
A letter of introduction.
To my Great Grandson in early manhood.
Sir,
If ever you come upon this letter, forgive its preglacial dialect, and have patience to spell out its 
meaning. How gladly would I address you in whatever speech lives in your ears! The thoughts which 
follow must, I know, reach you only as dead and fragile specimens; but today they live. They flit among 
us dazzlingly and elusively, and we fight about them; for some of us fear them as the plague and would 
exterminate them, while others prize them as the light of our world.
I will not forget that I can give you only a few dead butterflies of thought, and that perhaps you will be 
interested in them only because they will have become extinct. Nor will I forget that I have no personal 
claim on your respect. Far from it; I fear you will have to suffer for my follies, even as your world must 
suffer for the immense follies of mine. Our misconduct must remain inexcusable in your eyes, for it has 
been disreputable; and you are young. But I must also bear in mind the possibility that you may censure 
not only our admitted errors but even the most admired achievements of our time, and that you may 
dismiss as worthless our most cherished dogmas. I will try not to forget this possibility even on the wave-
crest of confidence.
But in the trough I must be allowed to remind myself that we stand to be judged finally not by your age 
but by that fully informed mind (if ever there be such) which alone can have reason to claim certainty 
for its verdicts. Even you have authority only in so far as you approximate to that ideal.
If I do not propose to apologize for my own errors or the barbarism of an era, what purpose, you wonder, 
have I in burrowing up from oblivion into your day. It is inconceivable that a voice out of this grave of 
lost causes should offer you advice.
I might of course plead that I am writing not strictly for you but for myself; for it is salutary to judge 
ourselves through the eyes of the future. Or again, I might, and indeed I must, plead an innocuous kind 
of family affection which prompts me to interest myself in your affairs. But I have already learnt enough 
from one of your grandparents to know that this sentiment must be firmly controlled, lest it should 
develop into a passion for meddling in matters which a parent necessarily cannot understand. I promise 
you, then, I will be on my guard in this respect. I will frequently remind myself that a parent, and still 
more a great grandparent, is, in the nature of the case, out of date and naively ignorant; and that your 
wisdom loses mine in its pocket like a threepenny bit. Alas! You have doubtless long ago abolished that 
exasperating coin, and our petty wisdom also. Well, threepence has a certain potency whatever its form; 
and so I insist on slipping this right into your pocket.
I have more serious reasons for seeking contact with you. How should I know that your world will be 
more enlightened than mine? Today we find little reason to prophesy a millennium for you. Our own 
blunders seem to forbid it. Moreover even if, as we cannot but hope, you have somehow won through in 
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spite of us, and can afford to smile at our little wisdom, it is well that I should speak to you. For this age, 
in spite of its bewilderment and disillusionment and obvious failure, has not been wholly without vision. 
In our darkness we begin to glimpse something whose nature (if it is as we suppose) demands that we 
record our view of it even at the risk of earning ridicule from a shrewder generation. This dawning 
apprehension, I venture to think, is more characteristic of our age than the disillusionment which we 
consciously affect. True we are but rarely and vaguely aware of this thing. Many of us never glimpse it 
at all. Not one among us has a clear view of it. But more and more of us, I believe, begin to turn toward 
it; and already for many it is the undiscovered goal toward which their best thought leads.
Do not fear that I shall urge you to seek God and save your soul, or preach a crusade against 
contraception or false teeth. Probably in your enlightenment you are as happily ignorant of these two 
latter clumsy but merciful dodges as you are emancipated from soul-saving and from the obsession with 
God. If not, for God's sake, sir, damn your soul and have done with it,-if you suppose yourself to have 
one; and so see the world more clearly, and enjoy it more shrewdly, and be more inclined to save it. For 
it is the world, and not his soul, that claims a man's attention and his care. It is this world of lands and 
seas, cornfields and cities, of jelly-fish and flies and chickweed, of pigs in their sties and roving gulls, of 
miners and profiteers and thinkers and screaming babies, of armies, trade unions, colleges, prisons, and 
panic-stricken nations, of electrons and multitudinous streams of suns, of applied maths and aesthetic 
and moral experience. What need to seek heaven for the ghost that a man supposes himself to be, when 
all these vivid and needy realities clamour around him?
Did I so far lack humour as to preach to you, I think I should exhort you to a radical Worldliness. I 
should urge, not pietism, but a whole-hearted devotion to the world, yes and to the flesh and the devil; 
but especially to the flesh, which bears all our spiritual sky-scrapers on its back as a soldier bears lice, 
but also to the devil since he is in reality.
But (thus I would preach if I dared) you must more than daily with this great trinity. You must be 
intimate with flesh till you know its very essence. And its very essence is after all a spirit, an attitude, an 
adventurousness toward it knows not what, and a delighted discovery of the world, and a tireless 
creativeness. This (I would affirm) is its essence, and not that mechanical and tyrannous routine of 
pleasure and pain in which it has become entangled, that vast back-water in which so much of life's 
torrent is forever trapped. Your worldliness, too, must exclude nothing. It must be at home not only in 
the West End but the East End, not only there but behind the Pole Star. And the devil you must know 
intimately before you claim to understand him. Then (as one of the prophets has shown) you will find 
him to be that bold and insolent spirit who has crept into this clod, our Earth, to quicken it into 
intelligent revolt against the Ancient of Days and his trivial round.
Of course if you are thorough with this religion of worldliness you will find yourself worshipping at the 
very same shrine as all honest men have ever frequented. But you will have stripped it of all vulgar 
tinsel, revealing the grey stone. And therefore many will have a secret grudge against you. For many are 
comforted by a painted surface even while they know it covers carved granite.
If you should fail to be thorough in your Worldliness, damned you will certainly be; and the pure in face 
will hound you. What is worse you will leave a mess behind you. But those who are half-hearted even in 
a more respectable faith leave filthy traces, traces the more poisonous for being tolerated and never 
mopped up.
In some such vein as this might I preach you as good a half-truth as ever became a slogan. But it is only 
half the truth. And moreover preaching won't go down with one's relatives. So I will make a plain tale of 
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my faith, and temper it with many queries. For obviously we who believe may be mistaken. You perhaps 
will have already exposed our error and set our altar in your museum. Indeed even today certain clever 
young persons are trying to budge it. They think, I suppose, that because so many goods have gone bad 
on our hands goodness itself must be illusory. Well, they may prove right in the end; but meanwhile we 
find some amusement in watching them apparently tugging in vain at the rock face. Whether they are 
right or wrong they have not yet convinced us. We still believe, and must act on our belief. Folly is less 
shameful than disloyalty.
But it may well seem inappropriate that I, whose career has been a texture of good luck and bad 
management, should undertake to be the spokesman of an age which, whatever its failings, has not been 
inarticulate. I speak, however, as kinsman to kinsman, hoping that something of the family mannerism 
may render me intelligible to you when our more public voices have already become archaic. Further it 
is just possible that my very obscurity may fit me to speak more faithfully for my period than any of its 
great unique personalities.
But how can I write cogently to one with whom I am not even acquainted? Are you rich with the culture 
of your age, or are you a boor or a philistine? Are you curious about the nature of things, or content to 
see no further than your own food and the curves of woman? I cannot know; but I shall presume that you 
have the broad interests that are not uncommon in our family, and (like the rest of us) a certain capacity 
of reasoning. If you have not, it is to be hoped that you will at least have the sense to hand this letter, and 
those which follow, to someone of intelligence,-if there be any such alive in your day.
For in ours it is impossible to be sure that the human mind is not destroying itself. We seem to ourselves 
to be in a unique crisis of this planet's history,- a crisis which may soon end, or may, we suspect, drag on 
even far beyond the lives of your remote descendants. We are accustomed to describe man's present 
plight thus. His knowledge and power have lately increased extravagantly. His mind is embracing 
regions hitherto unguessed; and he can give effect to his will as never before. But these wide and deep 
discoveries, which should enlighten him as to what is truly desirable, do not in general have any 
influence on his choice of ends. He is ruled almost entirely by his animal and ancestral nature. He 
behaves very seldom in the manner that is uniquely human. Quite rightly he seeks the fulfillment of 
bodily and personal needs; and he even knows how to subordinate these to ends deemed more important; 
but his remoter ends are not as a rule chosen rationally, and are seldom objectively valid. He can 
transcend his private needs only for outworn or mistaken ideals imposed by ancestral taboos. For these 
alone are backed up by the forces of habit and public opinion.
Few of us today have seen what man is and what he might become. And of these, fewer see the starry 
universe as anything more than the stage of man's drama. Even when we glimpse the things that are 
better than food and sex and applause, and better than all the virtues, we cannot long act in conformity 
with our vision. Very soon we succumb to the old cravings or the old sightless conscience. And so the 
great power that we are acquiring issues in disaster. And no one knows what will become of his own 
children in the stupid riot.
There seem to us three possibilities with regard to the world in your time. Either the interest of the mass 
of men and women will have definitely passed beyond the puerile ends which infect us, and a new epoch 
will be dawning in the life of this planet; or, like us, you will continue to be at heart no more than 
anthropoid. The latter is the more probable alternative. And if this is the case, either civilization will still 
be hanging by a thread, or it will be already shattered.
I may then be addressing one whose society will have crashed into a second barbarism before ever it has 
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achieved true civilization, one who may perhaps regard us (if he knows of us at all) with the 
misunderstanding adulation so often lavished on a more intelligent past. Or I may be exposing myself to 
one who will really be of a finer mentality than has yet been achieved on this planet, and to an age that 
has at last won through to some agreed certainty of belief and some unquestionable judgment as to the 
good, and to full sanity of will. Or again you, like us, may be more than animal yet not fully human, 
seeing fitfully the good, but unable to serve it with any constancy. Such I expect will be your state; 
though if you have not actually crashed you must surely have outgrown some of our follies. Sanity of 
thought and sanity of will may not be quite so rare with you as with us. Persons of common intelligence 
will perhaps be less entangled in the maze of superstitions from which none of us today can entirely 
escape.
If you have outstripped us even thus far you will scarcely be able to conceive our mental confusion. For 
today every hoax finds some believer, and every truth is obscured by a fog of argument. While some 
pathetically dress up old idols in modern clothes, others are naively disillusioned because they have 
ransacked the universe in vain for a trace of God. Yet all the while (if I mistake not) in the streets and 
the farms, and indeed in every span of every man's experience, something cries out for our admiration 
and our help, something better than any idol, something lovelier than the God of our fathers.
It is about this something that I must speak to you, lest your apprehension of it should through some 
misfortune happen to be more uncertain even than my own. But if when you read these letters you find 
that you have already passed beyond their range of thought, perhaps they will at least interest you 
historically; and perhaps you will forgive my importunity. However remote we may be from each other 
in time and in mentality, we are kin, and our two worlds are one. We, and all men, however gravely we 
conflict, are engaged on the same enterprise. In my language the goal of that enterprise may be called 
the fulfillment of the world's capacity; but if this sounds barbarous to you, call it what you will, so long 
as you recognize in me a fellow-worker, though far-removed.
LETTER II
A historical letter
Great Grandson,
If ever you wade through my first letter, will you, I wonder, take the plunge into my second? One thing, 
I fancy, will have amused you and may entice you further. I claimed in effect that an ethical conflict was 
the peculiarity of this age. But after all it is characteristic of every age; and if in your time some of our 
discords are resolved, others inconceivable to us must surely have arisen. In every age man has been 
discovering new ends that were intrinsically better than his accustomed ends, and has always been 
failing to wean his heart from the familiar and lesser good for the sake of the newly discovered better. 
Never before today, perhaps, has the process been so dramatic; for the customary habit of man's will has 
never before been so completely stultified by his increasing knowledge yet so reluctant to be 
transformed.
And because of the complexity and harshness of our conflicts we, perhaps more clearly than other ages, 
see the full irony of man's fate. For he does in the end succeed in disciplining himself to the new-found 
value and reshaping his whole manner of life,-but only to find that the precious thing is itself eclipsed by 
some yet higher excellence. Or in other cases the world is so changed that the hard-won value is 
revealed as but a means to an end, and no longer serviceable. And so he must either wrench the whole 
current of his life into a new channel, or, accepting means for end, pursue a phantom. How often in the 
career of each one of us has enthusiasm been followed by cold enlightenment or by reluctant recognition 
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of some higher and almost repellent goal! How often in man's history has a new habit of will or a new 
ideal been painfully acquired by one generation only to be reviled and combatted by the next!
At this point a mockingly unctuous voice within me, (perhaps it is the voice that will be yours) sings 
from a song that will never be heard in your day, "Excelsior!" But do not deride me! I am not lapsing 
into moralism. I am not preaching a moral duty of climbing for climbing's sake, or for the sake of a 
heaven at the top. Let us be clear on this point. I refer only to the dire fact that familiar goods ever tend 
to reveal, as implicated in their own goodness, unfamiliar and better goods. Climb we must; but not 
merely to exercise our moral limbs; rather, (to pursue the image) because our presence is imperiously 
demanded on the summit; or because on the cliff face there is no rest, and to descend were treason, not 
to ourselves but to the spirit of the crags, the spirit to whom we pledged ourselves in our earliest act of 
admiration. We all admire something or other, whether a punch from the shoulder or the precise dancing 
of electrons. And whatever our admiration begins upon, it is led on, or should be led on, willy nilly to 
other things; and perhaps (as many philosophers have declared) it should logically advance to 
admiration of the Whole.
Perhaps the supreme instance of this advance to new values is the revolution which must have occurred 
when the race first gained self-consciousness, and is repeated in each child. Today it is so easy for us to 
value the "self" that no one takes credit for it. On the contrary, selfishness is on all hands condemned. 
But care for an enduring individuality rather than for the fleeting pleasures that it tastes were not always 
familiar. In that forgotten era when our animal ancestors first glimpsed themselves as "selves" how 
stubbornly must the old automatic self-less behaviour have resisted control by self-consciousness! Yet 
now, though we all have lapses even from this lowly plane, only infants and idiots live constantly the 
life of uncontrolled impulse, and have no habit whatever of self-value.
If you should ask what I mean by "self' I should have to remain silent, or embark on a course of 
inconclusive lectures. Suffice it that I mean that which experiences, endures through its experiences, and 
is distinct from others of its kind. But what that is, God knows. Perhaps it is the body "in its 
psychological aspect." Or perhaps, on the contrary, the body is but the physical aspect of self. What 
matter,-so long as we realise that each is nothing without the other.
Let me return to my theme. Even in the very age when ego was first discovered and valued and painfully 
preserved, our ancestors must have been apprehending not only themselves but their fellows as good. 
Long before self-respect was established, selfishness must have become a reproach. Irony! Love was 
impossible till there was knowledge of personality; but this no man could know till he was aware on the 
one hand of the distinction between himself and others, and on the other of the enduring unity of all his 
experiences; and affection for his own individuality, through which alone he could know others as 
persons, has itself been the great cause of his failure to embrace his neighbours also within the bright 
circle of his interest. Yet long before the dawn of self-consciousness man's behavior was already 
crowded with other-regarding impulses which pointed the way to conscious love, but which the 
blinkered devotee of ego must reject as irrelevant to his abstract and impossible ideal.
Man's career has indeed been a fugue whose theme, (the birth, struggle, triumph and eclipse of 
successive ideals), has been repeated in endless variety. While our ancestors were discovering 
themselves and their neighbours they began to notice also the unity of the social group, and to take 
society itself as an end. And in addition, even in that early time, they began to have glimpses, (many 
would say illusions), of value altogether extrahuman, superhuman, cosmical. And from the conflict of 
these diverse kinds of excellence sprang many ideals, all justified as instrumental to one or other of the 
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prime goods, but each apt to be mistaken as an end and pursued to the exclusion of all else.
Forgive me if I weary you with matter already familiar. I must review my foundations before declaring 
my faith. Besides,-how can I know that you have ever thought at all about this progressive discovery of 
values, or that you see its tragic but glorious significance? (For it suggests, does it not?, that all that we 
deem most precious may, in the universal view, be utterly negligible.)
Consider the fate of the moralistic ideals. From the clash of the social and the private values, and not 
wholly from egoistic fear of governors, arose the concept of a law which must be obeyed. For when the 
group came to be regarded as itself a good thing it was obvious that, for the cohesion of the group, 
individuals must conform to certain principles of conduct whatever the consequences to themselves. 
This in fact is clearly the rational basis and the actual strength of law, whether it is recognized or not. 
And because of its social utility law became an established institution. But no sooner was law-
abidingness recognized as a "virtue" than it began to be actually a vice. For law was mistaken as an end 
in itself. Outworn commandments, once perhaps of use, crystallized into a rigid and irrational taboo; and 
men imposed on themselves and on each other a thousand ludicrous disabilities, such as sabbatarianism 
and the ritual of prudery.
Thus arose the notion of the "virtues," the depressing view that the greatest good in the universe is 
willing conduct in accordance with certain rules. I shall not forget the joy with which my slow mind first 
discovered that the human race and the stars are not a poultry farm for the production of moral foie gras 
for a gluttonous God. Truthfulness and chastity and the like were revealed as only more sacred than a 
good style in tennis because they served a greater end. So it seemed at least to my youthful confidence. 
But what is the end? Is it perhaps, as in tennis, an action, but an act of the whole real?
We of today, even we, have outgrown the "virtues"; but there is a kindred illusion which has some 
power over us. All external rules stand to be criticized and often condemned by the private conscience, 
which claims to be superior to foreign authority. And obviously it is So; each man must judge right and 
wrong for himself and choose his own moral authorities. But conscience itself is but a blind groping 
after the desirable end; and the dictates of conscience, when they are but vague feelings of right and 
wrong, must be criticized. Conscientiousness, the following of our established conscience, cannot itself 
be the end, for conscience presupposes an objective distinction between good and bad. A man may 
conscientiously do great hurt to that which alone is the ground of there being conscience at all.
But what is this moral end, this principle to which all consciences ought to conform? What is it, when all 
things are taken into account, that is most desirable, most worthy to exist, or that has the chief claim 
upon our allegiance? Today, when we look back on the fundamentally different answers to these 
questions, and when we realize our own confusion about them, we wonder if there is any final answer to 
them at all, or whether they are childish and meaningless. Yet we must continue to ask them. And we 
cannot but hope that soon, even perhaps in your time, they may be finally answered in principle, though 
never in detail.
In Greece and Palestine two answers were made, and each a great one.
The Greeks, I suppose, may be said to have conceived the ideal of "the just man." They saw the 
difference between the private and the universal view, and they felt that to take account only of the 
needs of one's own body and oneself as a person against other persons was petty, arbitrary, incomplete, 
mean. The just man, they said in effect, is one who cares indeed for his own soul or personality, rather 
than for fleeting pleasures; but he cares most, not for himself, but for his city, for the community in 
which he is a member. And for his city he should care not merely as for a crowd of persons demanding 
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pleasure, but as for an organized system in which each member has an allotted function and justification. 
And the supreme function, of which only the greatest individuals were capable, was said to be the 
pursuit of wisdom, the attempt to take all things into account at their true value, and so discover the 
good, and conduct oneself and rule others in accordance with that supreme knowledge.
Here indeed was a great answer to the question, and one which many have thought sufficient. But it was 
not final. It did not stress all that needed to be stressed even within the experience of that age. It was 
based on justice rather than on love. It began with the cultured individual's demand for self-increase and 
for harmony of mental content; and it passed on to the universal view only because this alone was found 
to afford personal fulfillment. The social life was to be pursued just because the citizen can find richer 
experience and activity than the man apart.
But with the coming of Christianity men found, not merely that justice was the way to self-fulfillment, 
but that their fellows were lovable. The extant form of society did not allow the fulfillment of every 
person; and it was obvious that many who were socially cramped were intrinsically no less worthy than 
many others who were favoured. Thus it was, perhaps, that the value of the individual experient became 
the basis of Christianity. And Christianity was also a revolt against an earlier moralism. It was 
recognized that each individual must seek, not merely to obey wise laws, but to embrace within the 
circle of his own felt needs the needs of his neighbours. This would seem to be the essence of the 
Christian ideal of the loving community. It was found to be involved in human nature itself that each 
man should "self-forgetfully" love others. Adapting an expression used in other connections by one of 
our philosophers I would say that the essence of Christianity is to have the needs of all other persons 
"ingredient" in oneself.
Why does the true Christian serve others? Not (I hope) just because to desert them would give him a 
pang. On the contrary the pang that he would have in deserting them springs from the prior fact that he 
recognizes their needs as indeed their needs. I would put it thus. Their needs are not motives of his 
conduct because he has taken possession of them or conceived them on his own account within the 
womb of his own egoism. No, they are objectively needs whether he discovers them or not; and in his 
discovery of them they invade and possess him. His demand for their fulfillment is their demand through 
him. He is in part constituted by them.
But the Christian ideal, like those that preceded it, stressed certain values at the expense of others. 
Seeing the intrinsic good of every individual experient, it went on to assume that each individual must 
be eternal. For Christians have exaggerated the value of the individual experient "soul" even though their 
approach to such a view was not through self-love but love of others. They have insisted on the potential 
equality of individuals "in God's eyes," simply as being one and all centres of experience and will. They 
ignore all differences but differences in the capacity to love other experients, human and divine. They 
fixed man's attention on himself and the God which he made in his own likeness. They conceived a 
heaven in which individuals were to be fulfilled simply in an emotional attitude toward each other and 
their creator. The starry spheres were regarded but as a potter's wheel for the making of affectionate 
human beings, who in an after life should be perfected and compensated for their sufferings in this world.
You, looking back on my time with a certain aloofness, may smile when you learn that very many even 
of us are still enthralled so securely to the value of the experient ego, and so dismayed at the "injustice" 
of its fate on earth, that they cling to the belief in its immortality, claiming that if souls die the universe 
must be evil. And though even in your day you may not be entirely free from the primitive wish that 
your beloveds might live for ever you must I think see with a clearness impossible to us that such 
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cravings are foolish, if not immoral. For even I, blindly groping toward that wider view of existence 
which I trust you have attained, begin to understand that the experient soul, though indeed it is a great 
intrinsic good, is also but a tone in a more excellent music, which would be marred were its individual 
sounds not to follow one another into silence.
A good thing, indeed, is good eternally, however brief its existence. But continuance does not 
necessarily enhance its value. When we consider our dear ones in abstraction from the rest of the world, 
we cannot but desire immortality for them. But in those clear moments when we see the whole and are 
in love with it, we discover with sudden shame that to have demanded perpetuity even for the finest of 
human persons is as though a lover were to have gloated upon one gesture of the beloved, forgetting the 
swift soul. For in those clear moments persons are seen to be but gestures of the world, or foci kindled 
for a while with light from the stars.
But these moments perhaps lie. 

LETTER III
Of worldliness and otherworldliness
Great Grandson,
My third letter must, like my second, temper the extravagance of my first. I spoke of a religion of 
worldliness; what, I wonder, did I really mean by that self-righteous devildom? You, who will perhaps 
never have suffered from that curious malady which has been called the non-conformist conscience, will 
easily detect in me an exaggerated dislike of piety, oddly mated with an itch to preach supreme values. 
This I suppose is the normal fate of the nonconformist mind when at last it has smelt the corruption of its 
own purity. It cannot break the habit of preaching and of pietism, so it merely orientates its pietism 
towards ends which formerly it would have condemned as wicked.
Help me with your imagined presence to think out this question of worldliness and unworldliness 
dispassionately.
The root of Christianity, I should say, was the apprehension of the beauty and loveableness of one's 
neighbours, and of their need. From love, more than from egoistic dread of extinction, sprang the 
doctrine of the immortal soul. But if all souls are precious, so is my own. And so a doctrine that began in 
love was often tripped into selfishness. Now the way to save the souls of others was to help them to 
transcend their petty selves and be absorbed emotionally into the life of the loving community whose 
true home was said to be eternity. To brood beyond the limits of petty interests, this was the way of 
salvation for one's neighbours, and for oneself Thus a religion whose root was active love for men and 
women developed the ideal of otherworldliness, the aim of deserting all the misery and meanness of this 
planet by imaginative brooding on eternal verities. Love was first praised because it was the attitude 
appropriate to the objective loveliness of one's neighbours; but it came to be valued for its own sake, and 
to be the goal of all existence and the supreme excellence of God was even said to lie in his loving men 
in spite of their unworthiness to be loved. Love itself was the end, no matter what its object. This 
divorce of love from the loveliness of its object led easily to a subtle emotionalism according to which 
the effects of a man's conduct mattered less than "the state of his soul." Thus in a back-handed manner 
egotism of the subtlest kind received divine honours.
There is indeed an attitude sometimes confused with otherworldliness which is not egoistical. The truly 
religious consciousness might be described as a vague surmise that beyond the world of common sense, 
beyond the needs of our neighbours and the needs of the awakening social whole of mankind, lie higher 
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cosmical needs which man cannot yet clearly apprehend though he must keep his heart open to feel 
them. And to this account of the religious spirit we should perhaps add the even vaguer sense that behind 
the apparent distinction of good and evil lies the truth that reality, just as it is, is perfect. Whether or not 
these obscure cognitions be true, this attitude of mind is a response as it were to a half-heard, half 
imagined knocking at the outer doors of the personality; it is an enthusiastic readiness to adopt whatever 
in fact is the appropriate attitude to the real as a whole, but this should not be called otherworldliness, for 
it does not, like otherworldliness, despise and fear the world of everyday. It seeks only to know more of 
it and admire it more justly, and serve it more shrewdly.
Otherworldliness is quite different. It is a shameful desertion of the real, a willful deafness to all the 
urgent needs cognized in the world, and an attempt to satisfy one's own desire for pleasure and dread of 
pain by a system of fantasy. This treason has I think been fostered by an over-valuation of the mere 
processes of consciousness. For thus men came easily to think more of the good will than of the 
goodness of its goal, more of the artistic emotion than of the work of art, more of their consciences than 
of their neighbours, more of faith than of works.
But stay! The opposition of the ideals of faith and of works must not be so carelessly dismissed. Behind 
that bitter old controversy lie, I think, two truths that are simple and easily accepted, though their logical 
support is a complicated affair. It is true in the first place that the individual attains highest intrinsic 
excellence by opening his heart to those obscure intimations of cosmic value which are the essential 
religious experience. For in a sense the individual is greater and more self-complete the more the content 
of his experience approximates to the whole real. If then we are considering the individual alone, the 
external results of his conduct are irrelevant. He must be judged in terms of his own experience and will, 
not in terms of his external effects. And this is to judge him in terms of his "faith"; for we must certainly 
interpret "faith" to mean something more austere than a kind of blinkered and phthisic confidence.
But if we are considering the world at large, we must judge individuals in terms of their effect on the 
world. Even so, however, the last word is perhaps for faith rather than works. For the world on which the 
individual acts is, after all, other individuals; and the excellence of individuals, we have said, is in the 
breadth and truth of their mentality. Thus the goal of works is after all faith, broadly interpreted, but it is 
the faith of others. And it is faith, I should say, not as a mere emotional state to be enjoyed by a "soul," 
but in a sense very difficult to describe. The state of "faith" which each must seek to approach is, so to 
speak, the awakening of the universe to self-consciousness through the focalization of his percipient 
body. This state is excellent (if indeed it is excellent at all) because it is the world's fulfillment, not 
because it is the greatest joy a soul can have.
The ideal of good works began as a new sensitivity to the concrete needs of one's neighbours and a 
surmise as to cosmic needs; but subsequently it has often been adopted merely as a mechanical means 
toward private salvation. Thus once more was an outward-regarding precept adapted by egotism to its 
own uses. And in this service it was often turned from a concern for the effects of one's conduct to a 
mere thoughtless itch for activity, any activity socially approved, without serious criticism of the values 
served. Activity itself tended to seem its own justification.
Now the ideal of good works, when it is not merely a secret egoism, is essentially worldly, not 
otherworldly. It springs from admiration, love, and pity for members of this world for their own sake. It 
may be complicated by a surmise that each member is in some mysterious way the whole, and to be 
saved "for eternity," or for "another world." But primarily it is care for the member himself as he is seen 
to be in fact, here and now. It does not despise this world and shun it for another; it wants to make the 
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best of this world, just because it is after all experienced as a world lovely though imperfect.
The attitude which is more conventionally called "worldliness" is a care for certain things in this world 
at the expense of others. It is a care for sensory pleasures and personal triumph, and when it loves, it 
admires in the beloved, and seeks to enhance in the beloved, only these minor goods. "Otherworldliness" 
is an excessive revulsion from these goods called worldly and a yearning for a world utterly different in 
which they have no part whatever. It is a kind of nausea brought on by an over-indulgence in things 
good in themselves but not the only good. Gorged to the point of vomiting we may long for a world in 
which food has no part whatever. Nauseated with the cruder values, we long for a sphere of "pure spirit," 
and seek to withdraw ourselves from this foundering world as rats from a sinking ship. This surely is the 
great treason. The advance from worldliness (in the conventional sense) is not to unworldliness but to a 
more thorough worldliness, a care not only for the cruder values revealed in this world but also for all its 
finer excellences which we foolishly supposed could constitute a world apart.
The "religion of worldliness" then is the will to know deeply the nature of this world, to understand good 
and evil, and to work for the fulfillment of this world's best capacities.

 

 
LETTER IV
Great Grandson,
I have introduced myself with a grand flourish, but what next? A second and a third letter I have already 
written and discarded, for they were still-born. I caught myself yawning when I read them over, yawning 
and hoping for the dinner bell. Clearly that is not the kind of letter I meant to write. I meant to make a 
direct and vivid confession of faith. I meant to distill the very essence of my life for you, the few drops 
of spirit that have flavoured my whole watery existence. It was to be caught in a little phial of crystal 
language and preserved for you (and then, I thought, I should be able to comfort myself even in my 
ceaseless futility with the certainty that one thing at least had been done well and serviceably). But all 
that came was second-hand truth in text-book jargon!
Is it all a delusion, then? Have I nothing to tell you? No, no, there is something that must be said; and if I 
don't say it, another will, damn him,- I mean thank God. But if there really is something to say, why 
don't I say it, and have done? I can't. And yet there the thing is; it won't leave me alone. It keeps nudging 
me at every turn, and looking me full in the face with the painful brightness of the sun, while seeming to 
say ironically, "Well, what about me? It's time you told them. I insist that everyone who has the pleasure 
of my acquaintance shall advertise me. Others are busy for me; but you?" In that bright moment it is all 
clear; but as soon as I get down to work there is nothing left but a sort of dazzlement and bewilderment, 
and an inarticulate echo of that gleam of the truth.
Such, you will say, is the fate of all mediocre minds when they over-reach their stature. It is as though 
there were some certain clear and exquisite percept which one were to encounter often but never 
remember, save as the hidden goal of a thousand "association paths" in the mind. If only one could be 
quit of the thing, or grasp it for ever!
There! I have it! There's a sparrow on the washhouse roof, and he's an angel of the Lord if ever there 
was one. He's sick, poor little devil. He's hunched in a tousled ball. He keeps blinking. Every now and 
then he pecks at his tummy. Now he has dropped a greenish-white mess behind him. That seems to have 
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relieved him, for he is perking up somewhat. Now he's gone. Farewell, Sir! Good hunting! And good 
mating!
Well, and what of the sparrow? How, precisely, did he manage to illumine the situation? I do not claim 
to have seen in him mystically the very spirit of the Whole, or to have pierced intuitively beyond his 
shabby appearance to the perfect real of which he is an aspect. Such experiences are not for me, and 
therefore I suspect them. No, the little guttersnipe of the roof was a clear symbol of the Whole; but he no 
more is the Whole than "c a t" s pussy herself. He is far more than a symbol, and yet not the Whole. He 
is just himself, a very odd thing, which no one can intelligibly describe, though everyone 
(unsophisticated by theory) respects it as a bit of reality,-whatever that may mean.
Yes, he is a bit of reality, though not a very important bit. But stay! He is very important, for without 
him there would be a queer hole in the universe, and all things would be subtly disturbed. "Not a 
sparrow shall fall to the ground-." Moreover he is vastly important to himself; and what is the universal 
view but to take into account every private view? Not one of these curious self-importances (his and 
yours and mine and the rest) can be left out; but unfortunately they furiously conflict, and have 
somehow to be reconciled. And alas many of them are, in their very nature, irreconcilable. To embrace, 
they must first be dissolved and refashioned. Sparrow and cat, German and Frenchman! (But in your 
time surely this last antithesis will have lost its point. Or is your Europe still mad with multiple 
personality?)
To return to the sparrow, what is he? A bundle of instincts and reflexes? What, I wonder, is that, unless 
it is a bundle of ways of behaving? And somehow what one means by "that sparrow" is not ways of 
behaving but something, however obscure, that does the behaving. Then is he perhaps a very 
complicated dance of electrons? Well, if that is what the little fellow is, electrons are very much more 
than the physicists mean by "electrons." Instincts may claim at least to be ways of psychical behaving, 
ways of knowing and striving and feeling; but electrons are but ways of physical behaving, ways of 
moving, in fact. Somehow or other, it seems, when the dance becomes sufficiently involved these ways 
of moving, which we call electrons, miraculously give birth to ways of knowing, striving and feeling. In 
the jargon of philosophers, the psychical "emerges" in a certain complexity of integration or 
organization of that which, in simpler patterns, is only physical.
But what is it that, organised in different patterns, behaves in different manners? Electrons, if they are 
more than ways of behaving, are clearly not little self-complete things. For some electrons somewhere in 
that sparrow are apparently much finer fellows than they could possibly be were they cast adrift. They 
are mysteriously given a richer nature by the form of their organization. They assume new ways of 
behaving. And further they as a whole are aware, they as a whole feel, they as a whole strive. They and 
their passerine pattern are, so to speak, mutually creative of each other. Each electron, we are told by 
one of our philosophers, "prehends" within itself all others, and is in turn itself "ingredient" in every 
other. Each one of them, without the society of the others organised in this passerine manner, would be 
something different through and through from what it is.
But the passerine form itself, which in a manner (we know not how) controls the sparrow's electrons, is 
in turn an expression of a certain environment, past and present. Ingredient in this sparrow are many 
features of my garden and all the careers of his ancestors. This little ball of flesh and feather is moulded 
from without just as each electron within it is moulded by the others.
Now there is one very striking respect in which the system of electrons in the sparrow differs from the 
system of the sparrow and its environment. In the system of the sparrow's electrons the passerine form 
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itself seems to bring into being new kinds of activity biological and psychological. But the system of the 
sparrow and its environment is not itself a biological or psychological unit, behaving as a single whole. 
Always it is the sparrow that behaves biologically and psychologically, not the stone on which it perches.
In a stone there are electrons, and each prehends all the others, and the rest of the universe; but the stone 
is no biological unity.
In a society of human persons (as I see it) there is no biological unity, though it is composed of 
biological individuals, and each individual is what he is by virtue of his social environment. Society 
itself does not behave; its members do.
The stone is a crowd of very simple beings, each of which is indeed an expression of the others and of 
all else in the world, but is not dominated by any unity of the stone. The sparrow is multitudinous "clay" 
organised into one life. A man is another such but far richer and more unitary; for he acts in relation to 
things inconceivable to a sparrow, and he brings to bear upon each situation far wider regions of the 
past. A society of men is, like a stone, a crowd of beings, but of biological beings.
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