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Know thyself.

—Inscription on the Temple of Apollo at Delphi




Introduction

THE UNCONSCIOUS AND THE SUPERNATURAL

There’s someone living in your head besides you.

You think you’re calling all the shots—that you’re in charge of your thoughts, feelings, and choices. You’re not.

When it comes to how you think and feel your way through life, at best you’re the copilot. At worst, you’re along for the ride, at the mercy of a part of your brain that’s overwhelmingly powerful but entirely unseen, influential but utterly secret from you.

It’s called the unconscious: a vast collection of neural circuits working all the time, just out of sight—just out of mind. It determines whether you will be enthusiastic or bored, full of energy or barely able to keep your eyes open. It can make you compassionate or fill you with hatred. It chooses what you desire and who you fall in love with. It can solve seemingly impossible problems with the gift of inspiration, and sometimes it possesses you completely, plunging you into an alien world of mystical experience.

What if we could learn how to recognize the influences of the unconscious, and make it an ally in helping us become who we were meant to be?

And what if the key to doing so was not modern science . . . but a book of fairy tales and a deck of tarot cards?

SCIENCE AND MAGIC

The unconscious has played a prominent—though hidden—role in human culture throughout history. The ancients sought to understand its influence through myths about supernatural creatures: gods, goddesses, demons, and spirits. This way of thinking has fallen out of favor, but the need to work with our dark twin who accompanies us through life is as important as ever.

Our modern understanding of the mind comes from the disciplines of psychology and neuroscience. Because the brain is so much more complex than other organs, these sciences are still in their infancy, and their explanations work best when it comes to simple behaviors that can be tested in a laboratory. Although it may sound strange, a deeper, more sophisticated understanding of unconscious brain functioning can be obtained by combining these modern scientific discoveries with a psychological understanding gleaned from ancient myths.

Drawing on the work of Swiss psychiatrist Carl Gustav (C. G.) Jung, best known for his theory of the collective unconscious, we can unite science and the supernatural to better understand the hidden part of our minds: to discover how it influences our behavior and how we can join forces with it to enrich our lives and make ourselves whole.

Most people don’t think about their unconscious mind very much. In fact, the biggest mistake people make is underestimating its importance. You may have seen pictures that illustrate the mind as an iceberg, with the vast majority (the unconscious) floating beneath the surface. The unconscious uses a much larger part of the brain than the conscious mind, and that’s why it has such an oversized influence. It’s also more primitive. It has its own way of processing information that’s alien to conscious modes of thought.

When the unconscious exerts its influence, it can feel like an external force is acting on us. It can throw us into a passion that takes over our behavior and makes us act in irrational, sometimes self-destructive ways. But it can also awaken latent abilities we never suspected we had. That’s why the unconscious has historically been conceived as a supernatural force. It’s both overwhelmingly powerful and utterly alien to conscious modes of thought. One of Jung’s most important insights was that the best source of knowledge about the unconscious comes from ancient stories about the supernatural—stories about magic.

That’s not easy to accept. We live in an age of scientific discovery, in which rational investigation into natural processes has banished the superstitions of previous generations in favor of an understanding that gives us unprecedented control over our environment. We no longer need sun gods, tree spirits, or personal demons to explain natural and psychological phenomena. Today, we confidently state that those explanations are of no use to us, because they’re false.

And yet, we remain fascinated by ancient traditions of the supernatural. Some of today’s most popular stories are about magic. Enthusiastic audiences pour into theaters to enter the worlds of Harry Potter, Middle-earth, and Marvel’s superheroes. At first glance it seems odd that magic and the supernatural are still so compelling, long after their descriptions of how the world works have been proven inaccurate. Disproved scientific theories, by contrast, rarely demonstrate this sort of persistence. Few people care about the Rutherford model of the atom, for example. But magic, discredited centuries ago, continues to hold us in its mysterious grip.

The reason stories about magic fascinate us is that they reveal our inner world. The human brain is more than a rational thinking machine. It has darker corners that give rise to the irrational—things outside conscious control. The rational part of the brain uses language and logic to process experiences. But the irrational parts, which are generally hidden from us, don’t think with language; they use symbolism that past centuries of thinkers have dubbed magic.

The word magic can be used in various ways. The first thing that might come to mind is a stage performer pulling a rabbit out of a hat. But that’s not really magic; it’s just a trick. Alternatively, we might think of magic spells, flying carpets, or divination. We’re getting closer, but to understand the hidden parts of the psyche, we have to go back to a more ancient form of magic, perhaps the most ancient form of all: communicating with otherworldly spirits and, sometimes, being possessed by them.

A magic potion needs more than eye of newt and toe of frog. It must be invested with an invisible power before it can make someone fall in love or give them superhuman abilities. Something beyond the physical ingredients needs to be present, something that enters the one who drinks the potion and transforms him. Even an enchanted scroll needs to be inhabited by an invisible spirit before it can be more than parchment and ink. Magic occurs when the natural world is invaded and occupied by entities from the spirit world.

We see this most clearly in ancient accounts of prophets, oracles, and priestesses, who were thought to be portals through which the gods spoke. Sometimes they were believed to be under the direct control of supernatural entities. Ordinary people also experienced the influence of the gods. Roman soldiers charging into battle, heedless of their own safety, believed they were invested with courage by Mars, the god of war. Lovers experiencing the frenzy of erotic passion believed they were possessed by Venus, the goddess of love. Poets were inspired by the divine Muses, and champions gave thanks to the goddess of victory for endowing them with the ability to win. There was widespread belief that invisible entities could occupy the minds of mortals to impose their will on humankind.

The ancients attributed these experiences to supernatural creatures because it felt as if something outside themselves was responsible for the things they did. Love comes unbidden; it can’t be summoned at will. The same is true of poetic inspiration. The ancients reasoned that when they achieved something beyond their usual abilities, taking credit for it themselves made no sense. It came from outside, sometimes as a blessing and sometimes as a curse.

Today, we no longer believe in the pervasive influence of supernatural entities. We credit ourselves with having exclusive control over what goes on inside our heads. We tend to think that if we want to change our behavior, all we have to do is put our mind to it. Self-help books feature ten easy steps to achieve discipline, confidence, and success. Do they work? If they did, we’d all be skinny, rich, happy, and kind. The idea that we can take control over our emotions and summon abilities that lie dormant within us doesn’t hold up to the cold light of reality. Despite the progress we’ve made since science and technology replaced belief in magic, we remain at the mercy of forces beyond our control.

Why do we act in self-destructive ways? Why do we do things knowing full well that in a week, a day, maybe even an hour, we’ll regret it? What is the source of our mental energy? Where does inspiration come from? Contemporary research tells us that there are some circuits in the brain we’re aware of and others that we’re not. Those we’re aware of we can control. The ones we’re not control us. They are the gods within.

That gives us two ways of understanding the human condition: supernatural and scientific. The supernatural approach attributes irrational behaviors to the influence of magical creatures, the spirits and demons of ancient stories. When we’re overcome with rage, we feel as if we’re no longer in control of our own behavior. We burn bridges, insult those we love, sometimes even smash prized possessions. Later we might say, “I don’t know what possessed me to do that.” The ancient belief that humans are liable to be taken over by invisible forces is embedded in our very language.

The scientific approach is different. It explains human behavior through neurochemical activity: the actions of proteins, monoamines, and phospholipids. Although this explanation can be understood only by specialists—and even they understand it poorly—we tend to accept the scientific explanation as the only one that’s useful. That’s a mistake. To fully understand the human condition, we need both.

THE ANCIENT AND THE MODERN

Many phenomena can be understood from more than one perspective. Matter is one example. In 1927, English astrophysicist Sir Arthur Eddington gave a lecture he called “Two Tables.” He pointed out that the table of everyday experience is solid. If you knock your head against it, it will hurt. The table of science, however, isn’t solid at all. It’s mostly empty space, a ghostly haze filled with insubstantial fields of probability. Which way of understanding is better? It depends what you’re doing. If you’re a scientist studying quantum physics, it’s the incomprehensible table of hazy probabilities. But if you’re looking for a place to put down your drink, you want the solid piece of wood.

It’s the same with human behavior. Neuroscientists advance our understanding of the brain using the materialist model of interactions among atoms and molecules. But the ancient traditions of magic, traditions that have been developed and refined over the course of millennia, provide us with an understanding of the mind that is frequently more useful. Ancient stories of the supernatural may be factually incorrect, but so is the belief that tables are solid. We choose the model that works best. It would be mentally exhausting to constantly remind ourselves that our instinctual belief in the solidity of matter is an illusion brought about by quantum interactions we don’t fully understand. The brain evolved to perceive tables as solid objects, so we only think about the true, underlying reality when we happen to read an article about subatomic phenomena. Similarly, rejecting the traditions of magic as a way of accounting for human behavior is contrary to our instinctual ways of understanding the world and ourselves. Magic has played a central role in human culture since prehistory because our brains evolved to think that way.

The fullest understanding of the human condition comes from combining the two models. As we delve deeper into the human psyche, we’ll move back and forth between the two models in order to understand how science sheds light on magic and vice versa. It can be jarring at times to jump between the ancient and the modern, the metaphorical and the literal, but it’s the best way to understand the brain, which evolved as a peculiar combination of the rational and the mystical. And to guide us, we’ll use the work of C. G. Jung, who believed that myths, folklore, and other stories about the supernatural were manifestations of primitive ways of thinking that, despite being hidden beneath a rational veneer, are still with us today.

PEERING INTO THE DARKNESS

Jung spent much of his career studying the psychological meaning of magical traditions. Drawing on analyses of his patients, he concluded that stories about earth spirits, sky gods, and all the other creatures that make up the pantheon of the supernatural are ways of describing the behavior of neural circuits within the unconscious. Our inheritance of myths, fairy tales, and the magical arts provide us with a map of this hidden world. Stories about turning lead into gold, befriending wild animals, and transforming cruel monsters into gentle princes are stories about the unconscious. These stories teach us how to facilitate cooperation between the two parts of the mind to achieve an integrated self in which the two work in harmony.

Since the unconscious is, by definition, outside of conscious awareness, it can’t be observed directly. In some ways, it’s like the dark matter that, physicists hypothesize, holds galaxies together. Dark matter is thought to account for 85 percent of the matter in the universe, and it exerts a powerful influence on the universe’s structure, but it can’t be detected by any instrument we’ve yet developed. We only know it exists from observing its effects on things we can measure.

The unconscious is the same. Although we can’t see it, it profoundly influences our lives. Usually it stays in the background, going about its work unnoticed. Occasionally, however, unconscious contents erupt into consciousness, and a sort of possession occurs, often in the form of passion, enthusiasm, inspiration, or a newfound strength we didn’t know we had—and the effects of that possession, we can observe.

The first section of this book will examine those effects in daily life. It will also review what science has discovered about how the unconscious works. (This part may seem far removed from magic, but it’s essential to understand the ordinary influences of the unconscious before we dive into its mysterious depths.) We’ll also see how Jung’s understanding of the unconscious leads us from scientific experiments to mystical experiences.

The second section will explore ancient stories of mysticism and several important magical traditions. Stories are more important than most people think. Human brains need them to make sense of the world. Things can’t just happen; they must happen for a reason. Our minds shape events into stories in order to give them meaning. We’re generally unaware of it, though, because the narratives are constructed within the unconscious, which makes them subject to the influence of psychological dark matter. For psychologists, stories are like the galactic phenomena that astrophysicists study to learn about dark matter; they reveal what can’t be seen.

The best stories for this purpose are the oldest ones. Most stories are of little interest a generation or two after they’re told, but some last for thousands of years. They do so because they effectively embody the dynamics of our inner world. Not surprisingly, the oldest stories we still tell today, legends and myths, are stories about the supernatural. The themes in these stories—mythological motifs, as they’re called—are sometimes borrowed by modern writers to give their work narrative muscle. We’ll look at some of these modern examples to illustrate ways in which those ancient ideas still influence our culture today. But primarily, the stories that will open a window for us into the unconscious in these pages are fairy tales, alchemical speculations, and philosophical musings about the mystical properties of numbers. We’ll also explore the symbolic illustrations of the mystical tarot deck, which vividly depict the unconscious forces that shape our destinies from within.

Each chapter in the second section highlights the ultimate goal of Jungian psychology: the integration of the conscious mind with the unconscious—the unification of all aspects of the psyche to form the complete self, one’s true identity. The final section of the book will detail this process further and examine how it leads to transcendence, a state of balance and contentment arising from the ability to go beyond a focus on one’s personal needs and attain a more cosmic perspective. We’ll explore both scientific and mystical ways of understanding transcendence and then look at an ancient discipline that provides one path to this unification. Transcendence may be associated with sages and mystics, but it can also be achieved by ordinary people, if they are willing to undertake the difficult climb that leads to life’s highest summits. This final section will show how it’s done.

Throughout the book, we’ll examine what it feels like when our behavior is coopted by the irrational, uncontrollable forces of the unconscious, and the ways this metaphorical possession can induce non-ordinary states of consciousness. These states may be subtle or overwhelming, but they always take us beyond the experiences of daily life. Whether they inspire, terrify, or transform, they always make us feel more alive. Meddling in the world of the unconscious is dangerous, as it can unleash a torrent of uncontrollable passions, irrational convictions, and destructive impulses that can upend a person’s life. But the rewards of tapping into this primordial source of energy, life, and inborn wisdom justify the risks.

It’s not easy to accept that a large part of one’s mind is under the influence of forces that lie hidden, beyond our control. Maybe we can’t always control our bodies, but surely we ought to be able to control our own minds. So we imagine ourselves sitting alone inside our heads, just behind the eyes, never turning around to look into the darkness behind us—a darkness teeming with magical creatures who help us and hurt us every day.

This is a book for the adventurous—for those who have the courage to turn around and look.




Part I

THE UNCONSCIOUS
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INTO THE DARKNESS


We believe that we are masters in our own house only because we like to flatter ourselves. In reality we are dependent to a startling degree on the proper functioning of the unconscious psyche, and must trust that it does not fail us.

C. G. JUNG



THE EGO AND THE UNCONSCIOUS

That annoying song was going through Jane’s head again. She hadn’t heard it in years. Now she couldn’t stop humming it. As she made her way down the sidewalk toward her office, a woman coming in the opposite direction smiled at her, and her mood lifted. She walked on, and as she passed a coffee shop, a pang of hunger reminded her that she needed to get her blood drawn. Her doctor had told her not to eat or drink for twelve hours prior to the blood draw, so she had skipped breakfast. It was her second attempt this week. Yesterday she had gotten halfway through a muffin before remembering the blood test. Even today she felt tempted to stop at the coffee shop for a bagel.

As she kept walking, she noticed a growing feeling of anxiety. She searched her memory for a possible cause and remembered she had a meeting with an angry client later that morning. It wasn’t her fault the order had gone out late, but she was the one who had to make the apology. A moment later the worried expression on her face cleared as she thought of a good way to smooth things over.

The song, the lift in mood, the hunger, the blood test memory, the temptation to eat, the anxiety over the meeting, and the solution to her difficulties—these reactions to her internal and external environment all took place within Jane’s mind, but they came unbidden. That is, she didn’t choose to experience any of them. Moods, memories, and inspiration are all outside our conscious control. They’re visitors who drop by unexpectedly, sometimes welcome, sometimes not. But if she didn’t summon them, who did?

Finding the answer begins with a closer look at the part of the mind we’re familiar with, the part we refer to when we use the word I.

The Latin word for I is ego. In English, the word ego has a negative connotation because it’s typically associated with being conceited. But in Latin, it’s neutral. It simply translates to the word I. Psychiatrists use the word ego as a technical term for the person I refers to, as in, “I enjoyed that movie.” They use this technical term because the ego, the I, is not the only personality inside your head. There are many others, and although you may not be aware of them, they control your life in profound ways.

The ego is described as conscious, because it’s the part of your mind you’re aware of. Whereas the ego is conscious, the rest of the mind is unconscious, because you generally don’t experience it directly. Because of this, when the unconscious interacts with your ego, it can feel like an external force. Your mental experience doesn’t seem to be originating within the “I” you identify with.

The ego has less processing power than the unconscious. It can do only one thing at a time. The unconscious, by contrast, contains circuits that work in parallel, running many processes at once, so it’s capable of more sophisticated tasks. Even as Jane’s unconscious was passing up to her ego all the things she experienced on her walk, it was busy with a multitude of other tasks. It was coordinating millions of individual muscle fibers needed to maintain her balance and propel her down the sidewalk. It was controlling her heart rate and breathing to ensure adequate oxygen flow. It was orchestrating the secretion of hormones into her bloodstream and processing signals arising from the interaction between photons in her environment and receptors in her eyes, turning spikes of electrochemical activity into vision.

Depending on what it’s doing, your ego can process between 10 and 60 bits of information per second.1 To put that in perspective, reading this sentence requires you to process about 45 bits per second. That doesn’t leave much room for anything else. It’s unlikely that you can continue to read this page while simultaneously planning what you’ll make for dinner. But this limitation applies only to your conscious mind. Your brain as a whole has a much greater capacity for mental activity, managing more than 11 million bits per second. When it comes to processing information, the unconscious is half a million times more powerful than the ego. Consciousness is a tiny boat floating on a vast sea of darkness, a sea that’s teeming with life, pushing the boat from beneath the surface.

What role did Jane’s conscious mind play as she walked to work? Besides being aware of what was going on, the most significant thing her ego did was decide to resist the urge to walk into a coffee shop and order a bagel. The conscious mind, the person you call “I,” plays a smaller role in your mental life than you may realize, but it’s an important one. One of the things it does is evaluate instinctual impulses that emerge from the unconscious and decide whether to act on them.

It’s not easy to accept the idea that we’re not alone inside our heads. When Sigmund Freud, an early pioneer in the study of the unconscious, claimed that most mental activity takes place outside of conscious awareness, he met strong resistance.2 His contemporaries were convinced that mental activity and consciousness were one and the same. The existence of thought without awareness was too hard for them to accept. However, a large body of research has since confirmed the existence of the unconscious by measuring its effects and how it influences our behavior in pervasive, sometimes dramatic, ways.

You may not realize how much you rely on your unconscious. Managing bodily housekeeping functions is only the beginning. It also plays an important role in processing information. If I were to ask you how many people live in New York City, you would probably do an internet search to get the answer. You would be consciously aware of each of the steps you took, from opening a browser to typing the query. By contrast, if I asked you to tell me your mother’s maiden name, you’d come up with the answer effortlessly, but you wouldn’t be able to tell me how you found it. The answer was simply presented to you.

The same thing happens when you speak. Consciously, you know what you want to say, but you have to rely on your unconscious to supply the words. Most of the time your unconscious cooperates, but not always—like when the word you’re looking for is on the tip of your tongue. The ego knows what it wants to say, but the unconscious won’t deliver the word.

Sometimes the unconscious delivers a word the ego doesn’t like. It may offer something insensitive or that isn’t quite right. At those times the ego can exercise its veto power and try to find something different. Occasionally, the unconscious delivers something quite different from what the ego intended, and the ego fails to notice the switch. That’s called a “Freudian slip,” and it reveals the unconscious has intentions of its own.

There was a college professor who wasn’t well liked by the women in his class. They felt he favored the men, an accusation he vehemently denied. Things boiled over when, as part of an exam’s instructions, he wrote “A pen is required for this test.” At least that’s what he intended to write. Unfortunately for him, the accidental omission of a space between the second and third words appeared to confirm the students’ suspicions.

It’s not unusual for the unconscious to get us into trouble. Jung writes that unconscious contents may “behave like Descartes’ devils and seem to delight in playing impish tricks. They slip just the wrong word into one’s mouth, they make one forget the name of the person one is about to introduce, they cause a tickle in the throat just when the softest passage is being played on the piano at a concert, they make the tiptoeing latecomer trip over a chair with a resounding crash.”3

The unconscious can be treacherous, but it can also serve as a friendly helper. Whether we’re giving a presentation, discussing ideas with a coworker, or socializing at a party, there are times when we’re surprised by our own eloquence. We feel inspired, and the rugged path between our thoughts and our words has, for a little while, been made smooth.

The unconscious exerts a surprising amount of control over our behavior. You can consciously choose to step on a treadmill, but can you maintain a regular exercise routine? It can generate new ideas and emotional states. You can update a spreadsheet, but can you summon a brilliant idea? You can plan a pleasurable activity, but can you be sure you will enjoy it? The unconscious mind is responsible for the things we value most in life: love, joy, friendship, inspiration, compassion. Conscious planning can make these things more likely to occur, but ultimately, we have to trust and hope that our unconscious comes through for us. Sometimes the unconscious cooperates and delivers what the ego wants; at other times it has plans of its own.

When you go to a party, you can’t control whether you will be engaging and fun. Sometimes it happens and sometimes it doesn’t. When you’re with a loved one, you can’t control whether you will experience an emotional connection. Sometimes you can’t even control whether you will be kind and thoughtful or snappish, irritable, and cruel. Not everything that comes from the unconscious is good. In addition to love and joy, it also produces hatred, depravity, and evil.

But it’s a wonderful feeling when the goals of the unconscious are aligned with those of the ego. Think about the difference between working on a project that excites you compared to one you’re doing simply because your ego decides it must be done. When you’re fascinated by your work, your unconscious is delivering energy, emotion, and other mental resources. Time flies by. Each day you look forward to getting started, and the work brings out the best in you. On the other hand, when you’re doing something just because you have to, you lack unconscious support. All you have is the best efforts of the ego. Whether a homework assignment, task at work, or household chore, it’s exhausting, because only the unconscious can supply mental energy. The ego has very little of its own. Without the unconscious powering the task, you must force yourself to keep at it, and you’ll look for any distraction. Email, social media, even cleaning the kitchen cupboards is preferable to writing the damn report. There’s a big difference between those two states of mind. Passion doesn’t obey the ego’s call. But it’s of essential importance. It determines whether you’ll be happy or miserable as you work, and whether the results will be outstanding or merely adequate.

The unconscious is so powerful, and so different from conscious thought, that when it’s activated, it can be experienced as a kind of possession, a visitation from a foreign entity that can feel friendly, hostile, or a little of both. When the unconscious makes its presence felt, Jungian psychologists call it an eruption, invasion, or incursion into consciousness. Sometimes these eruptions are destructive, producing overwhelming emotions that cloud rational judgment, destructive impulses that may ruin a person’s life, and desires that run counter to the values of the conscious mind—and are accompanied by an irresistible pressure to fulfill them.

Other, more positive incursions can come in the form of intuition, valuable insight we experience as a gut feeling, or as inspiration. An idea appears out of nowhere, carrying us far beyond what conscious reasoning is capable of. It sometimes feels like a gift from the gods. An inspired idea may solve an intractable problem, create a work of priceless beauty, or even change the course of our life.

Eruptions from the unconscious can also give people abilities they don’t have under ordinary conditions. Enthusiasm enhances a person’s capacity for work. Panic may give rise to superhuman strength, and just being “on” can make an athlete perform feats of agility well beyond her usual skills. Once in a while, the divine possession of an unconscious eruption reveals to us what seems to be a deeper reality. It may be a magic moment, a mystical encounter, or enlightenment. These experiences can take us to the distant heights of human existence. But before we explore these extraordinary states, we need to take a closer look at the more ordinary influences of unconscious processing.

FRAGMENTARY PERSONALITIES AND DIVINE POSSESSION

Different areas of the brain are specialized for different functions. The part of the brain that lies just behind the forehead is called the prefrontal cortex; it’s larger in humans than in any other animal and is a recent evolutionary development. It plays an important role in planning long-term goals, making decisions, and keeping social behavior within acceptable limits, all important functions of the ego. The medulla, which is located where the brain connects to the spinal cord, is responsible for simpler functions, such as controlling breathing, heart rate, and blood pressure. The medulla is more concerned with the functioning of your body than your psychological experience.

Circuits in the brain act relatively autonomously. They can cooperate with one another or they can compete. Competing circuits are common. Circuits that process vision, for example, compete in such a way that if you’re paying attention to one thing, let’s say a grilled cheese sandwich, the other elements in your visual field, such as the design on the plate, are less noticeable. That way, you aren’t distracted from what’s important. If you were a chinaware collector, on the other hand, the circuits focusing on the dish design might win the competition, and the sandwich would fade into the background.

As Jane walked to work, we saw the competition between the part of her brain that wanted to eat breakfast and the part that wanted to follow her doctor’s orders to get a fasting blood test. On the previous day, the muffin-craving part had won by making the conscious circuits forget about the blood draw. The second day, the conscious circuits won and overcame the craving for a bagel.

The human mind is a seething cauldron of these competing and cooperating drives. Psychologist Michael Gazzaniga called it an orchestra without a conductor.4 The ancient Greek theologian Clement of Alexandria compared man to the mythical Trojan horse, “embracing as he does in one body a host of such different spirits.”5 Depending on one’s circumstances, different behaviors, even different personalities, come to the surface. Your boss, who you’ve never seen smile, might turn into a comedian at home, but only when she’s horsing around with her three-year-old son. That side of her personality can’t express itself in other environments. It’s not something she can choose to put on or take off at will.

Similarly, you may have a group of friends who bring out a side of you that is seen in no other circumstances. When you get together, you may act uncharacteristically serious or bold or utterly immature. When you lose a friend, you not only lose that person, you also lose the part of yourself that person brought out. When a friend dies, part of you dies as well.

We all have diverse personality pieces within us. They’re not complete personalities, as we see in sensationalistic accounts of people with “multiple personality disorder,” a rare, abnormal condition. But everyone experiences mysterious changes in their behavior from day to day, even moment to moment. Sometimes we’re confident; other times we’re shy. Sometimes we take silly risks; other times we play it too safe. Sometimes these unconscious personality pieces are sophisticated enough to develop their own goals and the agency needed to bring those goals to fruition. When they occur within the brain, these agents are sometimes referred to as “fragmentary personalities.” They exhibit perception, feeling, and intention.

Drug addiction is an illness that provides us with a uniquely clear view of a fragmentary personality at work. Alcoholism develops as a result of the interplay among alcohol use, the environment, and genetic vulnerability. This interplay can give rise to a personality fragment that values alcohol over everything else—a “thirsty demon,” as it’s been called. One strategy the thirsty demon uses to get its way is the production of craving. We’ve all experienced craving, whether for a piece of cake when we’re on a diet or a little more time under the warm comforter when the alarm clock goes off on a chilly winter morning. Craving diminishes the ego’s ability to make voluntary choices. You consciously intend to stick to your diet, but your ego isn’t the only agent involved in the decision. Sometimes a personality fragment gets its way with an addict by simply seizing control. Many smokers have found themselves puffing on a cigarette with no memory of taking it out of the pack.

It’s not only in the context of addictions that we see fragmentary personalities. Your spouse might say, “What’s wrong with you today? You criticize everything I say.” You might be unaware you’re behaving any differently, but it’s probably not with your usual urbanity. Fragmentary personalities act in more primitive ways compared to the conscious ego, and when they become too strong for the ego to handle, we can get into trouble. One notorious example is the way sexual arousal can affect people’s behavior and the choices they make.

Researchers in the University of Windsor Psychology Department were interested in examining the relationship between sexual arousal and risk taking.6 They showed some volunteers sexually explicit video clips and others neutral ones, and then had them fill out questionnaires about how they would act in hypothetical romantic scenarios. The men and women who experienced arousal both reported greater intentions to participate in risky sexual behavior, such as having unprotected sex with a new partner. This personality fragment was willing to put the volunteers in harm’s way to get what it wanted.

The volunteers shown sexually explicit video clips also took more risks outside the narrow realm of sexuality. When the study subjects later played a computerized game of blackjack, the ones who were sexually aroused showed a greater willingness to make risky plays, such as asking for a card when they were close to twenty-one. When the contents of the unconscious are activated, in this case by stimulating the reproduction instinct, behavior is no longer directed by the rational ego alone. Agents that exist outside the sphere of conscious control compete with the ego, and often win.

We’re all familiar with examples of smart people doing foolish things—making shockingly unwise financial decisions or indulging an impulse that destroys their career. As we noted earlier, a typical response to this kind of behavior is to ask, “What on earth possessed her to do that?” or “What could have gotten into him?” These common expressions reflect the half-acknowledged belief that we are liable to being taken over by forces beyond our control.

The unconscious can steer us toward trouble, but it can also show us the buried treasure locked inside ourselves. The German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer writes, “I have familiarized myself with the factual data of a theoretical and practical problem; I do not think about it again, yet often a few days later the answer to the problem will come into my mind entirely from its own accord; the operation which produced it, however, remains as much a mystery to me as that of an adding machine.”7 The mathematician Henri Poincaré had a similar experience: “At that moment when I put my foot on the step the idea came to me, without anything in my former thoughts seeming to have paved the way for it, that the transformations I had used to define the Fuchsian functions were identical with non-Euclidean geometry.”8

Creative workers often describe themselves as bystanders9 to whom new ideas or solutions to problems are revealed seemingly out of nowhere. Many speak of having a muse or receiving divine inspiration. The “I” that speaks through the artist’s mouth cannot take the credit.

We think of inspiration as a flash of insight happening in a moment. A new idea is born, and then the moment is gone. But when an idea is inspired, the unconscious provides not only the idea but also the energy and motivation needed to make it a reality. Inspired inventors, artists, and writers are notorious for working at all hours of the day and night. They skip meals and forgo showers and clean clothes for days at a time because they’re so engrossed in their work. They’re filled with enthusiasm, a word derived from the Greek entheos, meaning “possessed by a god.” This time the possession is not by a demon bent on destroying a person’s life; it’s possession by a divinity giving birth to creation.

Whether it’s an addict possessed by his thirsty demon or an artist inspired by her creative muse, the actions of the unconscious connect everyday life to stories about the supernatural. These stories are about powerful entities who are mysterious and cloaked in darkness, like the neural circuits within the unconscious. They’re morally ambiguous. Sometimes they help humans, often in astounding ways, but they can be capricious, and will harm as readily as they help. They don’t follow the rational rules of conscious thought, but their behavior isn’t random. They have rules of their own that can be learned by those who are (un)fortunate enough to stumble into their realm.

THE MAGICAL PERSPECTIVE

Seeing the world through the eyes of our hidden fellow travelers is an essential step in attaining our full human potential, but it is not for the faint of heart. The irrational nature of the unconscious can frighten the ego, and appropriately so, given the ability of the unconscious to overwhelm the ego, robbing it of its ability to think clearly and limit its instinctual impulses. The ego has to manage its relationship with the unconscious carefully. If the ego pulls back too far, it becomes weak and unable to function effectively, a bloodless calculating machine cut off from its instinctual roots. If it gets too close, it may sink into the primordial darkness of the unconscious, descending to the level of its animal nature. We see this happen during states of intoxication, when the prefrontal cortex is so impaired that the ego is unable to function. Under these conditions, people may give free rein to the more primitive aspects of their personality, such as rage, lust, or maudlin affection. Although the unconscious can be a powerful ally, we must proceed with caution. Uncontrolled passions have destroyed many lives and even entire nations.

While it’s prudent to be afraid, we shouldn’t reject this essential part of our humanity. Beginning with the Enlightenment, Western culture has become infatuated with the rational world of the ego, particularly with science, the greatest accomplishment of the conscious mind. The scientific endeavor has been so successful that many people believe we will master the world through calculation and achieve an earthly paradise in which all our needs are met. But humans have needs that go beyond the material, and science doesn’t help with the development of our inner world. It only has tools to control our environment—the outer world. If we don’t recognize its limitations, science may tempt us to seek a life of safe, controlled predictability and deceive us into thinking we’re following a path that will lead to happiness.

Unfortunately, happiness doesn’t work that way. There’s little correlation between it and material wealth (at least after one’s basic needs are met).10 Although we may become obsessed with material goods, they won’t satisfy us. For that we need immaterial things like love, friendship, beauty, creativity, and growth. Science doesn’t help us with these things, but our inheritance of art, myth, music, and poetry—works inspired by the unconscious—can help a great deal. Suppressing the magical instinct that comes from the unconscious may appear sensible in this age of scientific rationalism. But it cuts us off from an important part of our humanity. It’s like seeing the world in black and white, when it could be filled with color.

Let’s look at an example. What is air? Scientists tell us it’s primarily nitrogen, oxygen, and carbon dioxide. If you understand that, it will help you understand the growth of plants and many other useful things. But as one mystical author writes, “What are its oxygen, its hydrogen, its nitrogen, its carbonic acid, its ozone, and all the possible rest, to the blowing of the wind on our faces? What is the analysis of water to the babble of a running stream?”11

Psychologist William James writes, “Weight, movement, velocity, direction, position, what thin, pallid, uninteresting ideas! . . . It is the terror and beauty of phenomena, the ‘promise’ of the dawn and of the rainbow, the ‘voice’ of the thunder, the ‘gentleness’ of the summer rain, the ‘sublimity’ of the stars, and not the physical laws which these things follow, by which the religious mind still continues to be most impressed.”12 James was writing specifically about the psychology of religion, but we could easily replace “the religious mind” with “the poetic mind” or even “the human mind.”

Walt Whitman expressed a sentiment similar to James’s in his poem “When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer”:


When I heard the learn’d astronomer,

When the proofs, the figures, were ranged in columns before me,

When I was shown the charts and diagrams, to add, divide, and measure them,

When I sitting heard the astronomer where he lectured with much applause in the lecture-room,

How soon unaccountable I became tired and sick,

Till rising and gliding out I wander’d off by myself,

In the mystical moist night-air, and from time to time,

Look’d up in perfect silence at the stars.



Whitman contrasts the use of analysis, which is the hallmark of conscious thought, with the way the unconscious understands the world. Analysis is derived from a Greek word that means “to cut into pieces.” A chemist understands air by dividing it into its component elements. A botanist understands a flower by separating the roots, stem, and petals. At the end of Whitman’s poem, the analyzing ego is silenced, and the narrator engages in what might be described as passive appreciation. He obtains a kind of intuitive understanding that can’t be expressed in words.

Is an intuitive, mystical understanding also a useful one? If it is, it must be useful in a different way than we’re accustomed to imagining. Science makes our lives easier. It helps us get the most work done with the least effort. From the internal combustion engine to artificial intelligence, science makes machines do more, so we can do less. Magic is the opposite. Myths, fairy tales, and legends are stories about struggle. The lazy and dishonest don’t get far. But those who are diligent and self-sacrificing overcome the challenges they face and, in the end, achieve their goals. Magical stories are about becoming the person we were meant to be through hard work and sacrifice. Just as a weightlifter needs resistance to build muscles, humans require obstacles in order to grow.

Magic is what we live for. We think we want material goods—a larger TV, designer clothes, the latest cell phone—but what we really want is to feel alive. An expensively furnished room is nice to look
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