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        There are essentially three types of people: those who love life more than they fear it, those who fear life more than they love it, and those who have no clue what I’m talking about.
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        All have the potential for self-knowledge and sound thinking.

        HERACLITUS

      

      

      

      In my work as a psychiatrist, I help to treat mental disorder—and, I’m delighted to say, most of the people I see do get better.

      But why stop here?

      I believe that there is much more to mental health than the mere absence of mental disorder.

      Mental health is not just about surviving, but about thriving, about developing and expressing our highest, fullest potential as human beings.

      Before Christianity, there were, of course, the pagan gods, Zeus and Jupiter and their ilk. But, especially for the high-minded, there were also a number of philosophical schools, the major ones being cynicism, stoicism, skepticism, and epicureanism. Although each with its own outlook and method, all four schools aimed at the attainment of mental tranquillity and mastery, or ataraxia—making them, in my view, much more similar than different.

      Ataraxia [Greek, ‘lack of disturbance or trouble’] is also the guiding principle of this series, with each book, like each philosophy, adopting a distinct but complementary approach to peace of mind: exploring the deep origins of our distress in The Meaning of Madness; defending against the demons of self-deception in Hide and Seek; understanding and refining our emotions in Heaven and Hell; regulating our relations with others in For Better For Worse; developing our cognitive skills in Hypersanity; and, finally, redefining our concept of success and happiness in The Art of Failure.

      Although the series is numbered, each book can happily stand on its own—meaning that you can read just one or all six, and in whichever order you like.

      Ataraxia is closely linked with eudaimonia, which is often translated as ‘happiness’ but which is, in fact, a much deeper, fuller, and richer concept, sometimes articulated in terms of flourishing, or living a life that is worthwhile and fulfilling.

      The stakes could not be higher.
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      ‘Hypersanity’, or perhaps ‘super-sanity’, is not a common or accepted term. But neither did I make it up.

      I first came across the word while training in psychiatry, in the Politics of Experience by RD Laing. In this book, first published in 1967, Laing presented madness as a voyage of discovery that could open out onto a free state of higher consciousness, or hypersanity. For Laing, an experienced psychiatrist, the descent into madness could lead to a reckoning, to an awakening, to ‘breakthrough rather than breakdown’.

      A few months later, I read CG Jung’s autobiography, Memories, Dreams, Reflections, which provided a case in point. In 1913, on the eve of the Great War, Jung broke off his close friendship with Freud, and spent the next few years in a troubled state of mind that bordered on insanity and led him to a ‘confrontation with the unconscious’.

      As Europe tore itself apart, Jung gained first-hand experience of psychotic material in which he found ‘a matrix of mythopoeic imagination which has vanished from our rational age’. Like Gilgamesh, Orpheus, Herakles, Odysseus, and Æneas before him, he travelled deep down into an abyssal underworld where he conversed with Salome, an attractive young woman, and with Philemon, an old man with a white beard, the wings of a kingfisher, and the horns of a bull. Although Salome and Philemon were products of his unconscious, they had lives of their own and said things that he had not previously thought. In Philemon, Jung had at long last found the father-figure that both Freud and his own father had failed to be. More than that, Philemon was a guru, and prefigured what Jung himself was later to become: the ‘wise old man of Zürich’. As the war burnt out, Jung re-emerged into sanity, and considered that he had found in his madness ‘the prima materia for a lifetime’s work’.

      The Laingian concept of hypersanity, though modern, has ancient antecedents. Once, upon being asked to name the most beautiful of all things, Diogenes the Cynic (d. 323 BCE) replied parrhesia, which in Greek means something like ‘free speech’ or ‘full expression’. Diogenes used to stroll around Athens in broad daylight brandishing an ignited lamp. Whenever curious people stopped to ask what he was doing, he would reply, ‘I am just looking for a human being’—insinuating that the people of Athens were not living up to, or even much aware of, their full human potential (Figure 1).
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        Figure 1. Diogenes Searching for a Human Being, by JHW Tischbein (c. 1780).

      

      After being exiled from his native Sinope for having defaced its coinage, Diogenes immigrated to Athens, took up the life of a beggar, and made it his mission to metaphorically deface the coinage of custom and convention, which, he maintained, was the false currency of morality. He disdained the need for conventional shelter or any other such ‘dainties’ and elected to live in a tub and survive on a diet of onions. Diogenes proved to the later satisfaction of the Stoics that happiness has nothing whatever to do with a person’s material circumstances, and held that human beings had much to learn from the simplicity and artlessness of dogs, which, unlike human beings, had not ‘complicated every simple gift of the gods’. The term ‘cynic’ derives from the Greek kynikos, which is the adjective of kyon or ‘dog’. Once, upon being challenged for masturbating in the marketplace, Diogenes replied, ‘If only it were so easy to soothe hunger by rubbing an empty belly.’ When asked, on another occasion, where he came from, he replied, ‘I am a citizen of the world’ [Greek, cosmopolites], a radical claim at the time and the first recorded use of the term ‘cosmopolitan’. Towards the end of his life, he asked for his mortal remains to be thrown outside the city walls for wild animals to feast upon. After his death in the city of Corinth, the Corinthians honoured him with a pillar surmounted by a dog of Parian marble.

      Both psychosis and hypersanity place us outside society, making us seem ‘mad’ to the mainstream. Both states attract a heady mixture of fear and fascination. But whereas mental disorder is distressing and disabling, hypersanity is liberating and empowering.

      After reading the Politics of Experience, the concept of hypersanity stuck in my mind, not least as something to which I might myself aspire. But if there is such a thing as hypersanity, the implication is that mere sanity is not all it’s cracked up to be, a state of dormancy and dullness with less vital potential even than madness. This I think is most apparent in people’s frequently suboptimal—if not frankly inappropriate—responses, both verbal and behavioural, to the world around them. As Laing puts it:

      
        
        The condition of alienation, of being asleep, of being unconscious, of being out of one’s mind, is the condition of the normal man.

        Society highly values its normal man. It educates children to lose themselves and to become absurd, and thus to be normal.

        Normal men have killed perhaps 100,000,000 of their fellow normal men in the last fifty years.

      

      

      Many ‘normal’ people suffer from not being hypersane: they have a restricted worldview, confused priorities, and are wracked by stress, anxiety, and self-deception. As a result, they sometimes do dangerous things, and become fanatics or fascists or otherwise destructive people. In contrast, hypersane people are calm, contained and constructive.

      It is not just that the ‘sane’ are irrational but that they lack scope and range, as though they’ve grown into the prisoners of their arbitrary lives, locked up in their own dark and narrow subjectivity. Unable to take leave of their selves, they hardly look around them, barely see beauty and possibility, rarely contemplate the bigger picture—and all, ultimately, for fear of losing their selves, of breaking down, of going mad, using one form of extreme subjectivity to defend against another, as life, mysterious, magical life, slips through their fingers.

      We could all go mad—in a way we already are, minus the promise. But what if there was another route to hypersanity, one which, compared to madness, was less fearsome, less dangerous, and less damaging? What if, as well as a backdoor way, there was also a royal road strewn with petals and sprayed with perfume?

      This is a book about thinking, which, astonishingly, is barely taught in formal education. Our culture mostly equates thinking with logical reasoning, and the first few chapters examine logic, reason, their forms, and their flaws, starting with the basics of argumentation. You can even put yourself to the test in Chapters 3 and 4.

      But, as I have been intimating, thinking is also about much more than logical reasoning, and so the book broadens out to examine concepts such as intelligence, knowledge, and truth, and alternative forms of cognition that our culture tends to overlook and underplay, including intuition, emotion, and imagination.

      Hypersanity was never going to be an easy romp, but I have tried to be as clear and concise and practical as possible in an effort to keep the book open to the broadest readership. The chapters are ordered in a loose progression, building up to a radical conclusion (please don’t peek), but can also stand by themselves. If the book fails to live up to its tall promise, it should at least make you into a much better thinker—as writing it surely did me.

      And so you can approach Hypersanity as an opportunity to hone your thinking skills, which, in the end, are going to be far more important to your impact and wellbeing than any facts that you could ever learn. As BF Skinner once put it, ‘Education is what survives when what has been learnt has been forgotten.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        I have found power in the mysteries of thought…

        EURIPIDES
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            ARGUMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Arguments are attempts to persuade by providing reasons (or premises) in support of a particular claim (or conclusion).

      Arguments are either deductive or inductive. In a deductive argument, the conclusion follows from the premises as their logical consequence.

      
        
          	
        All dogs are mammals. (Premise 1)
      

      	
        Fluffy is a dog. (Premise 2)
      

      	
        Therefore, Fluffy is a mammal. (Conclusion)
      

      

      

      In an inductive argument, the conclusion is merely supported or suggested by the premises.

      
        
          	
        Whenever I eat peanuts, my mouth tingles.
      

      	
        Whenever I eat hazelnuts, my mouth tingles.
      

      	
        Whenever I eat walnuts, my mouth tingles.
      

      	
        I am allergic to nuts.
      

      

      

      Even when sincere, arguments are often messily made, with premises and conclusions embedded in extraneous material and presented in any order or none at all.

      In many cases, a premise or conclusion may be implicit, that is, taken for granted and left out of the argument.

      
        
        Wuthering Heights is the best book ever written in the English language. Each year for the past ten years, it has received more votes than any other book in our survey of British readers.

      

      

      If we were to formally reconstruct this (flawed) argument, it might run something like this:

      
        
          	
        British public opinion accurately reflects literary merit in the English language. (P1, an implicit, and flawed, premise)
      

      	
        Our survey accurately reflects British public opinion. (P2, another implicit, and possibly flawed, premise)
      

      	
        For the past ten years, Wuthering Heights has topped our survey. (P3)
      

      	
        Therefore, Wuthering Heights is the best book ever written in the English language. (C)
      

      

      

      Parts of arguments are either true or false—unless they are vague or ambiguous, in which case they are indeterminate. But arguments themselves, as a whole, are either valid or invalid. An argument is valid if its conclusion is a logical consequence of its premises, regardless of the truth or falsity of the premises, or indeed of the conclusion.

      
        
          	
        All organisms with wings can fly. (P1, False)
      

      	
        Penguins have wings. (P2, True)
      

      	
        Therefore, penguins can fly. (C, False)
      

      

      

      Although the above argument is valid (it ‘works’), it is unsound. For an argument to be both valid and sound, all its premises have to be true—and, of course, the conclusion has to follow logically from the premises. In such cases, the conclusion is bound to be true.

      
        
          	
        All mammals are warm-blooded. (P1, True)
      

      	
        Bats are mammals. (P2, True)
      

      	
        Therefore, bats are warm-blooded. (C, True)
      

      

      

      For an inductive argument, the equivalent of soundness is cogency. An inductive argument is cogent if its premises are true and render the truth of the conclusion more or less probable.

      If you’re struggling to decide whether the form of a deductive argument is valid or invalid, it can be useful to formulate a parallel argument with exactly the same form, true premises, and an obviously false conclusion.

      Argument:

      
        
          	
        Some farmers are landowners.
      

      	
        Some landowners are aristocrats.
      

      	
        Therefore, some farmers are aristocrats.
      

      

      

      Argument in symbol or general form:

      
        
          	
        Some A are B.
      

      	
        Some B are C.
      

      	
        Therefore, some A are C.
      

      

      

      Parallel argument:

      
        
          	
        Some insects are herbivores.
      

      	
        Some herbivores are mammals.
      

      	
        Therefore, some insects are mammals.
      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A fallacy is some kind of defect in an argument, whether unintended or intended (with the aim to deceive). A formal fallacy is a deductive argument with an invalid form, such as the one above: this argument is invalid regardless of the truth or falsity of its premises. In contrast, an informal fallacy is a defect that can only be identified by an analysis of the content of the argument. One way to think about it, as far as deductive arguments are concerned, is that, whereas formal fallacies are invalid, informal fallacies are unsound.

      Common formal fallacies include ‘affirming the consequent’ and ‘denying the antecedent’.

      Affirming the consequent (also called converse error) is to infer the converse from the first premise.

      
        
          	
        If A, then B.
      

      	
        B.
      

      	
        Therefore, A.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        If I have the flu, then I have a fever.
      

      	
        I have a fever.
      

      	
        Therefore, I have the flu.
      

      

      

      Denying the antecedent (also called inverse error) is to infer the inverse from the original statement.

      
        
          	
        If A, then B.
      

      	
        Not A.
      

      	
        Therefore, not B.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        If it has snowed, Jill works from home.
      

      	
        It has not snowed.
      

      	
        Therefore, Jill is not working from home.
      

      

      

      Of course, there could be other circumstances in which Jill works from home. For example, Jill might be self-isolating, just as the cause of my fever might be covid rather
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