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Preface

After two monographs (Mimicry, Aposematism, and Related Phe-
nomena – a Bibliography 1800-1900, Vesmír, Prague, 1998, and 
Mimicry, Aposematism and Related Phenomena: Mimetism in Nature 
and the History of its Study, LINCOM, Munich, 2003), a collection 
of interrelated essays on the affinities of nature and culture is 
now to be published in English. The relationship of the human 
and the natural is one of the most important topics of all (per-
sonally, I feel it to be the only one which is actually relevant) and 
represents a wide-ranging set of problems. This book, therefore, 
can only be a selection of a few themes, attempting to call atten-
tion to some overlooked and forgotten aspects rather than those 
generally discussed. It is also governed by an effort at a “holo-
nomic” capturing of the human and non-human world, rather 
than an exhaustive treatment of individual themes; rather, this 
book is meant to be comprised of that which elsewhere has re-
mained in the margins. The topic itself is so extensive that the 
literature referenced here represents only a thin segment of the 
enormous avalanche of publications, which can be character-
ised by the motto “we all have our intellectual friends,” and not 
an overview of all relevant writings on the planet. References, 
therefore, are generally given in essay fashion only in relation 
to matters which the author feels especially worthy of atten-
tion – otherwise they could get out of hand (what source to cite 
for the statement that the sun comes up in the morning? Hom-
er? Copernicus? Cannot we see this every day?) The organisa-
tion of the book is led by the author’s conviction of the unity of 
the human and natural world (“world” is merely another name 
for contextualisation) and its “dramas,” and, at the same time, 
a conviction regarding the precedence of phenomena over re-
mote interpretations of them and an effort to avoid “brutal” re-
ductionism in favour of certain “moderate” reductions. This 
fact certainly reduces the force of the book, as in the world of 
extreme mass-media simplification it is easiest to assert some-
thing through some polarising, sharpened “intellectual slogan,” 
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but an affection for the world of phenomena, and their reality 
and urgency, leaves me no other option. 

I would like to thank Mr. Andrew G. Christensen for patient-
ly undertaking the formidable task of translating my “German-
structured” Czech sentences into English, which he did with an 
uncommon factual knowledge in many fields and an elegance 
to match it. 

Prague, 21 March 2009
Stanislav Komárek
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The RelaTionship beTween Man and 
The woRld as a psychological pRobleM

Initial Remarks

That which from a certain point of view manifests itself as a “ma-
terial” problem is, in the end, a psychological problem. The one 
certainty which we have is our own mental content. It is indeed 
very probable that something in the outer world corresponds to 
this content and that we are not living in some kind of simula-
tion box, rapt merely and only by solipsistic imaginations com-
ing from ourselves alone, although there is no certainty in this 
(the notion of solipsism, though monstrous and misguided, is 
still somehow conceivable). The things of the outer world are 
not themselves immediately accessible to us – only our mental 
realities (and only the conscious part at that) which in some way 
are connected with and bound to them. It is necessary, then, to 
somehow unwind the interaction of man and the extra-human 
world from the human psyche and its understanding.

This book should not be taken as yet another textbook on the 
psychology of the Swiss psychiatrist and thinker C. G. Jung 
(1875–1961), though it proceeds from his concepts and, for the 
sake of clarity, it will be necessary to review some of them here. 
Moreover, the book constitutes one of many possible interpre-
tations of Jung because, as with many philosophers, every in-
terpretation takes a slightly different angle. I take as a starting 
point that Jung took himself to be a natural scientist: he was 
heavily influenced, for example, by the Swiss biologist F. Zs-
chokke, whom he served for a time as an assistant. Jung’s com-
plete works, usually published in twenty volumes, run to sever-
al thousand pages and are basically “holographic” in nature, i.e., 
even in a small fragment, the fundamental intellectual motives 
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of the whole are perceptible in rough outline (this book has al-
so been conceived, in part, in such a manner). Jung’s works do 
not (at least not as much as those of other thinkers) lend them-
selves to the “holy writ” style of tract writing, which would be 
the maximum misapplication of the tradition associated with 
the ethos of natural science (which, in its more original form, 
Jung otherwise took as his own), where the text is an aid to un-
derstanding the world and man but not an end in itself – a text 
which purposefully does not point to anything outside the text, 
is somewhat parasitic, and whose eventual demise we need not 
regret. Rather than a comprehensive set of teachings, Jung’s 
work involves a specific hermeneutics and a certain relation-
ship to the world, surpassing the modern dichotomy of sub-
ject/object and its resulting difficulties. For this reason, Jung’s 
concepts are extraordinarily ground-breaking for a number of 
fields far beyond the horizon of psychology and psychiatry, es-
pecially biology, cultural anthropology, mythology, art history, 
literary studies, etc. His concepts concern a doctrine primarily 
of experience, working not only with the experience of the outer 
world, human and non-human, but also with the experience of 
understanding one’s self. 

The concept of psyche, as it will be used in this book when dis-
cussing the Jungian tradition, roughly approximates the ancient 
Greek notion of psyche and certainly does not coincide with the 
concept of “soul” among Christian authors (especially the more 
recent among them) or as is found in writings on spiritualism. 
Although this concept is traditional and that over the ages it 
has accrued many alternative meanings, it seems better to me 
not to introduce any new “technical” term, just as we use many 
other words with long traditions covering wide semantic fields 
(head, time, etc.). We are certainly not dealing with a polar oppo-
site of the notion of body, even though it was understood as such 
in the course of the Middle Ages and is gradually coming to be 
even more so in the modern age, but rather a set of integrating 
and holistic processes in the organism arising from the physical 
body, to which it bears a direct relationship of mutual influence. 
Vondráček presents a humourous example of psychophysical 
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unity in the case of a woman who, while watching a Tom Thumb 
cartoon, developed a large hematoma on her soft palate in the 
spot where the unlucky protagonist had got stuck in a goat’s 
mouth, hanging by the uvula to avoid being swallowed along 
with a mouthful of hay. It is no different with animals: a labora-
tory rat thrown in a tank of water will drown after an hour; if 
there is a small (ca. 1 cm) block of polystyrene on the edge of the 
tank, however, it will inspire hope in the possibility of climbing 
out, and the rat is able to swim 24 hours or more. 

The psyche is not a thing but a process, and it is of a very dy-
namic nature. Considering this, all propositions about the mind 
or soul are merely of a metaphorical nature and not a direct de-
scription of some structure (as with the human skeleton, for ex-
ample). Indeed, a simple physical description would not be ap-
propriate, even though physical metaphors are often pertinent 

– hence some physicists are scandalised about the word “ener-
gy” being used in this context without proper prefatory warn-
ing. It is certainly misguided to identify the psyche only with 
conscious processes, as happened after the Cartesian revolution, 
as conscious psychic processes occur predominantly in humans 
(the question of the psychology of animals will be discussed lat-
er) and are merely the icing on the cake of the large mass of un-
conscious processes. Though it is possible to understand certain 
psychic processes as physiological manifestations, mainly of 
neurophysiological data, it is nevertheless more meaningful to 
describe them as a globally autonomous whole and, from an in-
tegrated point of view, “from the outside,” rather than trying to 
disentangle them inside, just as it is more meaningful to describe 
the second world war in terms of history and not as a summa-
tion of the action of individual Germans between the years 1939 
and 1945 (not to mention the battle of Kursk on the molecular 
level!). From this point of view it is more or less possible to speak 
relevantly about the “psychic” processes of all living beings, not 
only humans and animals, which, for this level of an explana-
tion of the world, are exemplary beings. 

A foundational Jungian idea here is the acknowledgement of 
the existence and relevance of psychical content, for that which 
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has an effect is real (wirklich ist das, was wirkt). Modern dichoto-
mies such as “fairies don’t exist, electromagnetic induction does” 
lose their obviousness when we realise that the concept of elec-
tromagnetic induction is basically a mental construct (though 
not as naturally vivid as fairies) designed to aid our under-
standing of electricity and magnetism, while a particular cul-
ture’s generally shared faith in various phantoms has the same, 
if not greater, results in social practice than the consciousness 
of “true things.” It does not matter at all whether we share an-
cient Egyptian ideas about the world of the dead and life after 
death or not – the ancient pyramids “tangibly” show us the in-
fluence of the psychological content of “fictional” characters on 
the course of history. Among modern spectres of this type we 
can point to inflation, for example – an “umbrella term” analo-
gous to Franklin’s “electricity,” covering a whole range of phe-
nomena believed until then to be disparate. Inflation has little 
material substance, as in the case of dreams; nonetheless, the 

Box: Dreams 

Dreams, which Jungian psychology, its related disciplines, and their 
forerunners dwelled on with such interest, constitute natural objects 
of a very special type: they arise through human activity, as with arte-
facts (which will be discussed later), but involuntarily, as with beards 
or embryos, for example .  Not only do dreams not have any measur-
able quantifiable constitutive substance (as has been mentioned), but 
in analyzing them, we are limited to the testimony of the dreamer, i .e ., 
the capturing of primarily eidetic events in words – a completely differ-
ent medium .  The relating of the dream to another is already an inter-
pretation par excellence, as can playfully be demonstrated by a random 
example: the dream always begins in fog and develops in an entirely 
different logic .  Our language is adjusted primarily to waking events, 
not dreams .  Only after can the “captured” dream become the object of 
further interpretations, whether allegorical, as in popular dream books, 
Freudian, Jungian, or other .  It is no coincidence that peoples such as 
Australian Aborigines attribute a greater importance to dreams than 
events in waking life (as do many children) and that the “creators of the 
world” in their mythology created the land, animals, and people ac-
cording to their dreams (would it really be possible to “invent” a grass-
hopper or platypus in a waking state?) .  Although it is relatively easy 
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to delimit the period of sleep when dreams occur (the so-called REM 
phase), we will not, in the foreseeable future, be able to somehow 

“record” the visual-acoustic (an abundance of tactile, and especially ol-
factory, experiences in dreams can indicate oncoming psychosis) like-
nesses of dreams .  Likewise, penetrating the dreams of the higher ani-
mals, whose dramatic content we can judge by their sleeping activity, 
will be a formidable task .  It is worth noting that a laboratory chimpan-
zee taught sign language and spryly commenting on all events around 
him never mentioned his dreams (Fouts and Mills, 1997), while even 
very young children do .  Dreams have had a very emotional bearing 
on people of all societies, even if they are considered somehow “ex-
terior” – in most European languages, dreams are spoken about in im-
personal forms: German mir träumt es, Russian mnie prisnilos, etc . (even 
thoughts probably originally startled early humans by “striking” them, 
as a tiger might strike them) .  From a certain point of view, it does not 
matter if dreams originate from some “disturbance” during the “main-
tenance” of the central nervous system or not (the loss of ability to 
dream, not just sleep, can ultimately lead to death) .  In any event, it 
is a matter of interpretative effort (Freud speaks about “dream work” 

– Traumarbeit) not unlike the well known Rorschach test, where, dur-
ing analysis, whether we see a bat or an orchid in an inkblot repre-
senting nothing concrete is a pronouncement mostly (or completely) 
about ourselves (nature as a whole is basically one big Rorschach test 
for us, which is one of the main arguments of this book) .  Dreams can 
be endlessly interpreted from different points of view, and still no un-
ambiguously correct “reading” will be found – though some functions 
are immediately clear (wish fulfilment, the expression of fear and ap-
prehension over past or future events, details of the previous day leak-
ing into dreams, etc .) .  Some moments completely absent from human 
life, for example flying by one’s own strength or gliding through the 
air, have been, surprisingly, nearly universal themes in dreams (it is dif-
ficult to explain this as residual “evolutionary memories” – according 
to evolutionary theory, no ancestors of humans flew) .  Also remarkable 
is the short duration of dreams which, in real time, last only moments, 
while “subjectively” it seems as though minutes or hours have passed; 
this is especially noticeable when an outside event is creatively incor-
porated into the dream – for example the sound of a tyre bursting out-
side on the street, which the dreamer’s psyche envelops in a long sto-
ry, say, from the American West, whose climax is a gunfight in which 
that “shot” rings out from a gunslinger’s pistol .  Even if we skip over the 
more eccentric theories, such as the “backward” movement of dreams 
in time, it is an interesting phenomenon .
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generally shared faith in such an entity moves human fates and 
the economic and social life of entire empires with brutal defin-
itiveness (a gold coin in the coffer is of a completely “objective” 
nature, bank notes and bills not nearly as much; people who 
have not heard the term “inflation” will not come to recognise 
it – they will just somehow get less for their money. 

The Unconscious and Consciousness

The overwhelming majority of psychical content is understand-
ably unconscious. Consciousness is essentially a very late evo-
lutionary innovation and constitutes only a small fraction of 
the psyche as a whole, much smaller, for example, than the vis-
ible part of an iceberg. The vast majority of bodily processes 
are also unconscious, from biochemical processes in cells to the 
movement of smooth muscles in the digestive tract, to automat-
ed reactions such as typing. The border between conscious (and 
therefore controllable) and unconscious processes is not entire-
ly fixed, but rather constantly being shifted in both directions. 
With the help of special training techniques (e.g., yoga) it is pos-
sible to begin to manage some unconscious processes, for exam-
ple heartbeat or peristalsis; with the help of other techniques it 
is possible to automate normally conscious actions of skeletal 
muscles to the point they become unconscious (driving a car). 
In general we can say that the unconscious, particularly when 
in a healthy state, governs people (and especially animals) cor-
rectly, as a rule, and is thereby indispensable for our proper 
functioning and highly valuable, if in some respects slow and 
archaic. Consciousness as a “modern” innovation makes it pos-
sible to conduct a process, or a few simultaneous processes, fast-
er and more effectively, though with a larger probability of er-
ror in judgement. C. G. Jung, and many others, was convinced 
that conscious processes are, despite their precariousness, more 
estimable than unconscious processes and that the effort to 
bring various psychical content into consciousness is a desir-
able and beneficial activity, whether at the individual level, in 
the form of self-initiative or psychotherapy, or generally, in the 
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sense of strengthening that which is most characteristic for hu-
mans and which increases the measure of human freedom. Hu-
man free will, understandably, has another, contradictory as-
pect – if a person has the choice, for example, to raise his left 
or right arm, the stimulus for the skeletal muscles comes first, 
then he “subjectively wants” to do it, and finally the limb moves 
(human will as the ability to interpret actions in the world as 
the result of one’s own intentions will be discussed in a differ-
ent section). It is certainly true that most processes, psychical 
and social, work “better and more intensively” when they are 
unconscious or otherwise not reflected on. Early capitalism, for 
example, worked “automatically,” so long as the regularities of 
capital movement were unknown and wealth was interpreted 
in the Calvinist spirit as proof of God’s favour. A well known 
joke tells of a centipede who, after considering the question of 
how it is able pull off the tricky task of coordinating the move-
ment of so many pairs of legs, stopped and never moved again. 
But it is awareness that allows us to distance ourselves from 
processes and govern ourselves meaningfully and interact with 
the world without blind allegiance to its workings; it is the foun-
dation of our humanity. 

Jung distinguishes several levels of the unconscious, chief-
ly the personal unconscious, which essentially originates from 
Freud’s principle of the displacement of various unpleasant mem-
ories and experiences (our own self image is too often not un-
like the official biographies of dictators) and extracts its “subject 
matter” only from the history of the individual, and the collective 
unconscious. The collective unconscious contains the condensed 
historical experience of the family, ethnic group, race, and, ul-
timately, the pre-human phase of our development back to the 
Archeozoic. It is all the same whether we imagine this process 
as “Lamarckian” – as the inheritance of acquired knowledge – 
or “Darwinian” – as the selective removal from the population 
of those who lacked the appropriate psychological disposition. 
Ironically, Darwin imagined the origin of instinct as the transi-
tion to “hardware,” in today’s jargon, of an often-repeated con-
scious act, which then became inherited with no required learn-
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ing – as if people, after ten generations of using automobiles, 
were born with some innate knowledge of driving and traffic 
laws, for example; Sheldrake (1981) took a similar point of view, 
though from a different position. In some disciplines (folklore, 
ethnography) the notion of “collective experience” is accepted 
almost as a matter of fact, though in others it is met with scep-
ticism. The idea of inherited psychological content does not en-
tirely trouble biologists, considering their conviction regard-
ing the development of human phylogeny. It is worth noting 
that we can unmistakably recognise, say, a baby tapir as a baby 
on the basis of Lorenz’s baby schema (Kindchenschema – large 
head, large eyes, short limbs and bodily extremities, etc), even 
if we do not know what an adult tapir is at all. We can immedi-
ately recognise the emotional colouring not only in the voices 
of such distantly related animals as birds (the desperate peep-
ing of an abandoned chick or gosling in distress) but also, with 
no special training, in insects (a bumblebee emits a “satisfied” 
buzz when on a blossom but an “angry whine” when captured 
with tweezers; beekeepers can easily recognise the condition 
and state of mind of a hibernating colony by the tone of their 
buzzing – even the loss of the queen, for example). Moreover, 
the extraordinary role played by dragons in fairytales and di-
nosaurs in “children’s folklore” today, with no footing in the 
external world, could be interpreted as “memories of the Meso-
zoic” (more on this theme later). It can be said that for animals, 
the “collective unconscious” is the dominant, though not exclu-
sive, layer of the psyche. It is difficult to prove that animals, es-
pecially the higher animals, are entirely lacking in conscious-
ness and that the latter is exclusively the domain of humans; 
though at the same time it is clear that animals operate more 
exclusively on an unconscious basis than humans and that their 
consciousness is likely of a very different type. Even the type 
of consciousness found in contemporary archaic human cul-
tures is relatively different from that of “civilised” people. Ear-
ly Palaeolithic humans must have been, judging from the arte-
facts they left, radically different. In a way, we can say that that 
which was once thought is now lived and somehow “incorpo-
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rated” into the physical realm. The emergence of consciousness 
from the unconscious is something like the squeezing of tooth-
paste from a tube, given, however, that the more archaic ways of 
seeing the world would return back to the unconscious – hence 
our difficulty in imagining the psychical world of subhuman 
life forms. 

One of the foundational theses of Jungian psychology, which 
also confirms empiricism in the widest sense of the word (Jung 
always gave experience precedence over the logical consistence 
of a theory) is that, in individuals or entire cultures, various 
components can become “activated” in the psyche and others 
can remain unconscious, suppressed and subdued, “beyond 
the horizon.” This explains most of the incredible psycholog-
ical variability between people and various cultures, as well 
as the possibility of very quick changes, both individual and 
collective, such as the sudden cultural flowering of previous-
ly “barbaric” countries (and vice-versa) or sudden creative out-
bursts. Without this knowledge, the majority of human activi-
ty, individual and collective, is not understandable; the “causes” 
of these metamorphoses, however, are often subtle or difficult 
to detect. We can likewise with good conscience assume that 

“animal” or “archaic human” types of consciousness “fall be-
low the horizon” in us and are not retrievable by a conscious 
act, though this process is not always, or necessarily, irrevers-
ible (these “backward movements” in the mind, whether in the 
sense of individual ontogeny or phylogeny and cultural devel-
opment, are known in psychiatry as regression). For this reason 
there is much deeper empathy among humans possible only to-
ward “higher” animals such as dogs, cats, or primates. On the 
other hand, humans would find it hard to put themselves into 
the mental world of a ladybird or a malaria plasmodium, but 
even if it were possible, it would lead, especially in the case of 
an adult, to internment in an insane asylum and exclusion from 
human society (such exclusion does not even take that much: 
those who dedicate their lives to the study of a relatively distant 
culture – Tibetologists, Sinologists, Islamologists – often “cross 
over” to another cultural sphere, becoming strangers in their 
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own society, and sometimes end up relocating – to the “land of 
their heart”). 

Archetypes

Jung labelled the basic content of the human psyche (and let’s 
add animals as well) as archetypes. This term, borrowed from 
the philosophical tradition of Late Antiquity, denotes some-
thing like “fundamental, original marking” (arche – first, typos 

– imprint) and is used to describe innate images and basic intel-
lectual schemata which are not primarily verbal but of a visual, 
eidetic nature. An archetype does not consist of a single, con-
crete image – it can have a whole range of more-or-less apposite, 
eidetic expressions. It can be compared to a crystal lattice struc-
ture – salt, for example, whose individual crystals are just their 
concrete realisation and can greatly differ (an even better com-
parison would be to the crystal lattice structures of salt in a wa-
ter solution – they are there diffusely – the potential is there 

– and, under the right circumstances, can form suddenly, unex-
pectedly). There have been many attempts to define archetype 
more precisely, but a widely based conception is most appropri-
ate for the purposes of this book. Archetypes, and connection 
with them in whatever guise, invoke acute emotions and are, 
as will be argued later, essentially ambivalent. Given a certain 
poetic license, it could be said that the mind is made up from 
archetypes just as the body is from organs. Even the psycho-
logical content of animals is composed of archetypes – think 
only of the above-mentioned Lorenz baby schema or animals’ 
innate images of predators, for example the reaction, described 
by Lorenz, of a gosling to the silhouette (or replica) of a bird of 
prey in flight. A classic display of reaction to an archetypal im-
age is the harassing, or mobbing, by diurnal birds of owls and 
bats, who are not direct enemies or competitors but who look 
so “repulsive” and “malign” that the birds find it necessary to 
attack them without considering the circumstances and with 
great emotional investment – this behaviour, of course, is not 
learned. The existence of innate images and schemata in ani-



the relationship between Man and the world as a psychological probleM / 23

mals has not been traditionally considered problematic or dis-
putable. It is indeed surprising that the Early Modern age (e.g., 
John Lock and many others) completely denied the existence 
of innate ideas in humans, and this absurd belief, not unlike 
denying the nose on one’s face, became widespread. The view 
of man as tabula rasa, as a person with nothing in his mind be-
fore acquiring sensory perception (or indoctrination, we should 
add), survives to this day mostly in a few debunked pedagog-
ical conceptions like the triumph of doctrine over experience 
(such a daft idea is a necessity in yearning for the education of 
the “new man,” of whatever type, and shows that practical pro-
cesses such as education can work for tens or hundreds of years, 
even when founded on a completely erroneous theory, just as 
there was always bread available in the former Eastern Bloc, de-
spite the fallacies of Marxist economics, due to the “common 
sense” of the those involved). 

Innate schemata of action and emotion influence a person in 
practically all his or her behaviours. Consider, for example, peo-
ple’s inherent sense of ceremony and precise observation of rit-
ual in particular, far-removed areas of human activity (more 
on this in the chapter titled “The Nature of Ritual” – the exact 
rules for religious ceremonies, magic operations, scientific ex-
periments, and bureaucratic or military “rituals” must always 
be strictly followed, otherwise the system does not “work” or is 
not “productive”). It can be said that the majority of what hu-
mans have created in their creative and civiliseng enterprises, 
including weapons and technology, is some kind of rationalisa-
tion and materialisation of vaguely archetypal imaginations on 
the theme, and that it is not so “essentially foreign” to humans 
as is often claimed. 

Human archetypes can be subdivided into many types whose 
details are beyond the scope of this essay. Moreover, archetypes 
are subject to certain individual and racial/geographic variabil-
ity, though in small measure compared to other human vari-
ables (the term “race” is used in this book as a general term 
for the local characteristics of man in all his variability – the 
author, of course, knows about human clinal variation and the 
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Box: The Archetypal Foundations  
of Perceiving the Living World 

It is rather obvious that our perception of the living world is channeled 
by innate patterns for perception and implementation into which the 
living organisms around us fit .  Folk classifications of plants and ani-
mals (ethnozoology, ethnobotany) across a wide range of ethnic groups 
use remarkably similar modes of division, based on the overall life form 
and habitat (mythical animals are, in fact, more useful than real animals 
for understanding the human mind and its relation to the living world 
and are an extension of the roster of archetypes beyond the borders 
of reality, showing, in contrast to the efforts of “professional” zoology, 
the world not how it is, but how it “should” be .  Mythical animals are 
in relation to real animals as utopias or social theories are to statistical 
data – whereas we simply have to accept the existence of coatis, the 
Mongolian mind is so taken with the Mongolian Death Worm (allghoi 
khorkhoi) that it has “introduced” it to the world) .  It would not make 
much sense to create a detailed hierarchy of archetypal clusters of this 
type, even if it seems to be very similar transculturally – individual cat-
egories can variously merge together under different circumstances 
and the method of perception can vary somewhat between individu-
als .  This is how clusters are formed in human perception – the group 

“birds” for birds (Aves), bats, butterflies, etc . (it seems that nocturnal 
birds, bats, and moths would form their own subgroup), “animals” for 
four-legged land creatures, “fish” including whales, cuttlefish, or even 
jellyfish – the common names of the latter two are telling), “snakes” in-
cluding eels and lampreys .  It is worth noting that some categories of 
perception are nearly empty, such as “dragons,” represented today 
by crocodiles or monitor lizards and Komodo dragons but rather, in 
the minds of many peoples, by dinosaur-like creatures, often winged, 
similar to pterosaurs (given that archetypal categories of perception 
are a particularly archaic matter, we might perhaps consider them as 
a kind of “hardware memory” of the Mesozoic, as suggested earlier) .  
Some categories cut across invertebrates and vertebrates, others are 
typically invertebrate – “flies,” “beetles, “ants,” “worms,” etc .  Each cat-
egory could of course have subcategories, for example “mice” for small 
rodents, shrews, some small carnivores, etc . as a subset of “animals .”  
Aristotle was the first to resist this method of perception and to “scien-
tise” classification according to clearly stated criteria, and more or less 
all historical attempts at zoology (e .g ., that of Conrad Gesner) bear the 
mark of this kind of archetypal approach to the living world .  The situ-
ation is similar with plants, where archetypal categories such as “trees,” 

“shrubs,” “palms,” “herbs,” “flowers,” “grass,” “moss,” “ferns,” etc . were 
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not definitively refuted until Linnaeus . These archetypal categories of 
plants and animals are not, of course, ethically, aesthetically, or sym-
bolically neutral – quite the opposite (we must remember that rela-
tionships to archetypes, as previously mentioned, are always ambiva-
lently dualistic – a lion can be perceived as a regal beast, famed for its 
courage, magnanimity, strength, and ability to fascinate, or as a foul, 
dangerous, man-eating beast; there is a certain difficulty in that it is 
hard to perceive a single thing synoptically, at a single moment, two 
ways – both ways can, however, “blend” together relatively easily) .  Hu-
mans have a strongly positive relationship to trees and large, shape-
ly, radially symmetrical flowers like lilies or roses, in temperate zones 
to evergreen plants, and to animals which rank high on the Portmann 
scale – quadrupeds with independent, non-sedentary, sensually rich 
ways of life, elegant and “powerful” in their own way (this is explained 
further in the corresponding chapter) .  The archetypal grid of percep-
tion understandably reflects its own nature: some human character-
istics – for example upright posture (penguins), bioptic vision with 
eyes situated on the front of the head (cats, owls) – evoke interest; the 

“childlike” hands of tree frogs evoke sympathy and fondness .  Lorenz’s 
baby archetype applies universally among vertebrates – not only do 
humans recognise a baby as such according to its appearance or voice, 
animals also recognise human infants as babies, which allows for ex-
treme cases of adoption: Indian wolf children, or puppies, and even 
chicks, adopted by house cats .  The archetypal perception of the liv-
ing world is full of love and hate, ugliness and pleasure, good and evil .  
Traditional perceptions had no problem seeing animals as essentially 
“good” or “evil”; in modern times, this has been secondarily rationalised 
as “useful” and “harmful .”  The “modern” disgust toward groups of ani-
mals as vectors of disease is another transformation of this aesthetic/
ethical relation .  Certainly animals also perceive other species through 
aesthetic/ethical lenses – owls and bats are unbearably “heinous” to 
diurnal birds, as we have already seen .  Aristotle inquired into the love 
and hatred among animals (or even plants and animals, e .g ., the pas-
sion of cats for catnip – Nepeta cataria), and there turns out to be more 
interspecific friendship and hatred in general than popular biology, 
thinking in terms of energetic profit, could have anticipated .

non-existence of distinctive divisions between “races,” but does 
not wish to abandon this long-established and, from a practical 
point of view, useful word just because it has been “banned” by 
American anthropology – speaking of “races” does not make 
one a “racist” any more than speaking of “nations” makes one 
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a “Nazi”). Individual archetypal images often arise from the 
unconscious to consciousness in individuals and entire groups 
in the form of myths or modern equivalents of myth. It would 
be better here to speak of mythologems, which is a term for the 
smallest, indivisible unit of meaning in mythology – myths are 
composed of mythologems similar to the way proteins are com-
posed of amino acids (the surfacing of highly detailed mytho-
logical images resembling ancient Egyptian myths in the minds 
of schizophrenics who, due to a lack of education, could not be 
familiar with such “esoteric” material, brought Jung to the idea 
of innate psychological content in humans). Jung uses the term 
psychic inflation (from Latin inflare – “blow into,” “puff up”) for 
the uncontrolled obsession with an archetype (or the appropri-
ation of something not normally a part of the human personali-
ty, like Louis XIV’s “l’État, c’est moi”). The behaviour and speech 
of such persons make a strange, overtly bombastic, and, at the 
same time, archaically hieratic impression on those around 
them, evoking ridicule and disgust or, oppositely, uncritical en-
thusiasm. Jung, as always, emphasises the duality of archetyp-
al images – a child is something adorable and divine like a lit-
tle saviour and, at the same time, a snivelling, smelly brat. The 
goal of human life, according to Jung, is the integration of arche-
types – i.e., consciously grasping and incorporation them into 
one’s psyche, which will then be more interconnected and well 
rounded. Overcoming the stage of fragmentation and “disin-
tegration” typical for childhood or other later states of malad-
justment contributes to the understanding of one’s own identity 
(salvation is essentially conscious self-identity), of one’s place in 
society and the world, and to an increase in creativity and the 
meaningfulness of one’s fate. Jung calls this process individua-
tion – the path to one’s Self (Selbst), which constitutes a synthe-
sis of the original conscious ego (ich) with unconscious elements 
of the psyche that are a substantive part of the individual. Hu-
mans are, in this respect, and to a much greater degree than oth-
er creatures, in need of education and initiation well into adult-
hood. The terminology of modern science is poorly equipped to 
describe this qualitative psychological metamorphosis, as sci-
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ence transforms qualitative changes into quantitative (just as 
modern science does not have a very sophisticated terminolo-
gy for human interpsychological interactions, which are some-
times very stormy – we describe what actually happens, for 
example, when one falls in love or, conversely, when two peo-
ple hate each other in the same crude terms which 14th century 
physiology used for digestion, and, unlike cellular chemistry, it 
has eluded scientific description until today). With the advent 
of the modern age, this metamorphosis has become neglected 
and difficult to discuss, as the many individuals with infantile 
psyches even in adulthood attest (Jung studied alchemical texts 
from Europe and beyond as a statement on the “pilgrimage of 
the soul,” as this whole qualitative metamorphosis used to be 
called, modelled on qualitative changes in material substances 
through alchemical processes which, it was supposed, would 
start a similar metamorphosis in the alchemist’s soul – hence 
alchemy seemed like a bunch of nonsense from the point of 
view of later chemistry, which had as much to do with alche-
my as masonry with Freemasonry. In some ways, alchemy was 
rather a forerunner of psychology or biology, through whose 
lens corpora chymica were also examined. “Antiquated” theories 
like alchemy or astrology lead to self-knowledge through the 
material world; “modern” theories such as sociobiology lead to 
a recognition of the outer world by a process of self-projection 
(more on this theme in the chapter on sociomorphic modelling). 
Jung likewise understood religion as a method of harmoniously 
connecting archetypes which is significantly different in each 
culture, depending on local conditions and needs, and allows 
people to utilise the brisant energy of archetypes for “cultural” 
activities. People relate to the natural world (animate or inani-
mate) outside themselves by virtue of archetypal schemata for 
the perception and experience of these worlds. 

Persona and Shadow

In addition to the dichotomy of conscious/unconscious, Jung 
distinguishes another key dichotomy in humans, whose two 
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polarities can be understood as completely fundamental arche-
types: persona and shadow.

Persona, which means “mask” in Latin (referring to masks 
used in the theatre, apparently from per “through” + sonare “to 
sound” – referring to the voice coming from the mouth of a char-
acter – the analogous term in Greek is prosopon) is a grouping 
of attributes (only some of which are conscious) characterising 
how a person is “supposed” to be. It is a mask which we wear 
in our social roles (student, banker, knight, monk, beggar, etc.) 
and which is made up of the traditional set of characteristics 
considered integral to that role (often the persona even sketch-
es in the outward details – uniforms, hairstyles or facial hair, 
gesticulations, etc.; we can thereby perceive from a distance 
what kind of person we are dealing with). The problem here is 
not in the ancient social divisions of roles, common elsewhere 
in nature – not only is sexual dimorphism common, but even 
a dominant male often looks radically different than a submis-
sive male (e.g., gorillas and Siamese fighting fish, not to men-
tion the various casts of social insects); during courtship, birds 
of paradise, peacocks, and grouse look as if they are engulfed 
by their “persona,” like an actor on the stage or a general dur-
ing a march. The problem in humans is rather that the playing 
of a role must be conscious and that an individual must be able 
to set a “persona” aside. The situation becomes problematic in 
cases where a persona is somehow “adherent” and restrictive 
or deforming insofar as it is a bad “fit,” far from a person’s in-
dividual nature, (as when a man with latent sadistic tendencies 
is a school porter rather than a butcher, or a judge who remains 
a judge even when playing with his own children, etc.) and is 
impossible to remove. Then, from the thick undergrowth of all 
possible human attributes (always in polarities: bravery/cow-
ardice, greed/generosity, etc; in principle, each of us has both, 
though often to different degrees) we pluck out those appropri-
ate to the desired persona. There remain many other character-
istics, of course, which do not fit the persona (e.g., aggression in 
monks, sympathy in robbers, etc.) and which are repressed into 
the unconscious in the form of the so-called shadow. Naturally, 
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we do not know that which is unconscious and can ascertain it 
only indirectly. A nice metaphor for the difficulty in recognis-
ing the shadow is snoring – we do not hear ourselves snoring 
while we sleep, and after waking and activating our aural per-
ception we no longer snore; like several cases of self-awareness, 
this is mirrored to us by others. Jung’s term shadow (Schatten) is 
exceptionally well chosen, as it suggests something dark, some-
thing we cannot (at least in the light of day) get rid of, which in-
cessantly accompanies us, but which, at the same time, we can 
see only on objects (or people) across which it is cast. It is inter-
esting to note that no thinker before Jung ever formulated such 
a concept, though 19th century literature already had the beauti-
ful image of “the shadow”: R. L. Stevenson had his educated, re-
spectable philanthropist metamorphose into the much smaller, 
younger, loathsome, childishly cruel and destructive Mr. Hyde 
(Stevenson was a remarkable person in many ways, for example 
his sense for the myths of the peoples of the Pacific Islands at 
a time when such a thing was far from common). 

The more deeply unconscious one’s own shadow features, the 
greater our indignation and aversion when we see these qual-
ities in others. This process is known as projection – the pro-
jection of our shadow onto others (Jung writes that the person 
or object in question must have certain “hooks,” though com-
pletely negligible ones will suffice – even another’s light frugal-
ity can evoke the projection of one’s own strong, unconscious 
greed). We can even project our shadow onto animals, for ex-
ample a monkey can show a person his “wild” side, perceived 
as a malevolent caricature (the shadow is rarely projected on-
to inanimate objects). One of the most productive methods of 
quickly mapping one’s own shadow is to imagine one’s worst 
enemy and make a list of several dozen of this enemy’s most 
abhorrent attributes (the apparently paradoxical imperative to 

“love your enemies” shows the significance of enemies in the 
mapping and integration of our shadow – once we realise that 
the attributes which irritate us most are essential parts of our-
selves and learn to “love” (i.e., accept) them, our shadow ceases 
to cause problems in our lives). Friendship and enmity are es-
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sentially attempts to establish or break contact with certain un-
conscious, estranged elements of our own nature. If through 
some effort we emerge from the grey background, we begin 
to cast a “shadow,” whose representatives quickly congregate 
around us.

Just as the persona, the shadow can be not just individual but 
also collective. Corresponding to the radiant image of the collec-
tive persona is the dark, repulsive image of the collective enemy 

– hideous, malicious, and threatening (the case of Hitler’s Ger-
many, culminating in the holocaust, was one of the most mon-
strous, but far from the only tragedy in history – the majority of 
the other cases are less spectacular, though more prolonged). Ex-
treme sects of all types aim toward cultivating a collective perso-
na in the most austere form possible; a person cannot, therefore, 
remain long – either he will abandon the sect or come to oscillate, 
at times more cynically, at others more unconsciously, between 
high idealism and crude vulgarity. Individuals who have not inte-
grated their shadow, which should happen by age 25 at the latest, 
lead lives very complicated by constant conflicts with supposed 
adversaries, and one of their defence strategies is to join a group 
with a clear image of the enemy and of their own alleged moral 
cleanliness (a good model of this type of thinking among adoles-
cents can be seen in the works of Karel May; in the real world, we 
see this in various extremist political parties, religious groups, 
mafia structures, and, in a certain sense, ecclesiomorphic struc-
tures in general – more on this in the relevant chapter). The im-
age of the enemy and one’s own “personal” image are archetyp-
ally very effectual, though lacking in internal logical structure: 
the “Judeo-Bolshevik plutocrat” is completely stupid yet devil-
ishly cunning, pettily stingy yet absurdly wasteful; the “German 
nation” is cheerfully simple-hearted yet highly intelligent, peace-
loving yet soldierly, etc. The most conspicuous “shadow figure” is 
probably the Christian devil, but every collective and individual, 
at least partly, finds something similar (it seems that even the ar-
dent and “irrational” hatred found in the animal kingdom is of 
this type). Considering that these are unconscious parts of our-
selves, a direct battle with the shadow and its representatives is 
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futile, even if it brings a short-term satisfaction when some “ulcer 
on the face of the town” (army, university, church, party, etc.) is 
removed. Great Britain’s long history of exporting convicts to the 
colonies (let them tear each other apart in Botany Bay!) showed 
that, despite this practice, the number of criminals at home did 
not decrease; meanwhile in the penal colonies, there arose a com-
pletely “normal” society. New enemies always arise, as persis-
tently as the northern pole on a magnetic rod will reform when 
the tip is filed off – only with biological entities the process takes 
a bit longer, as when we cut off the caudal end of a flatworm (if 
we don’t like it for some reason). Various “witch hunts,” extreme 
cases being those of Early Modern Christianity or the Stalinist 
USSR, always go astray, even if they enthral the majority of a so-
ciety. It is gradually revealed how many seemingly harmless cit-
izens or “true comrades” are somehow in league with the devil 
(global imperialism, Zionism, pseudo-science, and who knows 
what else); a general panic then ensues, along with suspicion and 
efforts toward “purification.” The sense of a gigantic conspiracy 
is roused, and we fail to realise that through our efforts to “root 
out the devil” we are ourselves bringing into practice the very as-
pects of diabolism we fear most. For this reason alone is the effort 
to correctly understand the problem of persona and shadow, on 
the individual and societal level, a crucial matter. 

Animus, Anima, and the “Wise Old Man”

As with the dichotomy of persona/shadow, another dichotomy 
of identity forms in each individual, namely one’s sexual iden-
tity versus one’s inner image of the opposite sex – Jung calls this 
anima in men and animus in women. This image of the opposite 
sex originates in the expulsion (as with the shadow) of those 
characteristics of an individual’s originally ambivalent, bisex-
ual allocation which do not fit a person’s image of his or her 
sexual identity, modelled both by genetic and cultural means. 
Unlike the shadow, though, the animus or anima has an almost 
magical allure – it is the unrealised, “light” aspect of the per-
sonality (the shadow, on the contrary, is realised but unaccept-
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able). The animus/anima is sometimes even projected onto peo-
ple who resemble it little or not at all, and the retraction of this 
projection, whether the next morning or six months later, causes 
disillusionment and desperation (“what was I thinking?”). The 
integration of these archetypal images, which should be com-
plete by around age 30, allows one to successfully marry (prior 
to integration of the anima, men can experience many oscilla-
tions between modest admiration of the Madonna and raucous 
visits to the brothel). The Sicilian mafia, which in terms of the 
shadow is considered an honourable organisation despite their 
criminal activity, has, on the other hand, its typical sayings: “all 
women are bitches, except my mother – she was a saint!”

Of the other archetypes described by Jung, the one he termed 
“Wise Old Man” is especially significant for the intellectual sphere. 
This is essentially a way of relating to intellectual or religious au-
thority, onto which we project a group of traits related to wisdom 
and charisma which we have yet to recognise in ourselves; here 
too the projection is irresistibly attractive (“master, I am now your 
disciple and shall never leave your side”). This also leads, eventu-
ally, to retraction and disillusionment, not unlike the disappoint-
ment of a lover, and an inversion to the opposite extreme of evalua-
tion: instead of a wise man or prophet, an egotistical, long-winded, 
half-educated, insignificant old geezer. Projection here can go in 
the opposite direction as well, where a favourite pupil and rising 
star in the field is, after several years, is indiscriminately chased 
out as an ungrateful idler who never understood the true doctrine, 
which he distorted, misused, etc. Only the successful integration 
of this archetype can insure a successful means of relating to in-
tellectual authorities and guard against that drama, so common 
in university corridors, of oscillation between the blind admira-
tion of, and servility towards, gurus and superiors and outbursts 
of aggression toward them. 

Sublimation and Emotion

One can speak well of something like the “energetics of the 
soul” and currents of energy between individual components of 



the relationship between Man and the world as a psychological probleM / 33

the psyche, though it is necessary to remember that this is only 
a physical metaphor and that there is no possibility of measur-
ing these transfers. A closely related concept here is sublimation, 
which comes originally from alchemical terminology and was 
given a new meaning by Freud, who used it to refer to the use 
of some primary psychical energy for a purpose other than its 
original one – for example, intellectual or artistic activity derived 
from sexual energy (though he was aware of the significance of 
Freud’s theory, Jung always sharply objected to Freud’s tenden-
cy of attributing all “available energy” of the psyche to the sex-
ual instinct, which he considered an unnecessary, one-sided re-
duction; this conflict would lead to their eventual estrangement). 
In Antiquity, emotions were understood as “movements” of the 
soul; it is clear, of course, that this means moving in situ and 
in a different sense than physically/kinetically. The quickness 
and intensity of these movements indicates that they belong to 
the most fundamental (and archaic) psychical potential, which 
among humans and animals is nearly indistinguishable. It is al-
so good to realise that rationality is basically a case of special-
ised emotion and that the original idea of philosophy, science, 
and other wisdom traditions that it is necessary to anaesthe-
tise oneself against emotion or sublimate emotion and maintain 
a philosophical composure and outlook is only partly realisable 
and is, in essence, rather the substitution of one kind of emo-
tion with another (a complete silencing of emotion would nec-
essarily imply death). It is just a question of convention that we 
do not deem the violent processes of the inorganic world emo-
tions, even while the surf furiously crashes on the rocks, a storm 
gloomily rages, and, in the laboratory, oxygen and hydrogen ra-
paciously tear into each other, creating magnificent auditory, lu-
minary, and thermal effects. 

Symbol

Among Jung’s concepts, another important one is symbol, used 
in an earlier sense (in common language, the world “symbol” 
is often used for that which should more properly be called 
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a “sign” – a designation of some thing or idea by something 
else: chemical signs, traffic signs, letters standing in for sounds 
and grouping together to form words, representative signs such 
as anchor = hope, heart = love, etc.). In Jung’s sense of the word, 
a symbol is something nonverbal which points to some impor-
tant psychic content and cannot be (at least not completely) ex-
pressed by words (one could not simply write the word “cross” 
in the appropriate place in a church – this would be like a plate 
with “lunch” written on it). A symbol is actually a conscious 
expression of an otherwise formless psychical force. A symbol 
can be an image, geometric or graphic formation (in modern 
times, for example, a company logo), but also an animal, plant, 
or something from abiotic nature including celestial bodies and 
events, combinations of tones, aromas and odours, etc. Consid-
ering its extraverbal nature, a symbol has a direct effect, un-
mediated and exceptionally strong emotionally, for the act of 
verbalisation alone produces a sort of “disenchantment” of the 
whole phenomenon. For this reason, we can only communicate 
about symbols to a limited degree. The psyche, in a sense, ger-
minates symbols like plants generate flowers. 

Objects and phenomena, about which we can adequately 
communicate with words, form only a minority of our experi-
ence of the world, and even more uncommon are things which 
can by systematised from such predication to a degree that they 
can be passed on to others through teaching rather than com-
mon experience. In this respect, it is appropriate to distinguish 
between the terms doctrine and science (German Lehre and Wis-
senschaft); the former can apply to any sort of received teaching, 
while the latter, 

in the capacity of its subset, implies only “modern science” as 
it is understood today. Alchemy, astrology, chiromancy, acu-
puncture, linguistics and other systems of thought, therefore, 
belong to the first category, as their point of departure is in-
compatible with modern science. Endless and fruitless discus-
sions about whether discipline X is or is not science arise from 
the large, positive emotional charges and the prestige that ac-
companies the word science in contemporary general awareness. 
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The common sigh of “well, that’s nice, but it’s not science” could 
be countered by a similar observation in many instances: “well, 
it’s science, but it’s not nice.” (The word scientia originally con-
cerned also the “sciences” of witchcraft and reportedly approx-
imated the sense of the Greek word mechane – rig, device – as 
in a device used to lift, perhaps with the help of a pulley, a load 
which we could not otherwise lift). 

According to Jung, it is desirable that symbols be used with 
a maximal degree of awareness, as they operate even when 
nothing is known about their function. The ossified, common-
ly used, worn out symbols figuring in propaganda, advertising, 
trivial culture, or defunct forms of religion Jung calls idols and 
considers their effect on people to be particularly impoverish-
ing and restrictive. 

Synchronicity

The word symbol comes from the Greek symbolon, which, in turn, 
comes from the verb symballein – “to throw together” (similar 
to the Russian sovpadať) or “to put together.” The ancient Greek 
word symbolon, then, approximated that which Jung and von 
Pauli (1952) termed synchronicity (P. Kammerer, 1919, had al-
ready tried to discuss the phenomenon, calling it “the law of the 
series,” Seriengesetz) or what A. Koestler (1972) examined un-
der the term coincidence. Synchronicity refers to the generally 
known tendency toward the accumulation, in time or space, of 
phenomena which call for a collective interpretation (the accu-
mulation of phenomena in space is more accurately described 
by the term syntopicity, but this term is not often used). In an 
archaic approach, every confluence of conspicuous events cries 
out for interpretation – “what does this mean?” Various practic-
es of divination were then founded on this, whether from natu-
ral synchronicities (lightning striking a certain spot) or toward 
a specific objective (I Ching, interpreting cards) – this will be dis-
cussed further in the chapter on Interpretation. The interpreta-
tion of the world through synchronicity is absolutely dominant 
in certain cultures (Chinese – here and elsewhere in the book, 
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the main sources on Chinese life and civilisation, aside from 
personal experience, is Cheng, 1997); in others, (Arabic, Euro-
pean) this interpretation is rather through causality, in the mod-
ern sense of the word (the Classical causae or aitiai were “causes” 
more in the sense of “for what purpose,” or “whence?” – as in 
Aristotle’s well known Four Causes; the concept of cause mean-
ing an agent who effects a given action – nearly in the sense of Ar-
istotle’s causa efficiens – first arose through the efforts of Arab 
philosophers to rationalise traditional Arab belief in fate; Aver-
roes (Ibn Rushd) is especially credited with bringing the notion 
of causality to medieval Europe; if modern causality is causa ef-
ficiens gone mad, then the idea of progress is a similarly mal-
formed causa finalis, thrown out by Descartes). One could say 
that causality is something like “authorised” synchronicity – 
one of many possible types. It is possible to learn to ponder in 
both regimes of thinking, it just takes some training – one way 
of understanding the world is, in a way, jealous of the other. To 
adopt each of them, it is necessary to filter certain disruptive 
moments from the world and perceive them either in the regime 
of causality or of synchronicity and repress or declare irrelevant 
those moments which contradict the selected conception of ob-
servation. Granting authority to “coincidence” is one way of do-
ing this. What is coincidental and what is necessary changes, of 
course, according to how we frame it – it is good to keep in mind 
that to declare some phenomenon a coincidence is basically to 
relinquish interpretation (if, one morning, we find a $100 bill in 
front of our house, it is safer to interpret this as a “coincidence” 
and, according to our character, either take the money to the 
police or put it in our wallet – otherwise, a host of uncomfort-
able questions arises – is the Almighty helping us because we 
are his beloved? Is the devil setting a trap? Or one of the neigh-
bours? Or the Thought Police? We cannot, in any case, investi-
gate synchronicity through methods of statistical averaging, as 
these were developed precisely for the elimination and screen-
ing out of synchronicity as a local and often significant accu-
mulation of phenomena and for obtaining an unbroken causal 
worldview. The mere fact that one advanced civilisation (China) 
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traditionally abided by the synchronistic regime of understand-
ing the world and another (Europe) by the causal regime shows 
that one is not “correct” and the other “mistaken” but that they 
are multi-dimensional and somehow complementary; admit-
tedly, China did not develop anything analogous to modern sci-
ence on the basis of the synchronistic view – it is a non-scientific, 
or extra-scientific worldview in the full sense of the word. One 
school of thought in the interpretation of the I Ching emphasised 
that it was about training in self-reflection or, more specifically, 
posing relevant questions concerning one’s own life situation – 
a complicated procedure of questioning, based on the principle 
of synchronicity, allocates an answer poignant to the inquirer’s 
life situation. Whether or not the inquirer knows how to “grasp” 
his own problems, which is no trivial task, can be ascertained by 
whether the question and answer bear a meaningful relation-
ship; a person who successfully learns this art of self-knowledge 
then no longer needs the I Ching. 

Projection and Complexes

The above-mentioned phenomenon of projection is very im-
portant in understanding the natural world, for the reason that 
while attempting to interpret it, humans project individual or so-
cial structures onto nature (sociomorphic, biomorphic, and other 
models will be discussed later). Not only does this process have 
the character of a cunning self-delusion, it is also a sort of “set-
tling” of the world around us by human meaning (projection cer-
tainly occurs in animals as well – insectivorous birds in captiv-
ity often hunt “imaginary” flies; dogs and cats often attack or flee 
from their projected imaginings, obviously invisible to us, and 
it was once thought that they could see “ghosts”). That we can 
still somehow orient ourselves with such an understanding of 
the outer world is thanks to a certain consubstantiality of man 
and the world – ancient writers spoke of man as a microcosm, the 
universe in miniature, as a parallel counterpart to macrocosm, the 
universe as a whole. Not just humans, but every other entity (liv-
ing organisms, institutions, states, planet Earth, etc.) fractally re-
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flect some characteristics of the universe as a whole, of which it is 
part (humans, relatively universal and unspecialised, are a good 
example of this). Jung maintained that the filling the universe 
with various gods, demons, and spectres in polytheistic and ani-
mistic religions originates in the projection of individual com-
plexes in the human psyche onto the world outside, where we 
then understand the “estranged” part of ourselves as something 
outer, foreign, “objective” (it is difficult here to distinguish be-
tween human projection onto the world and human introjection 
of the world into themselves, as the human and divine mirror 
each other, and it is thus that our world emerges). Jung used the 
term complex (originally “emotionally charged complex”) to re-
fer to a “node” in the human psyche, laden with strong emotion-
al charges and containing various intellectual content which is 
formed and blended together in different ways during one’s life-
time. The most significant complex, formed around age three, is 
the complex “I” – before this, children speak about themselves 
in the third person and the world around them seems to happen 

“through” them. Just after the establishment of the ego complex, 
they begin to recognise their actions as their own and, on the 
other hand, learn to interpret events around them as outcomes 
of their intentions, which is an arduous and significant achieve-
ment. How far this process has progressed in higher animals is 
an interesting but difficult question – while chimpanzees recog-
nise themselves in a mirror, lower apes apparently do not; I my-
self once saw a puppy delightedly licking its own reflection in 
a mirror. 

For the successful growth of an individual, it is desirable that 
the various complexes in his or her psyche, when possible, be in-
terconnected, which is the goal of many types of therapy. Strong 
and isolated complexes have a tendency to strengthen autono-
mous characteristics, which, for unstable persons, often causes 
a sudden change in thought, speech, and actions when a par-
ticular complex comes to the surface – this is basically an ev-
eryday occurrence, but extreme cases have always aroused sus-
picion and, in the past, were considered to be “possessions by 
demons.” With a bit of exaggeration and sarcasm, one could say 
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that complexes are integrated demons similarly as chloroplasts 
are cyanobacteria integrated into plant cells. Distinctive com-
plexes are the driving force behind all sorts of activity, includ-
ing political, artistic, and scientific, but their eventual integra-
tion can cause a subjective improvement, or, at the same time, 
diminishing, or even the extinction, of “extraordinary” abilities 
or predilections. The human psyche has a tendency to under-
stand complexes projected to the outer world as persons with 
more-or-less anthropomorphised or zoomorphised appearanc-
es and intentionality; similarly, we have a tendency to treat ab-
stract conceptions in the same manner (this inclination can be 
observed in newspaper caricatures; for example, Czechoslovak 
newspapers in 1919 depicted the “young republic” as a beautiful 
girl, then the “economic crisis” as a bony old woman, and, more 
recently, a “world financial collapse” as an enormous worm eat-
ing the globe). Shamans in hunter-gatherer groups often shower 
anthropologists with bizarre tales about the names and amount 
of protective spirits which, through great sacrifice, they have 
managed to capture, overpower, or tame and show magical ob-
jects which now contain these spirits, which they describe, with 
the aid of drawings, as various types of little monsters (for a nice 
example, see Rasmussen, 1934). These tales lose their absurdity 
when we realise that our society has similar “protective spir-
its,” though they are rarely portrayed figuratively and are “se-
rially,” almost industrially, produced (academic titles, property 
rights, state citizenship, diplomatic immunity, etc.), which reside 
in various diplomas, passports, and documents, through which 
we call on them for help. The unconscious tendency toward per-
sonification appears clearly in scientific jargon when scientists 
speak of abstract concepts as if they have a subjectivity similar 
to ours: selection “chooses,” genes “have a goal” of reproducing 
themselves as much as possible, etc. 

Compensation

The human psyche displays its ability of compensation on multi-
ple levels. This is the tendency to sustain or support those men-



40 / nature and culture

tal processes or elements which are lacking at the moment. The 
most trivial example of this tendency is the above-mentioned 
fulfilment in dreams of wishes not attainable in reality, for ex-
ample when a homeless man dreams he is the owner of a luxu-
rious villa and wakes to disillusionment and sorrow (the word 
dream is also used for exactly this sort of substitutive fulfilling 
of wishes which does not lead to action). There are a number of 
compensation techniques (the process is, of course, primarily 
unconscious), for example engaging (and venerating) in words 
that which is lacking in practice – crusaders or conquistadors 
devoted themselves, between killing and pillaging, to the cult 
of the gentle and graceful Virgin Mary; some sociobiologists 
devote themselves to procreation, at least verbally, in their the-
ory but neglect their own reproduction altogether. These are 
not cases of simple insincerity, as it might seem to the superfi-
cial observer; rather, it is about the effort to get, in some sense, 
something we do not have. Sometimes there is even compensa-
tion in practice: the Aztecs, according to the consistent estima-
tions of the Spaniards, were an altogether mild, polite people, 
timid friends of poetry and flowers – the exact opposite of the 
theory and practice of their bloody religion; the supervisors of 
Nazi and Soviet concentration camps were also model family 
men, animal lovers, etc. The tendency of morally dubious indi-
viduals to preach about morality has its vulgar hypocritical side, 
but it also contains a sincere effort to secure, at least in theory, 
something they are lacking in life. In general, people have a ten-
dency to “sponge” the freedom, youth, wisdom, or sanctity of 
others; so long as it is not “parasitic,” this is an everyday occur-
rence, something like when school children gather around their 
classmates who have brought a snack to mooch a piece. 

Concluding Note

Freud and his followers, with the discovery of unconscious pro-
cesses in the human psyche (this idea, of course, had its precur-
sors, for example C. G. Carus, or several authors in Late Antiq-
uity), brought about a revolution in the modern view of man 
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(Freud: “we are lived by unknown, obscure forces …”). The ob-
servation that in addition to one’s conscious intentionality, there 
is another, unconscious will (or several of them) which can even 
go against conscious intention was completely shocking at the 
turn of the 20th century and remains so still today. The insight 
that the motives behind people’s behaviour can be totally dif-
ferent than what they sincerely believe them to be allows for the 
application of constructed worldviews such as Marxism, Freud-
ianism, neo-Darwinism and other explanatory concepts, as will 
be shown later (whether this is also true of animals is generally 
difficult to say, as they do not have the possibility of reporting 
the motives behind their actions to us; it seems, though, that 
this rule could be universal). There is one catch to this whole 
thing, however, for beneath every level of motivation another, 
deeper one can be found, as when we peel an onion; the human 
psyche, like the exploration of the subatomic world, is “bottom-
less,” and similarly lacking a firm foundation of description. 
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The polaRiTy of huMan 
peRcepTion of The woRld

People have a tendency to perceive every aspect of their sur-
roundings (as well as themselves) in a binary way, as sets of 
opposites (good/evil, matter/spirit, progressive/reactionary, 
useful/harmful, inherited/learned, hot/cold, etc.). These “op-
posites” are experienced as qualitatively disparate and there-
fore have different names and are regarded as incompatible and 
completely opposite. 

However, in Indo-European languages (and especially in 
Chinese, apparently), there are a number of examples where 
a single word originally referred to both extremes of a polar-
ity: Latin altus – high and deep, praestigium – deception and re-
nown, imago – picture and model; Greek pharmakon – poison 
and medicine, hagios – holy and vile; English apparent – obvi-
ous and supposed, virtual – practical and unreal. Or there are 
cases where the same root is easily perceptible in two opposites: 
Latin clamare – to shout, clam – secretly, covertly; siccus – dry, 
sucus – moisture; German stumm – mute, Stimme – voice (some-
times the same root develops into opposite meanings in differ-
ent languages: Latin hostis – enemy, Czech host – guest; Russian 
zapomniť – remember, Czech zapomenout – forget; Russian uzhas-
nyj – frightful, Czech úžasný – wonderful), etc. There are also 
words made by linking two opposites which then express one 
of the two meanings: English without (with, out); German allein 
(all + one) – alone; for more see Freud’s remarkable work Über 
den Gegensinn der Urworte (1910). 

Polar opposites evoke completely contradictory emotional re-
actions and an endeavour to cling to one of them and declare 
it as desirable, right, good, or even the only “real” one, and the 
second as undesirable, repulsive, worthy of extinction or repres-
sion, or simply nonexistent. It is mostly the child mind which 
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operates this way, but even in the adult world, where this dis-
tinction is the foundation of a “value system,” such perception 
of the world is completely common and in certain cultures or 
social groups is a fixed standard. The problem is partially that 
our attention can have only a single focus, which makes it very 
difficult to comprehend both polarities “panoramically,” let 
alone realise that both have their rightful place in the world and 
are equally “valuable.” One of the characteristics of the phase 
of early intellectuality (the so-called “sage” stage of culture) is 
the realisation of this “secret” connection of opposites and their 
growth from a common source or from each other (e.g., the as-
sertion that “Dionysus and Hades are one and the same”). Polar 
discrimination of various aspects of the world by conceptual 
pairs is not in itself misleading; on the contrary, it is conducive 
to the differentiation of our relation to the world and our ability 
to distinguish, and it accords with our disparate, qualitative ex-
perience of both components of a single polarity. 

It becomes a stumbling block, however, the moment we un-
derestimate the genesis of these polar categories of perceiv-
ing and apportioning concepts and deem them inherent to the 
world and antithetically distinct (considering the fact that in the 
course of the process of civilisation, human infantile aspects 
do not decrease but, on the contrary, increase in the process of 
permanent neotenisation, the danger of this disinterpretation 
of the world does not decrease with the degree of civilisation 
but, rather, increases). Even philosophy and science and their 
methodologies essentially support this process. 

There is a common habit of awarding one of these polar con-
cepts ontological status and, with the help of the first, explain-
ing the second as a derivative, resulting from some transforma-
tion or deficiency of the first: evil as the lack of good – privatio 
boni – in theological schools founded on Plato; altruism as a re-
fined transformation of egoism in sociobiology, etc. Some of 
these concepts also infiltrated classical physics – the descrip-
tion of cold as the lack of heat, i.e., the speed of the movement 
of molecules, stands out beautifully against the phenomenon 
of cold wind, when we are struck “too quickly by too slow mol-
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ecules.” A favourite routine of intellectual training is to argue 
that something from our daily experience does not actually ex-
ist – e.g., motion, the transfer of information, the world outside 
our minds, etc. This is basically absurd and bizarre, and it is 
difficult to understand its allure, as every such description can 
always be reversed, and both components of a polarity always 
have ontological statutes, as both are full-fledged parts of the 
world – only we do not usually have words which contain both 
extremes of a polarity (or such words have long ceased to exist), 
e.g. “egoaltruism,” perhaps as the term “bank operation” in-
cludes both depositing and withdrawing money, which appear 
to be opposite actions, even in subjective experience. Questions 
regarding the primacy of one or the other part of a conceptu-
al pair are usually perceived emotionally as exceptionally at-
tractive, essential, and worthy of definitive solutions: are people 
essentially good or evil? Egoistic or altruistic? Predisposed to 
work or play? Is matter or spirit primary? Is the economic base 
of cultural superstructure primary? Is culture identical to na-
ture, or is it entirely different? Is a person the product of hered-
ity or education? Are humans just like any other animal, or are 
they substantively different? This, of course, is a puerile form 
of questioning based on non-questions to which there is no un-
equivocal answer adequate for the state of things (only such an-
swers as “it depends when,” “partially,” “they implicate each 
other,” etc.), and if a definitive answer does arise, it is not an an-
swer but the beginning of an ideology founding a new system 
of manipulating the world and society, not a better way of un-
derstanding them. Questions which allow for a meaningful and 
unequivocal answer (What is the habitat and distribution of the 
goldfinch? What is the melting point of tin? When did the Goth-
ic style emerge?), on the other hand, are felt to be less existential, 
as something subsidiary and, from a cognitive point of view, 
less valuable (whereas the opposite of a “small truth” is an er-
ror, the opposite of a “great truth” is another, competing “great 
truth”). Given the polar character of our perception of the world, 
people are forced in their daily lives to make conscious deci-
sions between two alternatives, by which it is clear that an incli-
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nation to one alternative usually closes the door to the second 
possibility indefinitely (some cases allow a gradual solution, for 
example cutting the grass a little at a time; others, however, do 
not – one cannot leave for America and stay a little in Europe). 
It is no coincidence that popular images of the devil have been 
furnished with multiple hints at “disunity” – pitchfork, horns, 
cloven hooves, forked tongue. This precisely exemplifies a po-
lar perception of the world and the resulting freedom of choice, 
or necessity of decision, which is a fundamental source of the 
difficulties we face, but which also is the foundation of human-
ity itself (the well known image of Adam, Eve, and the serpent 
beneath the Tree of Knowledge of “Good and Evil”). This flip-
side of human freedom (beautifully expressed in the German 
proverb, “Wer die Wahl hat, hat die Qual”) leads to a tendency of 
minimalising “tough” decisions and leaving them to the luck 
of the draw, solving them by other stochastic methods (elec-
tions in democratic countries) or leaving them up to another 
person who is minimally involved in the matter, who does not 
know those involved, and judges only from a formal obligation, 
hence the requirement of impartiality in judges. The outcome 
of “polar” thinking is often rather a means of oppression and 
manipulation than of cognition, and it is not possible to ignore 
the threatening undertone here (“I want to hear objective facts, 
not subjective gibberish” – “it is either a progressive proletarian 
work, or reactionary bourgeois drivel,” etc.). 

That which for material reasons is necessary in administra-
tive decision making, and which is usually connected with the 
awareness of a certain violence to reality (a building permit 
cannot be granted and denied, even though there are reasons 
for and against it), is simply not necessary in “knowledge for 
the sake of knowledge” (an interesting example of this sort is 
the administrative decrees on church dogma in doctrinal dis-
putes – the accepted dogma is usually an intermediary between 
two extremes of thought, and those who profess these extremes 
are then “damned”). Understanding of the world and activ-
ism are, naturally, in an indirect correlation, and radical action 
evokes a total neglect of the other side of a polar pair – for ex-
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ample, the conviction that collective ownership has a radical ad-
vantage over private ownership, or that one race is superior to 
another (unlike the European tradition, which always favoured 
the sharpening of polar thinking, the Far East had a concept 
of balancing opposites – when there were too many thieves in 
the provinces, administrators would order them to be extermi-
nated; when there were too few, some were brought in, as a few 
brigands in the mountains were thought to be part of any prop-
er province – the modern European desire for ecological bal-
ance including the protection of predators is one of the few Oc-
cidental ideas of this type; that balance is better than instability 
is ultimately, of course, a matter of belief). Human action has 
from its beginnings contributed to the development of polar 
boundaries and the tension between them (nature and culture; 
cultivated land and wilderness or even metallurgy and all tech-
nologies, for that matter). 

Modern technology is engaged in this dichotomic separation 
and the growth of this tension, allowing for the “pumping” of 
energy at their interface, to a great and never-before-seen ex-
tent. Among the many examples are computers as a playground 
with millions of edges; electric cells; or heat engines. Techno-
logical thinking has a notable connection in this point – the 
combining of fire and water in a steam engine or metals with 
different electronegativity in electric cells; so too with archaic 
thinking, as, for example, when sacred and profane objects (e.g., 
a consecrated wafer and a toad) are connected for purposes of 
black magic. It is similar when people from different spheres of 
society are brought together. This is similar to a distinct kind 
of polar thinking found in many disciplines in the humanities, 
leading to all sorts of social division (e.g., among “socialist” and 

“capitalist” countries and the rest of the world, or, more recently, 
among the two sexes). Here too can be found a great energetic 
potential along the boundary lines, which can then express it-
self in social revolutions and cataclysms. It is perfectly clear that 
polar thinking, combined with emotional/judgemental tenden-
cies, leads to a paradox wherein through constant subsistence 
on one extreme of a polarity we cause unseen growth in the 
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other, which eventually, having built up reserves, pounces on 
us like a tiger from a tree (decades of intensive communist in-
doctrination was eventually overpowered by the yearning for 

“capitalism”; the Jesuits produced the Enlightenment, which in 
turn produced Romanticism, which then brought about critical 
realism, etc. – this sort of pulsation on different planes is typi-
cal in the world, and rhythms such as systole/diastole, inhale/
exhale, are inherent to the living world just as the cyclicality 
typical of the nonliving world, including celestial bodies). The 
majority of “polarily” motivated human efforts ultimately have 
effects opposite of what was intended: intense eradication of 
weeds increases their sturdiness, especially their resistance to 
herbicides; the yearning for the liberation of the working class 
in the Soviet Union led to the greatest repression and exploi-
tation of all time; the Inquisition, in its desire for a showdown 
with the devil, itself established a new form of daemonic evil in 
the world, etc. It is often possible to arrive at these results via 
completely contradictory paths – burns and frostbite are fre-
quently difficult to tell apart; analogous medicinal effects can 
often be achieved through either surgical, pharmacological, or 
even psychotherapeutic means; the strict protective regimes 
of reservations not infrequently leads to the extinction of pro-
tected species; fifty years of support for philosophy in post-war 
Austria and fifty years of repression of philosophy in Czecho-
slovakia led to nearly identical results, etc. Every state or action 
carries within it the germ of the opposite state or action, as is 
beautifully illustrated in the well known Chinese diagram of 
the interlocking of the principles of yin and yang. Jung uses the 
term enantiodromia (from Greek enantios, opposite + dromos, run-
ning course) to refer to the springing up of one force from its 

The Chinese schema of the relationship of the polarities of yin 
and yang, where each carries within it the germ of its opposite.
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opposite (for example, parental care of children brings with it 
not only self-sacrificing love but also traces of tyranny and de-
struction which, however, are not usually so great as to limit 
the development of the child). These apparent paradoxes, which 
we necessarily encounter upon closer investigation of the world 
(many well known examples are to be found in subatomic phys-
ics), are not so much statements on the paradoxical nature of the 
world as such, but rather on the paradoxical nature of the con-
ceptual and intellectual apparatus with which we try to capture 
the world. The world, of course, is not problematic by nature – 
we introduce its problematic character through our interpretive 
apparatus (a sparrow is certainly afraid of sparrow hawks and 
has “problems” with its fellow sparrows, but the “problem” of 
speciation or of the mechanics of bird flight are certainly prob-
lems only to us). Jung, and several earlier philosophers, con-
sidered the inclusion of both extremes of a polarity in a person 
desirable – a state called coniunctio oppositorum. It is a state, of 
course, which leads to “wisdom” rather than action, though it 
does not preclude a dynamic outcome (on the contrary, psycho-
logical fixation on one polar extreme necessarily leads to disap-
pointment, if not despair: “I lived such an exemplary life, I nev-
er sinned, and still …”; “I loved her, but she ...”; “I was so careful, 
and yet ...”). A one-sided fixation on prolonging life with no 
consideration of the quality of that life, for example, is one of 
the stumbling blocks of contemporary Western medicine, dis-
regarding the fact that death is a part of life and is its necessary 
outcome. 

In Occidental life, rather than the meeting of two polarities in 
a single person, we more often see their unification on a societal 
level – various political parties or other ideological or religious 
groups always usurp one polar extreme, and their laborious 
squabbling drives the gears of the state. People are then taken 
back when opposites show themselves to be illusory – images 
found in certain heretical Christian and Muslim sects represent-
ing God and the Devil enjoying a friendly coffee or glass of wine 
together as they watch the world with amusement have wonder-
fully mirrored this aspect of social life for ages. Watching an au-
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tumn rabbit hunt would lead the naïve observer to suppose that 
the hunters are striving for the rabbits’ complete annihilation; 
how the observer would then be amazed, come winter, to see 
the hunters taking troubles to feed them. The best game-keepers 
are often recruited from “domesticated” poachers; several police 
forces have been founded by “domesticated” criminals; and more 
than one cured patient has gone on to become a psychiatrist. 
Even dogs who protect sheep from wolves are of the same bio-
logical species as wolves and can easily be cross bred with them, 
unlikely though it may seem. For societies which essentially sub-
scribe to a strongly polarised way of thinking, types of govern-
ment other than parliamentary democracies are unsuitable, as 
a dictatorship run by an individual or a small group would nec-
essarily skew the balance too far and would drive a country to 
destruction through excessive emphasis on one polarity which 
it considered redemptive (confrontations of extremist positions 
also arise from contemporary mass media “discussions” – opin-
ions and rhetoric which are less polarised and more sensible 
have a much smaller chance of receiving media attention). There-
fore the democratic model necessarily gains much less ground 
in countries with traditions which differ significantly from Eu-
rope’s. This is not to say that “Asian” models are significantly bet-
ter, just that they have problems of a different type, for example 
feigning loyalty to a dynasty up to the moment when a general 
uprising breaks out. The Asian ability to embrace both polarities 
at once often appears to Europeans as “Asian cunning” and ca-
priciousness, especially because consistency in thought and ac-
tion without regard to circumstances has traditionally been con-
sidered a virtue in Europe. Indian and Aztec deities often had 
several different aspects according to polar dichotomies, for ex-
ample creative and destructive forms, or loving and malevolent; 
this perspective, which is actually closer to the real world, was 
found in most religious systems, not excepting Europe and the 
Near East (e.g., the “dark” Apollo as the inflictor of plague and 
other epidemics). 

Vis-à-vis this “paradoxicality” of the world, which not only 
physicists but also authors experienced in the psychology of 
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religion have discovered (Tertullian’s credo, quia absurdum; Su-
fi sayings such as “until mosques and madrasahs vanish, until 
faith and infidelity are equal, there will be no true rule of Islam,” 
etc.), the demand for logical consistency in a system of thought 
seems absurd, especially regarding the law of contradiction. 
(The “rationality” of a perspective on the world does not consist 
in the mechanical application of logical formulae – the sleep of 
reason truly brings forth monsters, as in Goya’s etchings, but in-
telligence consists rather in the harmonious connection of intel-
lect and emotion.) Actual existing and working systems (apart 
from purely mechanic ones) usually are logically inconsistent 

– some modern states support human genetic research on one 
side and “believe” in genetic determination and, on the other 
side, hold people accountable for their actions and punish them, 
as they have “free will.” Heraclitus, a master in understand-
ing the hazards of polar declarations about the world, always 
checked every proposition with a proposition to the contrary 
and was convinced that a sage ought to hold both in mind, even 
if it meant losing one’s skill in practical negotiation. Orwell’s in-
habitants of Oceania were supposed to practice doublethink in 
order to manage any situation. In modern times, negotiating 
without any principle of contradiction and continually using 
the same justification toward different ends is reminiscent of 
black magic and can lead to rapid, enormous, undeserved suc-
cess, or to failure (the case of Hitler is of this type). 

That which Orwell calls doublethink – the ability to hold two 
contradictory convictions in mind and accept both – is not prac-
ticed just in totalitarian societies, but in all societies, consider-
ing that a proposition without another proposition which com-
plements it is not a sufficient guide to the world, as has been 
previously argued. Of course, both convictions are not accepted 
simultaneously, as it should be in Orwell’s Oceania, but alter-
nately, according to one’s needs. In considering human life, for 
example, the following propositions apply: 1) human life is sacred 

– applied in the case of medical treatment and while saving lives 
regardless of the circumstances, often “at all costs,” – therefore 
not only murder but also euthanasia is a punishable offence; 2) 
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human life has no value – applied in the cases of abortion and war 
(where children are licked into shape and sent to be slaughtered 
in the trenches and all is well). Another example is found with 
animals: 1) animals are our little brothers – applied to dogs, cats, 
apes, animals in zoos, etc.; 2) animals are meant for human use – 
laboratory animals, factory farms, etc. (if someone’s pet tomcat 
runs away and is delivered to a cosmetics laboratory, he will ex-
perience both attitudes, just like a soldier sent off to war who 
was once put in an incubator with great care). Arthur Koestler 
(1978), who had also carefully observed this whole phenome-
non, incorrectly assumed that such “schizophrenia” (as he mis-
construed it) in human thought and behaviour could, in prin-
ciple, be eradicated and that people would thereby benefit; In 
reality, just recogniseng this phenomenon is itself a substan-
tial improvement, as it will no longer have unconscious control 
over us; though eradicating it would not, in principle, be possi-
ble due to our polarised perception of the world. 

A number of proverbs express the principle of doublethink, if 
only in their phrasing (Arabic: “trust in Allah, but tether your 
camel”; or the Checkist: “trust, but verify”). This phenomenon 
is not itself an expression of falsehood and hypocrisy but rather 
of the polar duality of our experience of the world (the ambiva-
lence of archetypes has already been discussed). A truth is in 
some respect composed of two half-truths, just a line composed 
of two half lines (rays). 

If we cannot assimilate paradox, there is a real danger that 
paradox will assimilate us. The goal, of course, is not to com-
pletely free ourselves of polar thought and behaviour, as this is 
not possible and would not be entirely sensible anyway (without 
polar tension, there is no creativity, proliferation, or innovation, 
either on a physical or psychological level, but mere emptiness – 
even though this might be desirable to a Buddhist), but it is good 
to be conscious of the polar nature of our perception of, and in-
teraction with, the world and to keep the whole matter in appro-
priate measure so that we are capable of an overview and of un-
derstanding the connection of polar concepts and their mutual 
arising from each other. In general, it is better to recognise and 
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accept the world as it is, as this is what differentiates a mature 
relationship to the world from the childish effort to radically re-
form everything without regard to the overall context (because 
for every confirmation of certainty there is a valid contradiction, 
it must be mentioned here that though is a certain sign of fool-
ishness to wish, against the status quo, that mouflons be tame 
and not wild and have long, spinnable wool instead of their nat-
urally short fur – without such childishness there would nev-
er have been domesticated sheep, though they require a lot of 
energy in shepherding, shearing, protecting from wolves, etc.). 
The amount of energy required by the sort of propaganda ma-
chine that would be necessary to drown out the difficulties aris-
ing from such a radical misunderstanding of ourselves and the 
world is so large (especially in totalitarian regimes) that it is sim-
ply not worth it. In general, not only modern science but also 
most of European philosophy, theology, and ethics is “unipo-
lar” – such systems are in some regard better “insured” but also 
more one-directional and cumbersome, obtaining order by sac-
rificing the life of the whole system, making possible the unchal-
lenged judgement, evaluation, and differentiation of “good and 
evil” and allowing for practical manipulation (universal justice 
paradoxically consists of several small, local injustices, and uni-
versal truth of a number of small, local falsehoods). True “bipo-
lar” systems which see both polarities as equally constitutive 
are relatively uncommon in modern European thought (an ex-
ample would be Jungian psychology or various systems found-
ed on and populariseng Chinese thought, for example Dethlef-
sen 1978, Dethlefsen and Dahlke 1983; Hegellian and Marxist 
dialectic is bipolar only in form). Such systems are more vital 
and flexible, though they complicate value judgement and are 
in some ways “bottomless.” Of two polarities, the “better” one 
is probably that which can reflect the second – life rather than 
death, waking rather than sleep.
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woRds and Things

This paraphrase of Foucault’s well known book is meant to pre-
figure several observations on the phenomenon of language 
and its role in the relationship of man to the human and non-
human world. This chapter is not meant as an introduction to 
linguistics and the philosophy of language, which the reader 
can find elsewhere (e.g., Saussure, 1916).

Language in Humans and Animals

There is no doubt that the use of language, or at least its enor-
mous quantitative predominance over other ways of relating to 
the world, is specific to humans. This is not to say that animals 
are “mute creatures,” as certain schools of philosophy would 
like to see them, but there is nonetheless a significant difference 
between the language of humans and animals. This difference 
is not only quantitative (well developed human languages have 
around 50,000 words and even the simplest have at least 2,000) 
but also qualitative – animal communication lacks the basic 
structure of human language (its so-called “double articula-
tion”). Only exceptionally can animals refer to things not pres-
ent at the moment (e.g., bee dances), and they lack the ability to 
narrate, i.e., to relate longer and more complicated events, es-
pecially in the past. This distinctly limits the possibility of tra-
dition to mere imitation. Despite the fact that most human cul-
tures believed in the existence of animal languages analogous 
to those of humans (in the Arabic tradition, it was believed that 
animals had their own language with which they could com-
municate as humans do and invoke Allah, and that only espe-
cially gifted people could learn this language – after all, other 
human languages are also difficult), the main purposes of ani-
mal communication are to express emotion and ensure social 
cohesion in the group (the same is true for humans: the over-
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whelming majority of speech is comprised of social interac-
tion in the form of idle chatter and informing others of our own 
emotional tension; the communicative function of language is 
barely used and, among hunter-gatherer groups, for example, 
almost never used for work-related instruction – practical skills 
are learned by imitation, during which verbal communication 
is usually devoted to local gossip – Eibl-Eibesfeldt, 1984). 

The communicative aspects of animal languages can be quite 
precise – along the lines of “watch out – predator in the air” (but 
never, “I tell ya’, guys, I saw a hawk yesterday, and it freaked me 
out ...”) or “let’s slowly go graze,” “rich source of nectar five hun-
dred meters to the southeast,” but, as has been mentioned, they 
lack the ability to create a story. The results are interesting when 
animals attempt to acquire human language. It has long been 
known that several species of birds have abilities here, espe-
cially starlings (Sturnus, Acridotheres), corvine birds, and parrots 
(especially Psittacus and Amazona), and a few other unexpected 
species such as pheasants (Ruplinger, 1975). Their imitation of 
the human voice is not just mindless repetition but also, in the 
best cases, especially the aforementioned parrots, resembles re-
marks “appropriate” to the world around them (saying “hello!” 
into the telephone, “good morning” and “good evening” at the 
appropriate time of day, or “Polly want a cracker?” when one is 
offered). It cannot be said that birds do not “understand” spoken 
words, though they use words merely for communication, with-
out inventiveness, in reaction to audio or visual stimuli (specially 
trained birds are able to name the number, shape, and colour of 
objects shown to them) and do not make great efforts to express 
their own opinions or wishes (very rarely do they themselves 
speak about food or put forth some distinct desire, most likely in 
a situation critical for them – Pepperberg, 2002). The expression 

“to parrot someone,” meaning the repetition of pertinent infor-
mation, without one’s own engagement, for the purpose of com-
munication (during an oral exam, for example) is entirely fitting. 
Hence the great popularity of parrots since ancient times, for they 
are able to present the attribute (considered desirable by many) 
of human communication in an exotic avian attire (parrots tal-
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ented at speaking can know several hundred words and phrases 
and are able to carry on “conversations” with humans, probably 
something similar to liturgical responses; communication with 
birds, however, also has a suggestiveness of something phantas-
mic, which underlines their essentially different psychical struc-
ture). The literature on the reproduction of words by mammals 
is much more scarce, although there are some reported cases con-
cerning certain dogs, cats, seals, and dolphins (Nikolskij, 1984; 
Richards, 1986; Ralls, Fiorelli & Gish, 1985). It is worth noting 
that primates (especially chimpanzees, in experiments) can rel-
atively easily learn to use sign language, to assemble coloured 
tiles, as if words, into sentences, or to communicate with com-
puters. Whereas they are able to transmit these skills, consisting 
in assembling simple word groupings or sentences at the level of 
a three- or four-year-old child (including the recitation of simple 
events and communication about things not present) to further 
generations, they do not use any similar complex system of signs 
in the wild. When indicating an unknown object, chimpanzees 
act just as humans do (swan = water + bird; Christmas tree = tree 
+ candy; toothbrush = comb). A wonderful display of the general 
“primate” association of excrement with “lowness” is the excla-
mation of a laboratory gorilla who, in anger, signed this insult to 
the experimenter: “you – ugly – toilet.” On the other hand, efforts 
to teach chimpanzees to speak have completely failed – the max-
imum result has been two or three whispered words (a detailed 
and riveting account of chimpanzees learning sign language can 
be found in Fouts & Mills, 1997). The problem does not reside 
in a lack of understanding but in the transfer of thought to the 
spoken word (and it is not anatomic, despite the anatomic differ-
ences in oral cavity and larynx, but neurophysiological – birds 
imitate the human voice with completely different organs and in 
different locations: the syrinx is located at the bifurcation of the 
trachea). The ability to speak, incidentally, is closely related to 
precision in motor skills (both skills are, in humans, tied to the 
left hemisphere; it is basically a matter of precise manipulation 
of the tongue and vocal organs); and it seems that in the course 
of the evolution of language, there was a parallel improvement 
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in the ability to manipulate tools with the hand. Some authors, 
for example G. Hewes (in Fouts & Mills, 1997), suppose that hand 
gestures were the primary form of communication in humans, 
which long accompanied vocal speech during its slow develop-
ment. It seems certain that mammals who live with humans such 
as chimpanzees or dogs can understand a number of words and 
word groupings in a way barely distinguishable from that of 
humans (the idea that only humans really “understand” would 
mean that the word fetch, for example, has some deeper, hidden 
meaning known only to us and not to dogs). It is evident that this 
is not a matter of a sophisticated act of nonverbal communication, 
as they understand these words even from radio or television. 

Although conditions necessary for reproducing human 
speech are incomparably lacking in mammals, they are much 
more inclined to express their own feelings, wishes, and opin-
ions than birds, who, in turn, are more inclined to “comment-
ing” on their surroundings. Of course, observations concerning 
the linguistic abilities of animals cannot withstand the “radi-
cal scepticism” of those who want nothing more than to see the 
opposite (if animals, in principle, cannot “speak,” then one can 
always redefine language accordingly; it is good to realise, how-
ever, that this is not observation of the world, but a forced ma-
nipulation of the way we categorise it). After all, we can only 
judge per analogiam with ourselves that other native speakers 
of our own language actually understand the noises that they 
produce. There is no experiment that could definitively confirm 
that the inner world of other persons (not to mention animals) 
is anything similar to our own and that it is not some sophisti-
cated mechanism – a sort of mysterious “black box.” The point 
is well illustrated by the old Chinese tale of Chuang Tzu and 
his friend. While standing on a bridge over a stream watching 
fish jump, one said that fish enjoy cold, running water. The oth-
er replied, “how can you know what fish enjoy when you are 
not yourself a fish.” The first countered, “how can you know 
what I do and do not know when you are not me.” Our cogn-
isance of other beings will always, at its base, be a cognisance 
via analogy with ourselves. 
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Words and Names

Words themselves are fascinating – magic, in the true sense 
of the word. They allow us to indirectly grasp things (words 
for understanding and grasping coincide in many languages – 
e.g., English get, catch), work with them, discuss them, even in 
their absence, and gain control over them. As will be discussed 
further in the chapter on reduction, betting on generalisation 
while forming words is a certain violation of the world, as is 
every speech act – it is therefore no coincidence that ancient 
mystics concluded that a true sage does not speak and that 
wisdom is silent, discreet, and non-productive. The first words 
undoubtedly had more of a “magical” function than a practi-
cal one (which in the archaic world, however, were one and 
the same). In general, using words to designate objects or be-
ings was at the same time linked with the conviction that some 
word was the “true” name for its object, to which it bore an es-
sential relationship and to which it was bound, and which was 
often secret (a related concept here is that of a “primary lan-
guage” in which the names of all things are “true,” expressing 
the nature of a given object – words which contain power and 
make possible the direct manipulation of things; the concept is 
usually applied to dead languages not widely known – Latin or 
Hebrew, perhaps, in a European context). “True” names, inci-
dentally, are a tricky business, as saying them beckons the ani-
mals, people, and other beings concerned, whose subsequent 
appearance may not be desirable. This is how circumlocution 
or “cledonism” arises – e.g., the Jewish “Elohim” to refer to god; 
referring to the devil as “the horned one”; names for animals 
considered especially powerful or sinister, for example the 
word bear, which comes from the Germanic beran (brown) – the 
same phenomenon is seen in Slavic languages, where the word 
for bear literally means “honey eater” (Russian medveď); or the 
custom among Bushmen of referring to lions by the code name 

“hair,” in allusion to its mane, assuming that the lion will not 
catch the reference when flies report to him, as is believed, on 
what the men are saying). Underground slang is also full of 
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cryptonyms: “fuzz,” “heat,” or “pig” for police (the latter has 
been in use for over a century), “dough” for money, etc. There 
has never been a society in which people did not have names; 
on the contrary, it was commonly the custom to have several 
names (including several “secret” ones), which were changed 
during various occasions, especially initiations or rites of pas-
sage (a remnant of this in our society can be seen in the cus-
tom of adopting titles after graduation or of women changing 
surnames after marriage; in general, names are meant to rever-
berate the “essence” of their object – therefore when the object 
changes, the name changes as well). Apt examples of this are 
the “cover names” used by members of secret services and for 
particular missions, monastic names used in monasteries, and 
nicknames used among groups of adolescents (“secret” names 
are not used to conceal identity, but, above all, as an expression 
of membership in some sort of exclusive group – the secret po-
lice, who ought to be fully secretive, miss the point). Even zo-
ological and botanical nomenclature is a transposition of this 
archaic conviction about “true” names, as it is also based in 
dead languages not understood to its users and adheres to cer-
tain ritualised rules (it is certainly possible to use a number 
system for the scientific codification of taxa, which would be 
more “scientific,” but this trend is only beginning; as Linnaeus 
himself commented, “if you do not know the names of things, 
the knowledge of them is lost too”). For undergraduates in the 
natural sciences, the knowledge that the “correct” name for the 
red squirrel is Sciurus vulgaris always seems compelling. In cab-
balistic writings and rituals (especially in the Hebraic and Ar-
abic traditions) consisting in various permutations of sounds 
(usually consonants), “true” names are given numerical values, 
making it possible to perform mathematical operations with 
the values given each consonant. This method of dealing with 
the world creates, rather than discovers, connections, but in cul-
tures with such traditions, it carries extraordinary significance 
(we must remember here that modern science arose from such 
a tradition and that Newton, Leibniz, and other founders of 
modern science enthusiastically devoted themselves to occult 
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studies, leading to perhaps the greatest conceivable detach-
ment of meaning from context). 

Distantly related to this is the search for etymologies, wheth-
er it be the “naive” method of Isidore of Seville or the “learned” 
methods of modern Europe. In a certain sense, there is no fun-
damental difference between “folk” and “scholarly” etymology 

– both discover affinities between things or phenomena at the 
level of words and, similar to archaeology, conjecture on the 
significance of things whose original context is lost. 

Words and Sounds

Apart from images of concrete things, words invoke various 
emotions in the human psyche, and the two, in principle, can-
not be separated; words constantly “rinse” the human psyche 
with emotions, which is one of the main reasons why isolated 
people often suffer or carry on “monologues.” This phenome-
non is even more interesting given that words are by no means 
innate (only the ability to learn language is innate, not concrete 
forms), but are more or less arbitrary conventions (even animal 

“language” among the same species varies geographically, but 
not to the extent as in humans). The conventionality of signify-
ing things with words, however, has its limits, and a number of 
onomatopoetic words suggest the contrary – even in Japanese, 
the cuckoo is called kakkou. A fundamental link between shapes 
and sounds was suggested by Köhler’s well known maluma/ta-
kete test, in which subjects were asked to match these two fic-
tive words with two shapes – the results were clear. It seems 
that the “phonetic-archetypal” aspect of language is to be occa-
sionally found in the sounds of words in completely unrelated 
languages, where it is sometimes difficult to attribute to “coinci-
dence”: the Aztec teotl (god) or papalotl (butterfly) too conspicu-
ously resemble the familiar words theos and papilio. And some 
Turkish words, such as yeni, yengi (young), or kaz, gaz (goose) 
resemble the corresponding Germanic roots more than would 
be expected, given the distant relation between the two lan-
guage groups. There is a wide range of effects possible in spo-
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ken language, and various combinations of sounds evoke vari-
ous sense associations, though the context is slightly different 
in each language: in English, the combination cluster -sl- has 
many negative associations (slag, slander, sleaze, slob, slur, slut); in 
Czech, many words with the consonant cluster -pl- evoke nega-
tive associations: plížit se (to creep) , plaz (reptile), oplzlý (lewd), 
oplihý (droopy); in German, similar reactions are evoked by the 
combination -schl-: schlecht, schlimm, Schleim, schleichen, etc. Var-
ious “magic” spells, lacking any comprehensible meaning and 
documented in almost every language, demonstrate precisely 
this function of language. Various other sound modifications in 
speech also play a significant role – different forms of singing, 
recitativi, abnormal accentuation, etc. (this relates not only to 
linguistic spells and charms, but also various ceremonial occa-
sions including European and Asian theatre). 

Orwellian Observations

There are always emotionally coloured “semantic fields” around 
words, and the older and more established the word, the wid-
er the field, overgrown with a thicket of secondary mean-
ings which often overcome the original meaning. Emotional-
ly coloured words sometimes reflect human universals such 
as daylight (“bright future,” “dark powers”), anisotropic sensa-

Allocate the words maluma and takete to the shapes drawn above according to your own 
instinct.  (After Köhler)
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tion of space (a person or institution’s “rise” or “fall”; the “right 
path,” “sinister” – from the Latin word meaning “on the left 
side;” “vanguard,” “back burner”); sometimes they are positive 
by cultural convention (science, progress, positive) and can change 
(e.g., the terms gothic and baroque were originally meant as in-
sults) – not for nothing was the word duckspeak in Orwell’s New-
speak an insult when said of an enemy but a compliment when 
said of a friend. The manipulative, self-congratulatory aspect of 
a number of words and terms stands out at first glance: Popper 
terms his method “critical rationalism;” therefore anyone who 
does not sympathise with it is eo ipso an “uncritical irrational-
ist,” which few desire to be. Dawkins calls his theory of genes 
as the unit of selection “new orthodoxy,” even though from the 
viewpoint of classical Darwinism it is completely heterodox; ev-
eryone, naturally, wants to be orthodox – reformers do not iden-
tify themselves as “heretics,” but as “restorers of the true faith.” 
It is no surprise that a propaganda newspaper would be named 
Pravda (“truth”); the ideology of Orwell’s Oceania is called good-
think and its opposite crimethink, its “Ministry of Love” carries 
out torture and interrogations, its “Ministry of Truth” dissemi-
nates lies, and its “Ministry of Plenty” dispenses poor imita-
tions of food. From here it is a small step to the blatant cynicism 
with which a newly discovered, glaciated island was named 
Greenland or with which Arbeit macht frei was written above the 
gates of concentration camps (similar institutions in 1984 are 
called joycamps). For that matter, in the Austrian Empire terms 
like “ministry of war” and “dungeon” were used with old-fash-
ioned, guileless openness, rather than the later euphemisms. Bi-
zarre shifts are made also by word groupings – some observers 
speak of “weasel words,” which join other words to “suck out” 
their original meaning, as weasels suck eggs and leave the emp-
ty shell: “justice” and “social justice,” “democracy” and “social 
democracy,” “socialism” and “national socialism.” 

The differentiation in perception which a particular culture 
has in a given field is made up by the number of words which 
relate to it and thereby propagate the phenomena to which they 
refer. This can be seen in the names of plants and animals, for 
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example – whereas hunting peoples use at least 500 – 1,000 
words to identify animals, herding peoples transfer a great deal 
of this lexical wealth to designate the individual breeds, colour 
phases, sex, and developmental stages of domesticated animals. 
Practically every language has collective terms for groups of all 
sorts of animals (e.g., English “critters”). In order for it to be pos-
sible to speak meaningfully about something, a language must 
have differentiation in the specific field (we see this, for exam-
ple, in attempts to translate Indian and Chinese philosophical 
texts) – in Orwell’s Newspeak, the entire American Declaration 
of Independence is summed up by the already-mentioned word 
crimethink; the word oldthink encompasses all political terms of 
the past – unorthodox thoughts, then, can not be defined further 
and can only be expressed in general terms which encompass 
a whole skein of heresies and therefore miss their objectives. 
Orwell’s reflections on language and its role in the propagan-
distic deformation of human thought are extremely instructive 

– much more than many works on this theme by linguists. 
Just as we sometimes do not have in everyday language spe-

cial terms for subtle differentiation (we do not have any for the 
inner structure of cells, and, surprisingly, the vocabulary for 
psychological interaction among people is rather poor – in the 

“natural world,” both function just fine without it), we often do 
not have in everyday language many general terms. It is essen-
tially a question of what is worth naming. 

Efforts to introduce various terms without emotional con-
notation, whether loan words or neologisms, are understand-
able, but are rarely successful in rapidly shifting the emotion-
ally coloured experience (“natural language” is well adjusted to 
the natural word and man and his inner world by thousands 
of years of development; too many “technical terms” breaks 
and deforms it). Certain words often have a range of signifi-
cantly graded synonyms, of which some are poetic and others 
are pejorative or vulgar, and a precision of usage depends on 
a good knowledge of linguistic context (e.g., Russian has com-
plimentary and offensive diminutive forms). It is worth notic-
ing that prepositions, conjunctions, and numerals do not have 
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this “variational range,” at least not in Indo-European languag-
es. In Asian languages there is an attentive distinction of so-
cial hierarchies – objects owned by persons with high social 
standing, or actions performed by them, are often referred to 
by different words than those of lower-ranked people. In Java-
nese, there are distinct vocabularies, the use of which depends 
whether you are speaking to a person ranked higher or lower 
than you, as in other related and neighbouring, though very 
different, languages. 

Euphemisms and paraphrases for somewhat precarious ob-
jects or actions are a widespread phenomenon – the German 
words from the era of national socialism Sonderbehandlung and 
Endlösung were “hygienic synonyms” for execution and geno-
cide; the phenomenon is widespread in less drastic forms – for 
example, the term “liquidate” was taken from the field of ac-
counting. “Discredited” words are displaced by others with 
no current emotional colouring (“visually impaired,” “African 
American,” “gay,” “Rom,” etc.). Though certainly commendable 
and well intended, this practice is not without a certain embar-
rassment and represents an eloquent form of a new sort of hy-
pocrisy. Also worth mentioning here are acronyms, which in 
the 20th century were often used in totalitarian regimes, most-
ly for sinister institutions and phenomena (NSDAP, Gestapo, 
HJ, KZ, Gulag, CPSU, etc.) In their way, such acronyms cover 
the original, multiple-word names (e.g., National Socialist Ger-
man Worker’s Party) and form a new name with an emotion-
al content completely different than that associated with the 
original, and incongruous with the institution in question. In 
emotionally sensitive areas (sex, excretions, politics, minorities), 
words quickly wear out and, after being displaced by others, 
their meaning quickly shifts (the word comrade is now seldom 
used to mean “friend” or “associate,” as it once was). That which 
a particular age considers “shameful,” can significantly change 
according to the cultural context – whereas in the Victorian era 
people pretended that there was no sexual life in society, to-
day people pretend there is no emotional life (hence the clinical 
shift in terminology: hatred x aggression; love x emotional de-
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pendence, etc.). Naturally, such transitions occur, though slower, 
in other areas as well, and a common root word can take on dif-
ferent meanings in different languages, for example the Czech 
word skot (livestock) and the German word Schatz (treasure) 
both come from the Old Germanic skat (property, value). As has 
already been demonstrated, abstract ideas manifest a tendency 
to live a completely independent life and can be dealt with in 
the same matter-of-fact way as with material things. Though 
their manner of existence is significantly different, they can 
nevertheless influence the course of society and the world as 
much as “real” objects can. 

Verbal Magic

We realise the “magic” significance of words and their use 
while observing their role in social interaction and contexts 
where skilled manipulation of them gives one uncommon 
power, property, or a high position – from the Greek Sophists 
up to the contemporary mass media. We can look at several 
cases of successful “sorcery” or “cursing” where someone has 
been relegated a certain social standing merely through ver-
bal manipulation and the person believes and accepts this (de-
fine or be defined!). Opinions or judgements (also prejudices) 
are made, and, in being made, they acquire a peculiar momen-
tum toward fulfilment. The human psyche, individual as well 
as collective, has a notable tendency of sooner or later realis-
ing statements which have been formulated – those self-fulfill-
ing predictions which move the fates of individuals and na-
tions (Jacques Prévert illustrates this beautifully in his poem 

“Le Retour au Pays,” in which an old Breton continually tells 
his nephew that he will end up on the gallows. This taunts him 
so long that he kills the uncle and actually does get hanged). 
Not for nothing, then, do those in the media, finance, literary 
criticism, etc. have psychical structures more shamanic than 
anything else – political editorials and art reviews are partic-
ularly reminiscent of black magic attacks. Spoken or written 
denouncements are completely of this nature. Is it possible to 
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imagine something which is more like black magic than the 
process (even if we know well how it works) when we write 
a few marks on a paper, put it in an envelope, and drop it in the 
post box, and after a day or two a person we do not like is tak-
en away to a basement somewhere by the “thought police” or 

“revolutionary guard,” then killed and buried? Just as when we 
prick a voodoo doll, we use here a power not our own, which 
we learn to call on – the demon hidden in institutions is occa-
sionally weakened, but overall it is exceptionally vital. 

The delivery of a death sentence evokes a horror wholly dis-
proportionate to seeing a piece of paper. Administrative “thau-
maturgy” consists in the exact inscription of words on ap-
plications and forms and correctly slipping them in to the 
administrative mechanism – multiple successful requests for 
money actually gives the impression that we know the “mag-
ic word” to open the treasure chest (the whole mystery of “key” 
words and passwords has become clear in the world of comput-
ers, where ideas, as in Greek thought, no longer play a role and 
have been displaced by exact terms, as in the Hebraic tradition – 
e.g., the True Name of God, which quickens the inanimate body 
of the Golem; in the light of the computer world, John Dee’s 
imaginative “Enochian language,” in whose precise terms the 
prophet Enoch spoke with God, seems less like a psychopathic 
fantasy and more like a poetic anticipation of the future state of 
things). Everyday human events, even in very “modern” societ-
ies, are full of acts of verbal magic, curses, and blessings. The 
original form of verbal magic was a sort of short, undirected 
prayer, more like an incantation, delivered to the whole uni-
verse, as beautifully documented among Eskimos by Rasmus-
sen (1934). 

Language also plays a unique role with its ability to “formu-
late” one’s own psychic tensions and problems, render them 
less and less threatening and harmful, and somehow push 
them aside and detach them from oneself (or in some cases 
shift them onto others in whom we confide). The mere label-
ling of something unknown with a word (e.g., in the event of 
the sudden arrival of a disease) brings a significant relief, just 
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like discovering the name of a person or animal puzzling to us. 
Charismatic leaders who knew how to anticipate and frame the 
feelings and moods of a wide public always basked in popular-
ity. One of the most important functions of freedom of speech 
and of the press is the possibility of “flushing out” and venting 
all societal problems without changing something. At the same 
time, this drastically reduces the value of words. The modern 
division of “subject” and “object” first made something such as 
freedom of speech possible (a nice illustration of the original 
sense of this unity is the story of a Czech dissident who began 
learning the Romany language while in prison. While practic-
ing, she formed the sentence “I am a Gypsy.” Her teachers first 
rolled with laughter, but then warned her that she cannot say 
something like that because she is “white”). Whereas for archa-
ic and traditional societies the world constituted a unity and an 
expression of error or intentional untruth damaged their com-
mon world, the modern-day subject can “subjectively” prattle 
on about what he wants, as he will never hit upon “objective” 
reality. (“Heresy” was punished not only in the European Mid-
dle Ages and Early Modern era, but in completely remote soci-
eties also – Nezahualcoyotl, the ruler of Texcoco in 15th century 
Mexico, rewarded talented writers and historians but punished 
“stretching the truth” by death; totalitarianism in Europe was 
somewhat reminiscent of much earlier societies, and it demon-
strated the power of words, however repressed, with a new in-
tensity.) Almost every nation develops techniques to dispense 
oneself of agoniseng thoughts with the help of speech – Chris-
tian confession is one example; in other groups, it need not be 
addressed to a living person – sensitive matters were whispered 
into a hole in the ground, for example, or hollowed out trees 
(the Maya), or tensions were “sung away” in songs composed 
ad hoc. Words are the blossoms of emotion and feelings – they 
are often, in fact, a form of condensed emotion themselves, and 
their delivery constitutes both a shelter and a weapon. It can be 
said that the extraordinary blossoming of literature in modern 
Europe, especially novels, memoirs, and often tasteless “confes-
sional” books, is for authors primarily a means of self expres-
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sion and the reader’s reception is mostly secondary. In the Far 
East, this end is served rather by painting, for example the well 
known sand paintings of Japan, which are destroyed after they 
are created. Language also makes it possible to solve conflicts 
without physical violence, and arguments undoubtedly disturb 
the peace in a group much less than fights. 

Language and Society

As has already been mentioned, words for abstract concepts (in-
terest, gene, angel, karma) come to be as widely and commonly 
used as those for material objects and influence society just as 
much, even though their ontological status is somewhat differ-
ent. Every culture divides the world into mutually complemen-
tary concepts to explain it (which, of course, is not difficult, as 
these concepts are adjusted to each other in advance). In the case 
of biological thought, this could be the conceptual pair of Cre-
ator/creation in the creationist era, or variability/selection/ad-
aptation in classic Darwinism. Michel Foucault (1966) uses the 
term episteme to refer to this basic conceptual apportionment of 
the world, channelling the fundamental tensions of a particular 
culture into words – often in dichotomies, due to the polarised 
relationship of man and the world. 

Words, of course, do not remain isolated, and grouping them 
into meaningful sentences or larger units is natural to humans, 
just as every other part of learning language. It is a wondrous 
fact that a person with no formal education can use words cor-
rectly even before being able to explain their meaning with oth-
er words (“What did the dog look like? Like a dog”). Such people 
also uses grammar in such a matter-of-fact way, as if they knew 
that grammar and grammatical regularity existed (in spite of 
this, or perhaps because of this, they can create beautiful works 
of oral literature, just as a caterpillar weaves a cocoon with no 
knowledge of the chemistry of silk; kidneys also worked long 
before the establishment of anatomy as a discipline). Extract-
ing grammatical rules from the thicket of linguistic phenomena 
required unimaginable intellectual effort, and it was indepen-
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dently achieved only twice in history – in Classical Greece and 
ancient India (that is why originally Greco-Roman grammati-
cal categories are rarely suitable for Slavic languages and not at 
all for Sino-Tibetan languages, for example). Similarly, one can 
also generate a framework from “higher” linguistic structures 
such as myths, as does Lévi-Strauss’s structuralist analysis in 
connection with traditional rabbinic exegesis. 

The explanatory value of such projects, however, is similar to 
that of preserving the skeleton of a famous person – we gain 
some knowledge, but we no longer get the whole effect. Every 
language, of course, has a grammar, and it is possible to mas-
ter it intuitively, without problems, in childhood, along with 
the vocabulary. After the appropriate age is past, as in the well 
known case of the Indian “wolf” children (Singh, 1942) or other 
similar instances, it is very difficult to make up for the handi-
cap; at more advanced ages, people learn languages by “scholas-
tic” methods of conscious instruction in grammatical structure, 
which is certainly possible, though very arduous compared to 
learning in childhood). Because of the sheer variety of various 
grammars, it is very difficult to determine some universal rules 
valid in every language, and if it is possible, then there are very 
few. It is often emphasised that “thinking” is only possible with 
the help of language. This is not exactly true, but without lan-
guage, of course, it is not possible to report our thoughts (or 
feelings – there is no strict boundary between these two cate-
gories, just as there is not between thought and eidetic images). 
There is no doubt that the grammatical structure of a language 
and the way in which its vocabulary parcels the world have 
a fundamental significance for the contents which speakers of 
that language will prefer to think about and those which they 
will think about only with difficulty or not at all, or process 
in a nonverbal way. It is also interesting that humans, who get 
up to 90% of their sensory stimuli through their visual system, 
communicate acoustically – sign language developed “sponta-
neously” only among the Plains Indians of North America as 
a means of communication between tribes of completely dif-
ferent languages. It is true, of course, that acoustic communi-
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cation works even during rapid movement, in the dark, and 
“around corners”; similarly, there are also other primarily opti-
cal creatures (birds, for example) which nevertheless communi-
cate predominantly acoustically. Postmodern thinkers are un-
doubtedly right in saying that philosophy is primarily a theory 
of language and only subsequently about man and the world. 
Each nation’s language (if we want to understand nations lin-
guistically, as is the custom in modern Europe) is in correlation 
with the “national spirit,” which is otherwise somewhat vague 
and mutable in time, but which, to the observer, is hardly an in-
discernible or insignificant entity. The question of “primacy” or 

“derivation” of one from the other is exceptionally misguided 
in this case. The modern situation of a single language being 
used throughout a country in all situations is fundamentally 
atypical and artificially produced (the single language, in any 
case, will still have different registers and “social dialects,” if 
not geographic). Apart from local mixtures of ethnicities, sev-
eral languages are often used for different occasions in most re-
gions (e.g., in the borderlands of northern Iran, the non-literary 
language Talysh is used at home, in schools and offices, Farsi 
is spoken and written, classical literature is in Middle Persian, 
Parsik, and the Koran and prayers in the Mosque are in the clas-
sical Arabic of Mohammad’s era). There were often also special 

“courtly” languages used in the court and in royal edicts (e.g., in 
Japan and the Ottoman Empire) or a completely dead language 
was used in liturgies. So-called ecclesiomorphic structures, as 
will be discussed below, often use a different language for “sa-
cred” communication, whether it be medieval Latin or scientific 
English today, as well as during rituals, be it chanting a mantra, 
a church service, or Congress (creating a particular atmosphere 
of exclusivity and separation plays an important role here – the 
text does not necessarily have to be understood and is often 
ritually murmured). It is worth noting that although these “rit-
ual” languages are, like the literary form of many languages, 
to a certain extent artificial and have a relatively complicated 
construction, completely artificial languages which are simply 
designed and highly learnable such as Esperanto, on the other 
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hand, never catch on. The emotional attachment to one’s own 
language (it need not necessarily be one’s native language – it 
could be the local language of cultural communication) is very 
strong, and there is usually a habit of looking down on the lan-
guages of neighbouring groups as not fully-fledged – the Greek 
barbaros means “stammering;” similarly, the Afrikaans Hotten-
tot and Slavic Němec (literally “mute”) are very revealing; a Slav 
is one who “really” speaks (from slovo, “word”) – minority lan-
guages are often understood by naïve people as artificial, secret 
languages, wresting “real” language in order to hide their false-
ness. Foreigners who do not understand the local language are 
often regarded by naïve people as mentally defective or hard of 
hearing – an extreme form of this phenomenon is described by 
Primo Levi (1989) in his reports from the world of concentration 
camps, where truncheons were called der Dolmetscher (the trans-
lator). This attachment to one’s own language was enhanced by 
modern nationalism and developed into even more acute forms 
than had previously existed. [More on the formation of modern 
European nations and the evolution of language will follow in 
the chapter on artefacts.] 

The structure of a language fundamentally influences thought 
operations which can be transacted in this language and com-
plicates translation between distant languages. Such trans-
lations are always free paraphrases, more or less, and “adap-
tations” of the material for members of another culture from 
someone who is at home in both – in Ancient Greece, transla-
tors were thought of as individuals who personally knew the 
gods of both nations and could therefore make informed inter-
pretations, not merely translate questions regarding the price 
per pound of some product. A translation of Marx’s Das Kapi-
tal to Chinese or of the Tao te Ching to German will always be 
something new, something which does not so much transmit, 
but rather creates, an image of the other culture. It is no coinci-
dence that science of the European type developed only in the 
milieu of Indo-European languages, which, with the exception 
of a short Arabic period, never changed (there were surprising-
ly few – Greek, Latin, English, and briefly German and French). 
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The definitive division into a “subject” and “object” in investi-
gation and the relationship between them is a faithful image 
of the structure of Indo-European sentences (subject – verb – 
object) wherein the subject and object are understood as stat-
ic, even though in reality they may refer to processes (a man, 
a partridge, and even a rock, are basically dynamic and contin-
uous beings), but this is here neglected and all “dynamics” are 
carried over to the predicate expressed by a verb (it also seems 
that interjections were the evolutionary predecessors of verbs). 
And still this is one-directional in the sense of the activity of the 
subject and not vice-versa: we better realise the “dynamics” of 
a “partridge” when we try to catch it, even in an enclosed space, 
and it is not necessary to create a new word like “partridging.” 
Grammatical structure, which has existed for a long time, thus 
determines the development of a certain type of thinking which 
could not occur in the context of a fundamentally different lan-
guage (therefore classical China, for example, did not develop 
anything similar to European science).

Poetry and Metaphor

The Greek word poiesis originally meant creation or formation in 
general (we still see this sense of the word today in words like 
hematopoiesis – the formation of blood) and was only later con-
fined to linguistic creations. Among the Greeks and most other 
archaic nations, poets, who sang myths or other similar songs 
in ecstatic states, were much revered. The contents of their cre-
ations, according to them, were sung or whispered to them by 
Muses or other deities – this is well expressed by the feeling of 
strangeness which an author has toward his “own” texts, which 
he feels came to him from somewhere – perhaps from the un-
conscious, in modern times; hence, too, the word inspiratio – to 
breath into. Some medieval authors of saints’ lives and philo-
sophical tracts were called tuba Spiritus sancti – a channel of the 
Holy Spirit, and Mohammed is designated as Nabi Ummi (“un-
lettered prophet”) by Islamic exegetes, emphasiseng his illiter-
acy (it is typical that both Mohammed and Plato were excellent 
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poets, though they denied this and generally spoke out against 
poets). Such statements were considered as essentially the most 
important pronouncements on the nature of the universe and 
god’s direction of it – as truth itself. Truth was traditionally 
something contained in narrative or discourse, and that which 
was spoken, usually under ritually defined circumstances (in 
assemblies, courts, during prophecies), influenced the course of 
history – the Czech word for pronouncement (výrok) is related to 
the Russian for fate (rok); the Roma word for truth, čačipen, liter-
ally means “that which pleasant to say”; in Asia, truth was gen-
erally that which was suitable to say in the discourse – for ex-
ample, whatever popped into the minds of one’s superiors. The 
idea of truth as something objective, something extra-human, 
which one could always discover, repeatedly, in the same state 
is typical of European modernity. Poetry as a textual creation 
(the Latin textus means something woven) is generally some-
thing fundamentally broader than what we use the word to re-
fer to – rhymed, or, more recently, unrhymed, “jingles,” most 
likely fit for a school book. This sort of activity may be near 
to extinction in our open, postindustrial society (the archaic 
function of classical poet/prophets requires an archaic societal 
structure or a modern totalitarian reminiscence; a recent Czech 
figure of this type was Karel Kryl, a popular songwriter, musi-
cian, and poet, who left Czechoslovakia and lived in exile after 
1969 – Kryl had all the typical attributes of the classical poet/
prophet, including a relatively early death brought on by self-
destructive exhaustion and self-sacrifice, followed by a spectac-
ular funeral), but the same fate does not threaten poetry in the 
wider sense of the term (the connection of poetry and science or 
philosophy, though profound and very existential, is dangerous 
to its practitioners and significantly shortens their lives, as can 
be seen in the case of Nietzsche). Other types of texts also have 
a poetry of their own – that is, their manner of composition, the 
arrangement of words with their emotional impact and meta-
phors. This fully concerns not only philosophy and science, but 
also literary genres, including mass-media communications 
with their typical worn-out metaphors. A course but effective 
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way of testing the limits of the sensationalism of the press is to 
imagine the titles of the articles as commentary underneath pic-
tures of relevant, intimate scenes – if it seems humourous, it re-
veals the emotionally parasitic nature of the words used.

Essentially, poetry also involves verbal magic – battles among 
Arab tribes were prevented by competitions between their po-
ets, which often decided the outcome of the feud. We cannot, af-
ter all, understand the world in any way other than metaphori-
cally (metaphor, in essence, is the transfer of meaning from one 
context to another; in Modern Greek, in fact, the word metapho-
ra means “moving service”). The difference is merely that sci-
ence (and philosophy or law) uses somewhat “dead” metaphors, 
while for modern poetry metaphor is less normalised and more 
free (the metaphors of ancient Norse and Russian poetry are al-
so now dead). It is good to realise that models (without which 
we could not have a scientific understanding of the world) are 
specific cases of metaphor, whose “metaphoricalness,” has, for 
many users, been worn off by frequent use (though they still re-
main as metaphors). Comparing molecules to small elastic balls, 
DNA to a script, or electrons to clouds is no different than liken-
ing the Sun to the flaming chariot of Helios or the Kingdom of 
God to a mustard seed. Science, through its expression, is essen-
tially metaphorical: “the blood sugar level has dropped,” “natu-
ral selection” (the differential survival of organisms in nature 
is compared to human selection of domestic animals), “selfish 
gene” (comparing the behaviour of a section of DNA to the self-
ishness of people or, perhaps, pigs scrambling to the trough), 

“electron shell,’ etc. – only in physics are such metaphors creat-
ed intentionally: “black hole,” “white dwarf,” etc. Someone who 
considers a metaphorical model (including mathematical meta-
phors) as a thing in itself is not so different from those who once 
considered the sun to be the eye of the god Re. Modelling itself 
has an element of sympathetic magic – the model is to its object 
as a voodoo doll is to one’s enemy; language itself comes from 
this sphere of action. We always think in analogies, similarities, 
and metaphors, even though we know that every likeness has 
its limits. Few human characteristics are so unambiguous and 
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transcultural as this. The difficulty is that there are many types 
of poetics by which to understand the world – as many as there 
are people, ultimately. In practice, though, they are normalised 
in individual genres, and only within the context of each genre 
can they be reasonably compared – it is completely impossible 
to say which is “better” among a book of tax codes, a poem by 
Morgenstern, or a scientific treatise. Individual forms of poet-
ics envelop themselves in extraordinary emotional power and 
penetrate the deepest layers of the human unconscious, or, rath-
er, they emerge from them. Emotional attachment to particu-
lar types of poetics is therefore very strong, and for those who 
have taken to one type, it is often painful to read or listen to 
a text of a significantly different type. Sometimes this leads to 
aggressive attacks – not about the “content,” which under dif-
ferent circumstances can be adapted to a system of metaphor 
suitable to the person in question, but about the form or, more 
accurately, the type of metaphors. Differentiating content and 
form is only auxiliary, as this is a typical polar distinction, but it 
makes sense in this case. Various poetics do not get on well, and, 
given their antiquity, which stretches back to the Palaeolithic, 
a discussion among them would most likely be accompanied by 
stone axes. Individual poetics are “jealous” of each other, and 
the venomous atmosphere, full of misunderstanding, of their 
encounters (the discussions between humanists and scientists 
or between political ideologues of various types, to say noth-
ing about poets themselves) shows the enormous (and intellec-
tually irreparable) strength of these truly “archetypal” powers 
in the human psyche (Dawkins’ concept of memes and related 
phenomena will be discussed in the chapter on paradigms and 
ecclesiomorphic structures; Dawkins himself is one of the most 
successful “poets of science” of all time). Working with words, 
therefore, is like working with dynamite, and the outbreak of 
religious wars over a differently used word is a phenomenon 
more typical than exceptional. 

In addition to metaphor and figurative language, poetry in its 
original forms works with rhythm, which is somewhat deeply 
inherent not only in humans but in all living organisms (mili-
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Box: The Calling of the Prophets 

Beliefs for which there is no evidence in daily life can be denoted as reli-
gious convictions – reincarnation, resurrection, transubstantiation, the 
Last Judgement, the corpuscular theory of matter, the victory of the 
proletarian revolution, the need for continual economic growth, the 
nonexistence of differences between the sexes, competition between 
selfish genes, etc .  As perceived, it is a generally widespread phenom-
enon, and there is nothing wrong with it .  But regarding the things we 
rely or insist on, it is good to know what is an article of faith and what 
we actually know from observation of the world .  Not every “little reli-
gion” (I’ll use this neutral term to avoid the negatively perceived word 

“sect”) are understood at first as religions, and many of them are cen-
tred in academe .  Nor is there anything wrong with this, just that one 
should keep it in consideration .  The phenomenon itself began with 
religious studies .  Active worship of ancient Greek or Mayan deities 
would certainly evoke surprise and bafflement .  But research? That’s 
all well and good .  The phenomenon of the formation of a society of 
followers and continuators is especially prominent in German speak-
ing areas (and apparently in India, with which I am not so familiar), 
though it also happens elsewhere .  It is all the same whether “minority 
religions” appear as philosophical, psychological, artistic, or visionary .  
Some founders had a particular ability to attract either enthusiastic ad-
mirers or fierce enemies .  It is interesting to compare the phenomenon 
of the followers of Freud, Jung, Heidegger, Wagner, Steiner, and others .  
The movements associated with these thinkers originated de facto as 
a reaction to the flat positivism and vapidity of the second half of the 
19th century, bringing about a shift, at times a coarse one, toward the 
deeper roots of the human psyche .  That which makes them mutually 
incompatible is a difference in poetics – like when Swedenborg once 
humourously remarked that the language of devils is unspeakably re-
pulsive to angels, who cannot bear it .  Again, there is nothing strange 
about this – science, as previously mentioned, also relies on metaphor 
as a means of understanding the world, and the whole phenomenon 
becomes particularly clear in the case of certain Sufi brotherhoods in 
the Islamic world, usually founded by poets .  All of the above-men-
tioned founding fathers have, apart from several analogies in their bi-
ographies which there is not room here to discuss, an unquestiona-
ble poetic quality, though they usually understood their teachings as 

“strict science” (one’s own myth, however, cannot be completely logical 
– it is primarily poetic, something which stirs one’s emotions) . Individu-
al poetics are, as we know, incompatible .  Sometimes a curiously high-
flown, hieratic, self-confirming diction is clearly perceptible – Wagner’s 
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texts especially are a good example of psychic inflation – that bombas-
tic speech which archetypes can inspire in one .  A generally obligatory 
metaphysics is formed from the personal mythology of the founder, 
and whoever does not agree with it is at most half a man (sometimes 
it is explicitly spoken of as “prophetic philosophy,” and the founding 
figure becomes the paragon of humanity) .  The development here is 
always similar – at the beginning there is  an appeal to the world of 
experience, whether inner our outer, perhaps under the slogan “back 
to phenomena,” and the subsequent phase is always a similar and 
analogous development of learning, anywhere in the world – even in 
the Islamic or Chinese world – consisting in a close knowledge of the 
writings of the Master and the production of commentary on them or 
perhaps also the writings of their favourite disciples .  The aforemen-
tioned Masters supported the development of similar schools during 
their lifetimes, whether openly or clandestinely, though sometimes in 
certain moments they also mocked them (the ageing Jung once re-
marked: “thank God I’m Jung and not a Jungian …”) .  Getting emo-
tionally excited over canonical texts is a strange kind of joy, one which 
animals do not know, but in such communities it is a common occur-
rence .  What did Heraclitus have in mind when he uttered his sombre 
statement about those who like to be roused by speech?  Part of fol-
lowing a Master, of course, is the awareness that the foundational Work 
is complete – perhaps just here and there does it need minor adjust-
ments or finishing up – nobody dares or is able to measure himself 
against the Master (Mohammed is the “seal of prophets”) .  If our life’s 
main work is to look after somebody’s spiritual legacy, there is an im-
plicit assumption that, for one reason or another, we have given up 
on ourselves – like monks of the Strict Observance (it is always useful 
to consider what leads a person to this worldview and whether there 
really is a fundamental difference between monastery and university 
life) .  It is interesting that, apart from a few exceptions, these found-
ing fathers had difficulties, sometimes considerable, with their current 
academic environments .  The working habits of a prophet differ rath-
er significantly from those of his commentator, and it is the latter who 
clearly favours an academic environment .  To report on prophecy, it is 
necessary to use academic language – that which is revered is not eas-
ily abided in reality .  A conference on Nietzsche can be organised, but 
not with Nietzsche, similarly as a conference on tigers can be organised, 
but not with tigers .  This is valid with all religions as well – the majority 
of established churches would not know how to behave with Jesus of 
Nazareth, and if so, they might not want to install him at the head of 
the movement .  The difference between “revelation” and “research” is 
often completely indistinct .  This does not concern only gender stud-
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ies, where it is constantly necessary to reconfirm the “revealed” the-
sis that differences between the sexes are merely cultural constructs .  
I recently heard a thesis from the late works of Paul Ricoeur that the 
goal of every person is to live a “good life, with and for others, in just 
institutions .”  Not that it should be like this – that it already is like this .  
Just how this precept should be applied to thieves or hermits is not ex-
plained .  The result, then, is a sort of “sacred knowledge” – that which 
Catholicism understands as scientia sacra and Islam as ilm .   While the 
world of the humanities is multifarious, in the sense of “let a thousand 
flowers bloom” (and this is a good thing), the world of the natural sci-
ences is similar in a certain sense, but much more uniform, like barracks 
compared to an Oriental market .  For example, all of biology is ideolog-
ically monolithic today, though the period of infighting is not long past .  
Theories or “minority religions” can survive a complete change of so-
cietal context and cling to majority religions – I was astonished at how 
much remained of Neoplatonism and Gnosticism in the Islamic world 
in the form of mystic brotherhoods, not exactly loved by the Ortho-
doxy, but tolerated .  If we realise the religious dimensions of our own 
intellectual activity, which is not usually considered in this regard, the 
quality of our work will improve .  We must not, of course, surrender to 
the arrogance of the “elect,” but nor should we shudder in disgust that 
someone had the audacity to compare them with us.   

tary horses also “marched” to the right kind of music; the mo-
tion of the gill covers of fish can be synchronised by an under-
water metronome, etc. – Eibl-Eibesfeldt, 1984). Verbal rhythm is 
an echo of the natural rhythms of organisms (heartbeat, breath-
ing, the rhythm of walking) and their modification during dif-
ferent emotional states (e.g., when people have an increased 
heartbeat after strenuous activity, it is possible to slow it down 
quicker by playing lullabies). The rhythmic aspect of poetry is 
perceived by the right hemisphere in the brain, the linguistic as-
pect by the left. Onomatopoeia has always belonged to the tool-
kit of poetry; on other hand, rhyme is utilised only in some cul-
tures (in Europe up till the Middle Ages). Rhyme, much like the 
previously discussed cabbalistic operations, allows the abrupt 
connection of two concepts by a “word knot,” through which 
a new relation is discovered or, rather, is brought into the world. 
Arthur Koestler (1978) drew attention to the close connection of 
humour, jokes, and rhymes with the learning process (his well 
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known triad: the “Haha!,” the “Aha,” and the “Ah” experiences: 
humour, scientific discovery, and artistic creation). 

Various neologisms have a “peculiarising” effect, sometimes 
dreadfully and tastelessly so, especially those formed by the 
contamination of one word by another (alcoholiday, tweenag-
er, crimmigration, frenemy). These tendencies escalate to the de-
struction of verbal communication and to a bizarreness verg-
ing on certain types of schizophrenia for which an inability to 
connect otherwise common abstract ideas with their pictorial 
depictions is typical (someone suffering from such a condition 
would associate the word wealth not with the traditional purse 
full of ducats, but an arrow, for example).

Script and Text

A rather specific sphere of language is its written variant – its 
form of preserving what was once said or thought, a kind of 
external memory. Though written texts are important witness-

Box: Humour 

Koestler’s observed connection between humour and cognitive meta-
phor is by no means the only one, though it is quite difficult to under-
stand humour itself in an unambiguous way .  It is not without interest 
that most European languages borrow a Latin term (humor) to refer to 
this complex phenomenon, originally meaning juice or fluid (after all, it 
is important whether something has “juice” or not) .  Earlier words for 

“joke” designate humourous stories or actions but also a quick wit and 
a sharp intellect (German Witz) .  Essentially, we can get to the insight 
of most “humourous” situations by seeing them as having two, mu-
tually exclusive frames of reference (this would include various imita-
tions, role-playing games, puns, extravagances, absurd juxtapositions, 
etc .) .  Aggression, malignity, and ridicule play the same role in humour, 
expressed late in the modern era even towards physically or emotion-
ally crippled people, foreigners, people of different faiths, etc . (in these 
cases, the presumption of two sets of frames – for example one’s own 
culture and a foreign one, or the world of the “healthy” and that of the 
ill – would be preserved) .  Older writers, from Aristotle to Francis Bacon, 
thought that repugnance and humiliation were the primary source of 
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es of past ages, it is good to keep in mind that what was re-
corded is primarily that which was in danger of being forgot-
ten. The issues generally known in the context of an age and 
the contemporary intellectual viewpoint which one must have 

laughter, and the humour of children or crude adults conforms to this 
(the majority of jokes in Antiquity were about people who were blind, 
deaf, smelled bad, etc .) .  Even this “sadistic” streak in the human psy-
che has some significant parallels in the animal world – cats apparent-
ly have a comparable gratification in “playing” with their prey, just for 
the sake of play (Orwell’s O’Brien, for that matter, says that the goal of 
surveillance is surveillance, the goal of torture is torture, and the goal 
of power is power) .  Humour is not a specifically human characteris-
tic, and in the higher animals it is expressed in forms similar to the hu-
mour of small children (primates play jokes like offering a banana, then 
snatching it away; pelicans and cormorants hide various things in their 
throat pouches, pretending they are “gone,” and then cough them 
up again; I myself once witnessed an impressive game in the Schönb-
runn zoo where some several-day-old markhor goats, whose umbilical 
cords still had not fallen off, hid from their mother in an empty stone 
trough and, peeping over the edge, watched with amusement as their 
mother looked for them) .  It is merely a question of consensus wheth-
er we are to consider the behaviour of flies (the most developed and 
neuro-anatomically advanced of insects) “humourous” when they un-
relentingly land on your nose or face while you are falling asleep, de-
spite your swatting them away, as if “deliberately” (I am not personally 
convinced that this behaviour has some “biological” sense, like get-
ting ions from sweat, apart from the goal of simply entertaining them-
selves by mischief) .  The tendency toward humour seems to be inher-
ent in the living world, and the outlook that the world is (also) basically 
a joke, sometimes even a bad one (this in no way negates its other side: 

“bloody serious”), significantly facilitates our understanding of it .  Even 
most living religions have their humourous traits – in cathedrals, medi-
eval Easter ceremonies were alternated with plays in which the “three 
Maries” visit an essence peddler; Greek tragedies charged with a reli-
gious sense of fate alternated with extremely prankish satires .  Once 
a religion (or anything else) has become flatly serious, it is essentially 
dying off (for example, the cult figurines of hunter-gatherer groups are 
often lent to children as toys – Lévi-Strauss, 1955) .  Even most literary 
genres allow a humourous element within their scope as a necessary 
complement to their “serious” aspect; those who do not allow this – of-
ficial documents, for example – are very unpopular .  
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a knowledge of to understand the texts of another culture are 
not included in those texts; after all, it is not necessary today 
to place inscriptions around town which say “Get rich!” Simi-
larly, at work or in leisure activities we can be sufficiently in-
formed by short notes; the shared context behind them, though, 
is extensive. The knowledge that the essentials of past ages 
are precisely those things which are not to be found in texts is 
somewhat depressing. Although written text was used in ar-
chaic states primarily for administrative needs – taxes, store ac-
counting, bookkeeping (cultures with a complicated structure 
but not otherwise literary also had this type of “writing” – the 
well known quipu of the Incan Empire were exactly this sort of 
aid to administrative bookkeeping) – we cannot overlook their 
additional significance to magic operations, analogous to ver-
bal magic but intensified and given greater emphasis: written 
words are fixed and, once deposited or buried somewhere, have 
“validity” forever. Cultures who did not yet have great adminis-
trative needs also used writing, which they imported (for magi-
cal purposes, for example) from elsewhere – e.g., old Germanic 
peoples with their runes (the word rune is related to the Mod-
ern German raunen, “whisper, talk in secret” and the archaic 
English round, of the same meaning). Administration, after all, 
is a “para-magical” activity, allowing for centralised control 
over amounts of information that the human memory could 
never handle – it is a sort of “miraculous” extension of power 
and influence. It is noteworthy that although writing was in-
dependently developed several times in history, all segmen-
tal alphabets developed in relation to the Phoenician alphabet 
(whereas the invention of pictographic writing, in which one, 
originally ideographic sign roughly corresponds to one word, 
occurred several times; it seems that this sort of system bet-
ter corresponds to “human nature”). The division of words into 
phonemes (vowels were originally not written down – written 
words were consonant-heavy and more like “formulas” than 
“notation”) is an unusually difficult intellectual operation, and 
a perverse one at that, as a word is an archaic thought felt as 
a whole. The fact that six-year-old children now learn this pro-
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cess does not detract from its rare and revolutionary quality – 
dyslexic individuals have difficulty with this process, though 
this is not connected to their intelligence; in China, where writ-
ing is ideographic, this would not be a problem. This innova-
tion significantly facilitated the teaching of writing, but at the 
same time, it cut off the possibility of meaningful written com-
munication between ethnic groups with different languages (in 
the Chinese Empire, of course, mutual understanding persisted 
thanks to centrally issued written instruction, though spoken 
communication between different parts of the Empire was dif-
ficult, as was the learning of logograms). It is by no means a co-
incidence that Phoenician culture, from which phonetic letters 
emerged, is of the so-called eremial (from the Greek eremos, “des-
ert”) cultural area, borne mostly by Semitic languages and plac-
ing great emphasis on the spoken word (Shema Yisrael – “Hear, 
[O] Israel”) and acoustic over optical perception (this includes 
the cultures of ancient Jews and Arabs; it only makes sense to 
speak of these cultures in their pure form roughly up to their 
merging during the Hellenistic period, though individual com-
ponents are still distinguishable to this day). The banning of 
images or a small sense for configuration or imagery is typical 
for the eremial culture area, but also an extraordinary sense for 
the written text (the Torah or Koran were passed down strictly, 
precise to the last letter, and were exceptionally valued). Not 
words, but individual letters constituted independent entities, 
from which, according to general belief, the world was formed 
and which, as previously discussed, were the objects of cabbal-
istic or other similar rites. The key role played by letters is best 
illustrated in the old legend about rabbi Hanina ben Teradion, 
whom the Romans wrapped in a scroll of the Torah and threw 
into the fire. From the fire, he said to his students, “I see the 
parchment burning, but the letters are flying away.” (The de-
sire of sacred texts to survive and reproduce through copies is 
then transferred in neo-Darwinism to Dawkins’ theory of the 
selfish gene.) The second basic culture area in the western part 
of the Old World, hyletic (from the Greek hyle, originally mean-
ing “forest,” later “lumber” and “material” in general) was tied 
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to the Indo-European language area – aside from the Greek 
and Latin cultures, this also includes pre-Christian Europe be-
yond the Alps, ancient Iran, and northern India. These cultures 
had the shared characteristics of a connection to wooded land-
scapes of deciduous forests or Mediterranean groves and an al-
most universal reverence toward trees. They also had a charac-
teristically visual orientation in the world with an emphasis on 
configuration and metaphors of light (the Greek, and generally 
Indo-European, metaphors of light – enlighten, evidence, some-
thing is “clear,” etc.). Also typical for, and influential in, this 
area was figurative painting, even in the regions where “eremi-
al” religions were adopted (the miniatures of Islamic Iran and 
India). The value of written texts in this area was much low-
er, as was reverence toward them (a relatively common custom 
while copying was to add to, “fill in,” or shorten the text). Plato, 
for example, judges the invention of writing to be a bad thing 
in his dialogue Phaedrus – an inscription is something second-
ary, not representing the essence, more of a mnemonic device. 
India preferred memoriseng over writing down, and some ex-
ceptionally “hyletic” cultures, the Celts, for example, did not 
even make written records, despite a significant degree of intel-
lectual development (at the same time, the hyletic cultures did 
not tend nearly as much to the conversion of reality to law, pre-
scripts, easily expressed verbal formulas, etc.). Only with the 
fusing of both types of thinking in Late Antiquity did Europe-
an culture, in the full sense of the word, emerge, and it seems 
that the alternation of these two roots was one of the sources of 
its exceptional productivity and success. 

It is often pointed out (e.g., Flusser, 1983) that written text, 
with its fundamental linearity, was a stimulus to the linear un-
derstanding of time (one event must necessarily be written lat-
er, i.e., further along in the text, than another). The linear un-
derstanding of time has prevailed over the original cyclical 
understanding, to which the majority of cultures have a strong 
tendency (Eliade, 1969), especially in the Jewish tradition and 
those connected, including the European Christian tradition – 
the whole problem is somewhat more complicated but, overall, 
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Flusser’s understanding of it is certainly correct. He draws at-
tention to the fact that in the course of civilisation, the path led 
from image to text, and later in visual media again from text 
(script, digital information sequence) back to image. Texts have 
several noteworthy features, for example, they can be shortened, 
or excerpts can be extracted which are similar in meaning to the 
original but much shorter (Tolstoy’s War and Peace is somehow 
recognisable even in a half-page excerpt). Written texts consti-
tute a world unto themselves, and a number of people from “ed-
ucated” nations prefer texts over contact with living people and 
the “real” world, perhaps for the (allegedly) greater precision of 
texts in comparison with the “painful” ambiguity of the mate-
rial world (more on this in the chapter on interpretation). 
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The dooRs of peRcepTion

The title of A. Huxley’s well known study (1954) on the effects 
of psychotropic substances on the human psyche and percep-
tion of the outer world is the best way to introduce a chapter on 
perception. It is unnecessary to stress that an image (or mod-
el) which arises in the human mind regarding the outer world 
is not identical with it (this Kantian Ding an sich is not directly 
recognizable). Within the framework of the polar perception of 
the world by the human psyche, we distinguish individual be-
ings from other basically indiscrete and continual essences, and 
those that form a single whole seem, to us, to fall into a mo-
saic of sensual perceptions (visual appearance, acoustic mani-
festations, consistence, etc.) or finer distinctions thereof (shape, 
colour, lustre, timbre, etc.) as a result of the “empowering” of 
the world by this means, which certainly represents a certain 
violence done to it. Every perception of the world around us is 
already in itself an interpretation, and that which we perceive 
as a phenomenon is actually the result of the sophisticated work 
of our interpretive apparatus, primarily our sensory perception 
and the further processing of these mental stimuli. It is use-
ful to distinguish between a phenomenon and its interpretation, 
mainly because there is an unconscious interpretation, whose 
results are seemingly part of the phenomenon itself, and a con-
scious interpretation (in the narrow sense of the word), which 
we recognise as an interpretive effort and to which we often 
limit our concept of interpretation. The true state of things is ap-
parently somewhere between both conceivable extremes – the 
first being the “naively realistic” approach, which assumes that 
we perceive things around ourselves as they actually are, and 
the second being “solipsistic,” meaning that that which we per-
ceive as a phenomenon we create ourselves and that phenom-
ena have nothing to do with the outside world, so far as it exists 
at all (this conception would make no distinction between hal-
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lucinations or dreams and perception of the outer world, which 
have no relation to experience). Naturally, we put the finishing 
touches on our perception of the external world ourselves ac-
cording to “our own image” from the “raw materials” which 
the outer world supplies, something like a collage or an ancient 
Mexican intarsia of flowers or feathers. A practical orientation 
in the world is not contingent on its having a “realistic” image 

– this is well illustrated by the experience of an acquaintance 
who was walking through the countryside at night while in-
toxicated by cannabis – he hallucinated the details of the land-
scape but in a way basically relevant for effective orientation: 
clumps of grass as hedgehogs or, conversely, little suns; nettles 
as stingers or forests of razors, etc. Paradoxically, this epistemo-
logical situation is not fundamentally different from a wakeful 
state, when our interpretative and imaginative filters are mere-
ly adjusted differently and we still do not perceive a nettle “an 
sich” but rather as something which corresponds to our inner 
archetypal images. It is beyond question that only a small part 
of that which our sense organs are “technically” able to catch 
goes through the filter of the human (and to an even greater 
degree, animal) psyche – a part which is in some way relevant 
to our life – and the remaining bunch of perceptions we blot 
out, as conscious processing of them would be disproportion-
ate, exhausting, and without any great practical effect. These 

“filters” can be variously adjusted or switched off, for example 
with psychotropic substances or through other altered states of 
consciousness, where in some cases sensory perception is sig-
nificantly intensified with an uncommon sensitivity to optical, 
acoustic, tactile, and olfactory details. Such a state, however, is 
exhausting in the long term and, apart from cognitive experi-
ments, not very desirable. 

Apart from purely sensory filtration, there is a constantly run-
ning filter applied toward meaning in the accentuation of “im-
portant” phenomena and suppression of irrelevant phenomena 

– those which “should not be” (the unconscious works exactly ac-
cording to Morgenstern’s well known maxim that what should 
not be cannot be – es kann nicht sein, was nicht sein darf ). It seems 
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that frogs, for example, perceive only small moving objects as 
prey and large moving objects as predators against an other-
wise undifferentiated background. It appears that this filtration 
is less intense in humans than in other life forms (humans have 
an especially developed ability to perceive static objects clearly; 
animals also see such objects, of course, but moving objects are 
always more accentuated for them), but it certainly still exists. 

Just as a pigeon with otherwise excellent sight does not “no-
tice” a baby pigeon placed in its nesting area at a time outside 
of the corresponding time of the breeding cycle (it neither tries 
to attack or remove the hatchling, nor care for it – it sees right 

“through” the young one, in spite of literally stumbling over it), 
humans, likewise, do not perceive something which they are 
convinced should not be. Conversely, the mind has a tendency 
to “fine tune” received images in the way we wish to see them – 
the familiar phenomenon of “pareidolia”: false sightings while 
looking for friends in a crowd, mushrooms in the forest, moths 
on bark overgrown with lichens, etc. (the history of science also 
abounds with similar sightings – in the 17th and 18th centuries, 
when the theory of preformism assumed the presence of ho-
munculi in sperm – little tiny men were observed and depicted, 
sometimes even with smart little hats on their heads, all on the 
basis of this “desire to see”). “Filtering out” synchronicities in 
causal perception of the world and vice-versa is common – the 
category of coincidence is a typical result of these efforts. 

Although the human ability of “fine tuning” experience is 
very remarkable, and the summons for witnesses to tell “the 
truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth” is not often 
effective in many cases, we still cannot concede that we cre-
ate the world around us with our imagination – we can only 

“tune” it to a certain extent. Humans and animals perceive pri-
marily that which they are inwardly attuned to and overlook 
the rest, like Bernard of Clairvaux, who during several days of 
meditation did not notice he was walking around Lake Gene-
va. Not for nothing do we use the musical metaphor of “tun-
ing” here, as we are talking about a certain kind of “resonance,” 
similar to how a ringing tuning fork will cause another tuned 
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to the same frequency to ring as well (a hungry person sees the 
world only in terms of food; social revolutionaries see almost 
only social injustice; scientists see only the objects and intellec-
tual schemata of their field, etc.). Some writers, for example R. 
Sheldrake (1981), approach resonance as morphic resonance, as 
a fundamental aspect of the world in general and one of the ba-
sic agents in evolution specifically. Essentially, sensory percep-
tion can be thought of as simply the activation of the psychical 
contents of an organism, during which there is no actual trans-
fer of information (Maturana and Varela, 1987). 

The Sense of Sense

The sensory world which surrounds us is quite different from 
the one which surrounds many kinds of animals. To refer to the 

“subjective world” which surrounds living organisms, Jakob von 
Uexküll (1909) introduced the term Umwelt (further divided into 
the “world of perception,” Merkwelt, and “world of action,” Wirk-
welt) and deliberately chose a creature very different from hu-
mans to demonstrate it – the tick (which makes abundant use 
of chemoreception and thermoreception). The traditional divi-
sion of human senses into five is, of course, a convention (e.g., ol-
factory and gustational chemoreception could be combined in-
to a single sense; the perception of gravity and proprioreception 
could be separated from the sense of touch, etc.; the system al-
so does not take into account “holistic” perception, usually des-
ignated by the word intuition, whose sensations borrow words 
from other senses: “I see/I feel that this will not work” – more on 
this in the section on “sensory vicariance”). Other living organ-
isms, naturally, perceive different aspects of the world (remote 
thermoreception, electrical fields, polarisation of light, etc.), not 
to mention the different capacities in senses known to humans. 
It is difficult for humans, with their preferred eyesight (which is 
rather exceptional in the animal kingdom – only primates, cats, 
and birds have comparable or better sight), to experience the Um-
welt of other organisms, even though out of all organisms, they 
are the only ones able to “translate” between various Umwelten 
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and understand them. If a bat flew into an art gallery (we will ig-
nore here the bat’s sight, which is rather insignificant anyway) it 
would “hear,” through its echolocation system, the shape of the 
rooms, the richly engraved frames and the plain, almost smooth 
quadratic areas inside them. During its study of human ethology, 
it would wrack its brain in vain over the strange behaviour, con-
sisting in walking through the rooms (apparently not pertain-
ing to subsistence, reproduction, or other “admissible” activities) 
and occasionally experiencing mysterious “paralysis” in front of 
framed objects, lasting from seconds to hours; similarly, even we 
are unable to understand not only the world of other living or-
ganisms during experiments, but even another human culture 
with a significantly different interpretive apparatus, which com-
pensates for sensory indistinction in humans. Sensory percep-
tions are, understandably, of a primarily qualitative nature and 
are emotionally accentuated in various ways (hence the conspic-
uous differentiation between pleasant and unpleasant, beautiful 
and ugly, and their potential identification with good and evil). 
The attempt of modern science to quantify sensory perceptions 
was very successful for the perception of colours or tones; in oth-
er areas – scent, for example – it failed completely (no meaning-
ful method of classification has been found for the world of scent, 
which is still awaiting its Linnaeus – the same substance can be 
perceived differently in various concentrations or by various in-
dividuals). In general, sight and hearing have traditionally been 
considered “higher” senses (they are also evolutionarily young-
er) and are linked with cognition and the intellect, especially in 
European and Middle Eastern cultural contexts (this was dis-
cussed in the above passage on hyletic and eremial cultures; the 
cultures of Asia are more complex, and the “lower” senses like 
smell, touch, and taste, evolutionarily older and deeper felt, are 
not so ostracised and sharply divided from the “higher” senses). 
The idea, widespread in Europe, that art is meant “for the senses” 
is misguided in its way (see the box on “Art”). It certainly does 
not apply to modern literature, mass-produced and read in si-
lence; in other cases, despite the concept of aesthetic distance, it 
considers only the previously mentioned “higher” senses. Thus 
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cookery, perfumery, the skilled mixing of drugs and hallucino-
gens, massage, and the erotic arts lose their status as art, perhaps 
completely unjustly. 

That these senses are thought of as “lower” links them with 
the “dark” sphere of human activity, with its “shady” or “noc-
turnal” side, from an intellectual point of view “inferior,” but 
extremely important from an emotional point of view (we touch 
and smell those close to us only in private – in public we can on-
ly look at, or listen to, them – intense looking is often taken to be 
inappropriate or rude, if not as a prelude to attack). 

Delusion of the Senses

Various systems of thought – religious, philosophical, and scientif-
ic – have since ancient times had a tendency to point out the unre-

Box: Sensory Vicariance  

Sensory perception and intellectual grasping were originally expe-
rienced as a single process (which, in the end, it actually is) – words 
for individual types of perception often overlap in many languag-
es, in some cases combining the sphere of intellect with the senses 
(e .g ., the relationship between the words for “know” and “see” in many 
languages, the ancient Greek nous, “reason,” “mind” is etymological-
ly related to the word nose and originally meant correctly “scenting,” 

“sniffing something out”) .  Archaic thinking not only does not divide 
perception and intellectual reflexes (“to have a feeling for finance”), it 
also often expresses affect in somatic metaphors (“it tears my heart”; 
or the oriental “my liver has liquefied”), utiliseng the whole gamut of 
somatic symbolism .  

Sensory vicariance refers to the semantic crossing and representation 
of one sense by another in various propositions about the world, when 
a metaphor from one area of our subjective world is used in another – 
a phenomenon recognised by Ludwig Klages: We’ll see if he calls; I feel 
a pain in my back; I feel this is going to be a problem; I see that this is 
not going to work; tones can by high or have colour; colours can be cold 
or warm, flamboyant, hard, soft, broken; something can taste sharp, dull, 
or hot; rough behaviour; sharp odour; piercing eyesight; biting rebu-
ke; tasteless remarks; bitter tears; this film stinks; the situation is clear; it 
dawned on me; the mayor is soft on crime; taste for life .  
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liability of sensory perception, the illusoriness of experience and 
the sensory world in general, its speciousness, finiteness, and in-
adequacy, and its overall irrelevance and inferiority. At the same 
time they postulate some higher truth or principles existing be-
yond the world which are the true essence of this world – what it 
is really about – the true, inherent entities. It is all the same wheth-
er we perceive this world as the Buddhist veil Maya, the conceal-
ing cycle of life and “law of the conservation of guilt,” or whether 
we understand temporal things as the shadows of Platonic ideas 
and living beings as vehicles for cartels of selfish genes, which 
are the “true” reality. Marxism and Freudianism are also crystal-
line examples of this sort of thinking – in the first case the visible 
world (at least the human world) is only an epiphenomenon of an 
economic “base” – capital and its self-propulsion – in the second, 
the whole world (including the non-human world) is an epiphe-
nomenon of sexual instinct. These models have an unusually se-
ductive quality to them (more on this and their emotional effects 
in the chapter on reduction) and their adherents are that sort who, 
with all arrogance, know how things work and are never mistak-
en or confused by the diversity of the world, for they have a clear-
ly discerned cosmology which unbendingly moves toward its 
fulfilment (the discovery of this redemptive truth and its impar-
tation only advertises, accelerates, and intensifies this cosmology 
and excludes the possibility of making any fundamental chang-
es to it). An in-group of those possessing this knowledge then 
arises, distinct from the “common people” (those who believe 
things to be as they appear), who see the “higher reality” and are 
therefore naturally competent to lead and rule the world. This is 
much more a tactic of ruling than of discovery, and the cosmo-
logical order is not so much discovered as implemented (it must 
first be explained to the workers that the factory owner pays so 
little not because he is evil, or because he is German, or because 
it has been a bad year, but because of the process of the accumu-
lation of capital, and things cannot be otherwise – the entire pro-
cess, then, cannot be opposed but through a class war, preparing 
the way for a global proletarian revolution; there is little differ-
ence here between “discovery” and prophecy – almost no differ-
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ence). Even the modern atomic theory in chemistry regards the 
characteristics of matter as epiphenomena of directly unobserv-
able configurations of atoms of various elements in compounds. 
The “devaluation” of the phenomenal world (the German word 
Abwertung is very apt here) is an historically widespread trend, 
though far from universal. These days, with the continuing mod-
ern taste for reduction, it is becoming a custom that pictures of 
flowers are in gardening magazines for “the people,” and in “spe-
cialised” texts for smaller audiences, there are pictures of DNA 
double helices, floral formulae, and Mendelian segregation ratios. 
Along with many scientists of the “German School” (e.g. Port-
man, in biology), the author of this book is convinced that the 
phenomenal aspect of the world is relevant, is itself important, 
and has great explanatory value. This conviction is connected to 
the belief that the interpretive apparatus of human perception is 
in some way optimally adjusted to the world in which we move 
and that one of the fundamental dimensions of truth is its obvi-
ousness (the Greek word aletheia means both truth and visibility 

– something which is clear, not covered; the second dimension of 
truth, of course, is unapparent, hidden – formulated in Heracli-
tus’s well known maxim that nature likes to hide; given that the 
modern way of thinking disproportionately accentuates the lat-
ter aspect of truth and ignores the former, it seems expedient to 
emphasise and support it). Although the terms “natural world” 
and “natural language” are specious in a way and although we 
can find many arguments that our world and our language are 
always somewhat “artificial,” it is easy to see that everyday con-
tact with the human and non-human world around us and our 
way of speaking about them are, after their ages-long develop-
ment, well adapted to the majority of the world’s aspects. These 
terms are more commensurate with the world as a whole than the 
specialised languages of religion, philosophy, or science, though 
these usually better reflect certain aspects of the world and there-
fore play their irreplaceable role in the human world. Just as it 
is possible to find “proximate causes” and “ultimate causes,” it 
is also possible to find “proximate truths” and “ultimate truths.” 
The former represent the immediate, evident aspect of things we 
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come into contact with; in relation to a tiger: stripes, the shining 
colour of its coat, its overall shape, characteristic smell, roar, the 
curiously majestic feeling which it evokes (or in relation to In-
dia, for example: impressions of heat, overcrowding, exotic fla-
vour). These aspects of the world are not less significant than 
those ultimate ones which we discover after gaining “insight” 
into the object of our investigation, whether through a long co-
existence or by somewhat invasive means (Goethe differentiated 
experiments into so-called perverse and non-perverse – the lat-
ter would comprise what today we call observation, one of whose 
modern products is ethology; the former would include crude 
interference with the physical integrity of the phenomenon un-
der consideration – for example removing the adrenal gland of 
the above-mentioned tiger and monitoring the effect of this in-
tervention; Goethe surprisingly saw such possibilities even in ap-
proaching the inorganic world – for example, the dispersion of 
light through a prism). “Proximate” aspects are those which al-
low us to effectively orient ourselves in the world, though it is 
a basically “unscientific” orientation through insight, with a cer-
tain risk of error (in practice, we recognise a hare by its overall ap-
pearance, especially its large ears and brownish pelt; if we want-
ed to be absolutely precise, we would have to determine the base 
sequence of its DNA, compare the result with a database of simi-
lar data on European mammals, and, after these laborious efforts, 
arrive at the conclusion that it is a brown hare, Lepus europaeus 
Pall.) If current trends continue, only a dog’s genome will remain 
for science, and the theory of loyalty for philosophy (both with-
out the dog). For the emergence of science in the narrow sense of 
the word, not only interest about the world is necessary, but al-
so “consultants” or “kibitzers” who advise on how things are to 
be done (numerologists, atomists, Aristotelians, Cartesians, etc.) 

– otherwise there arise experiential narratives of a Brehmian na-
ture about “which snail did what, where” (it is necessary to mea-
sure the snail, make a computer model, homogenise it, etc.). It is 
clear that our primary orientation in the world is different than 
that described above, an orientation through insight (“I look, and 
I see” – the same is true for acoustic or any other sensation). We 
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Box: Time and Space 

Kant declared time and space to be a priori categories of our percep-
tion of the world, without whose mediation we could not do anything 
(these are our “inner metaphors,” which, moreover, are partly inter-
changeable) .  It is not the aim of this book to dwell on this dilemma, 
about which there is an extensive literature (especially on time, which 
is an older concept than space, and which has been unusually seduc-
tive), but to add a few notes in the margin .  

The understanding of time as something purely quantitative, which 
runs regularly, is a modern one .  The majority of older cultures, inclu-
ding the European Renaissance, understood time also (or only) in 
a qualitative sense .  While the Greek term chronos meant time in the 
quantitative sense, approximately how we understand it today, the 
term kairos designated time in a qualitative sense – an instant in time 
or an apt moment for something (the word originally meant “target” or 

“weak spot” in which a human or animal could be stabbed or speared 
– a sort of “gate” leading to one’s goal; the Latin word opportunitas has 
a similar etymology – “convenience,” “favourable circumstances,” from 
the word porta, a “gate” in the wall of time, which occasionally opens 
and, if we do not enter, closes again) .  These divisions of time of various 
quality (and, of course, different quantitative length) were called horai .  
The awareness of the quality of time has continued up to today, despite 
the “fact” that time can only be quantitative .  Statements such as “two 
years ago was the right time for that,” “these are different times we’re 
living in,” and “they fell on hard times” clearly illustrate this (older cul-
tures regarded even numbers not just quantitatively but also qualitati-
vely; the best way to illustrate this often misunderstood aspect for the 
modern reader is to point out that while in some activities it is comple-
tely insignificant how many people participate, in others the number of 
participants plays a key, and “qualitatively” irreplaceable, role – a uni-
versity lecture versus a game of bridge, for instance) .  A banal examp-
le of the Greek horai, repeating every year, is “the time of cherry blos-
soms”; long-term and non-periodic examples would be the Cenozoic, 
the “Age of Mammals,” or the “age of iron and steam,” i .e ., the 19th cen-
tury .  Although modern science explicitly thinks of time as quantitati-
ve, it is a common custom in popular textbooks to speak of the “Age of 
Reptiles” or the “Bronze Age .”  A quantitative conception of time makes 
it necessary to construct clever hypotheses such as “why the dinosaurs 
went extinct” (and not crocodiles), why horsetails (Equisetum) lost the-
ir dominance (though they still grow in the shadow of angiosperms), 
why the Roman Empire fell – it is certainly true that the claim “their 
time ran out” is outside the platform of modern science, but it intrudes 
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from time to time; the fall of communism in the year 1989 was of a simi-
lar character – the empire was not destroyed by massive foreign inter-
vention or even a complete economic collapse or starvation; though 
it represented the largest accumulation of repressive means in history 
and, conversely, although it had been rotting from the inside for a rela-
tively long time, the communist elite suddenly lost their self confiden-
ce and the desire for further preservation of the system .  

Pre-modern cultures thought of the quality of time in terms of well-
being and misfortune and the sanctity of various times .  Because of 
this qualitative understanding, astrology was generally widespread in 
these cultures (and usually alchemy as well, which also speculates in 
the categories of horai); Celestial bodies were not always regarded as 

“agents” influencing events with their power (which in the case of tides, 
for example, is true), but they were used as a convenient gauge of the 
qualities of time, like a thermometer for temperature (horai could also 
be read elsewhere, but this exact and quantitative “quasi-scientific” 
method eventually became the ultimate; with the advent of modern 
science, both astrology and alchemy were set aside) .  Time could be 
understood in the Plotinist tradition as an aid for our minds, which are 
not able to perceive the “world narrative” panoramically, just as it is 
not possible to take in an entire novel at once .  Time, then, is in princi-
ple understood as an interpretive metaphor, which beings extend to 
the sequence of perceptions episodically .  We have already seen the 
relation between a linear perception of time and written texts .  It can 
be said that a cyclic perception of time is also a sophisticated device 
and an attempt at rationalisation, protecting us against the anomaly of 
a sudden “refraction” of a qualitatively different time into our lives (as 
early Christians imagined the coming of the Kingdom of God) .  When 
we come upon something new, metaphors of time and space can sub-
stitute for each other – if, when hoeing in the garden, we discover the 
gate to Hades, it is a new “place” for us but also a new “time” – they can 
substitute for each other in normal life as well, as when we speak of 
a “three day march .”  (Newton’s concept of space as geometric space, 
like a three-dimensional “aquarium” isotropic in all directions, is purely 
modern and was not, and is not, intrinsic to other cultures . It is instructi-
ve to observe the Chinese, for example, orienting themselves in space 
completely differently, though effectively: only military officers with 
special training can read maps like ours .)  It is the same with cognitive 
metaphors in the “cognitive spaces” of our minds, into which we pene-
trate while learning about the world and ourselves; science also occa-
sionally breaks into “new territory,” where everything works different-
ly .  After the scientific revolution, the activity of those who maintained 
and purified bygone “clearings” was seen to be as futile as the scholas-
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tic counting of angels – an old “clearing” will once again become over-
grown with natural reality, and its former possibilities will no longer be 
apparent .  Just as kairos was originally a “time for something,” space 
was originally “space for something” (with the difference that reflecti-
ons on space were much later) .  The new spaces and times which open 
to us are primarily inner spaces and times .  Trips to different spaces and 
times, intellectual and non-intellectual, have been a part of human cul-
ture for a long time, and we have no way to make these mental jour-
neys other than in metaphors of time and space (we think of the 16th 
century as a “time”; the word trip is used for drug-induced experiences; 
similarly, shamans spoke of “flights”) .  Traditionally, different directions 
in space were not value-neutral or free of emotion, as space is distin-
ctively anisotropic from an emotional point of view (up and down, in 
the front and in the back, on the right and on the left; this is further il-
lustrated by phrases and sayings such as “upward social mobility,” “he’s 
going downhill,” “downfall,” “vanguard,” “back-burner issue,” “right 
wing,” “underhanded,” etc .) .  These notions, about time and space ali-
ke, are not merely issues in historical or religious investigations of past 
cultures, but are deeply inherent in the human psyche (Jung also saw 
the human psyche as operating outside the Newtonian conception of 
space and time, which he considered not very suitable for the inter-
pretation of certain psychic phenomena) seep up to the surface, even 
if we try to eliminate them in the spirit of modern thought (this expe-
riment is not illegitimate, but it must be done consciously, otherwise 
that which was thrown out the door unconsciously will come back in 
through the window in an unconscious yet much stronger form or will 
at least knock intensively) .  

even recognise our fellow humans on this basis, not by compar-
ing characteristics, either one to one, like a computer, or dichoto-
mically, like identification charts. For this reason alone the phe-
nomenal dimension of the world is not negligible or inferior, but 
rather something foundational and valuable for human (and ani-
mal, of course) orientation in the world. 
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ReducTion

Language as Reduction 

Our method of understanding the world through language 
is itself reductive in nature. We subsume several things or 
phenomena which are similar, but not identical, under a sin-
gle word. Whereas in biological nomenclature, the lines be-
tween individual species (and hence that which their names 
refer to) should be more or less sharp, in practice (often they 
are not, of course), outside the framework of science, it is al-
ways a question of degree and individual judgement where 
to place the line between horse and pony, persuasion and co-
ercion, or politeness and sycophancy. Strictly speaking, on-
ly proper nouns should exist – not “table” but, say, “Jimmy” 

– the use of general appellations always caries with it a cer-
tain element of “violation” of reality, though without this “in-
vention,” communication would not be possible. The “carv-
ing out” of a piece of the world with a single word carries 
a certain element of violence, which, however, can be min-
imalised. Natural languages usually do this by portioning 
the world with regard to natural conditions. This is reminis-
cent of the ancient Chinese story by Chuang Tzu about Ting 
the cook, who butchered oxen according to their natural ana-
tomical structure almost effortlessly, as compared to his ig-
norant colleagues, who cut the animals pell-mell with brute 
strength. “True” entities such as living beings or other con-
solidated bodies stand out too clearly against the aggregate 
not to attract a name (it is difficult to find a language which 
has a word for livestock, even including the pasture, but not 
for an individual cow). It is only with this assumption that 
the single entity represents the general concept that we can 
orient ourselves in the confusion. 
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Reduction and Theory

The beginnings of science (and theory in general) consist basi-
cally in the insight that two things which have different names 
in colloquial language are somehow identical (either they rep-
resent different poles of the same polarity, as previously dis-
cussed, or one represents a transformation of the other – fog 
is water dispersed in the atmosphere, ice is frozen water, etc.). 
The dissection of the world with natural language is power-
ful mainly because it is driven by the principle of analogy, not 
homology, in the sense of origin; it is therefore necessary al-
ways to re-emphasise that, for example, birds’ wings are basi-
cally (metamorphosed) forelegs, and the leg of an insect is, in its 
origin, something completely different than the leg of a verte-
brate. To be bold, it could be said that the concept of metamor-
phosis and various transformations and disguises is genuinely 
mythological and that it is present in the thought of every na-
tion long before any traces of the formation of systematised the-
ory (something is of a different nature than how it actually ap-
pears – a wolf walking around your yard is not actually a wolf, 
but your metamorphosed neighbour – a werewolf). Sometimes 
reductions are made with the implementation of an “overarch-
ing” designation for a group of phenomena which had previ-
ously been considered separately; other times, one phenom-
enon is chosen from a group and the others are presented as 
variations or transformations of it. Comparative morphology 
(biological as well as linguistic) is interesting in this regard, as 
it inquires into metamorphoses and their various forms over 
time. It is a discipline of a typically hyletic disposition, given 
its intense attention to image and form, and its development 
is inseparably linked with the “Romantic” period of European 
culture (c. 1780-1850). The forms of reduction which it offers are 
relatively moderate, though some of them are visibly rather in-
distinct (Laryngeal cartilages or ossicles as transmuted pharyn-
geal arches; stamens in flowers as metamorphosed leaves; the 
oral appendages of insects as modified limbs, etc.). Several sim-
ilar, contemporary concepts, naturally, did not catch on, such 
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as Oken’s understanding of the genital region as a second oral 
region, drawing an analogy between salivary and sex glands, 
the presence of a metamorphosed tongue, lips, etc., and there-
fore copulation as a sort of “gustation.” Despite its bizarreness, 
this homology is completely similar to the preceding ones,just 
that it has not made it into the textbooks and we are not familiar 
with it. In contrast to extreme reductionism, comparative mor-
phology cannot indulge so much in acrobatics – it cannot, for 
example, declare the auricle to be the basis of the entire bodily 
structure and individual limbs as metamorphoses of it. Several 
theories engage in relatively drastic forms of reduction (Freud-
ianism, Marxism, sociobiology, many theological and philo-
sophical movements), in extreme cases with the help of a single 
concept. Various phenomena in the world are then understood 
as particular cases of this concept, even though the world could 
easily be interpreted through its polar opposite, or something 
completely different. A few examples out of many are: natural 
disasters are a “test of love” for humanity, because the Christian 
god per definitionem is good; slapping others as a special (some-
what perverted) instance of care or concern – Sorge – which, ac-
cording to Heidegger, is per definitionem the way which a human 
relates to the world; the work of a monk miniaturist is an indi-
vidual sublimation of sexual energy, as this, according to Freud, 
is per definitionem the root of all human activity; to sociobiology, 
helping another is a case of transformed egoism, because genes 
are selfish per definitionem. (The method of explaining altruism 
away is instructive – altruism is basically that which children 
are told: when Jimmy has a lot of apples, he has to give Johnny 
some as well. If Johnny is a cousin, though, he shares the same 
genes, and therefore it is not a case of altruism. If there is hope 
of getting something in return, it is not true altruism, but so-
called reciprocal altruism; failing even this, then a few apples 
are a small loss, which does not count. In the end, altruism is 
identified with self-sacrifice, which is something fundamental-
ly different – if it were to come to this, whether on the battlefield 
or in service, the situation is once again clear: it is a case of in-
fection by a virulent selfish meme – nationalism or Christian-
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ity, for example. Ah! Wilson and Dawkins’ concept is success-
ful thanks to its connection with sexuality, earlier linked rather 
with self-promotion or the death instinct, and egoism.) 

Modern physics also reduces an ultimately obscure jumble 
of affinities and mutual connections – love and hate between 
a whole variety of things in the world, as ancient, medieval, and 
Renaissance natural philosophy understood it – to forces of at-
traction and repulsion between bodies (Newtonian physics) or 
corpuscles (some noteworthy residue from this understanding 
of the world has remained in chemical terminology – words 
like affinity, nucleofilic or electrofilic agent, etc.; or the idea, un-
usual to us, that chemical “bodies” – corpora – lustfully and pas-
sionately throw themselves at each other during reactions to 
various effects, as mentioned in the section on emotions). Simi-
lar tendencies are also discernable in various religions, where 
a numinous mesh of demons, gods, and spirits are gradually 
reduced to one God, who, in deism, gradually recedes into the 
background until finally disappearing (the ancestral line of Ju-
daism–Christianity–modern science represents the most radical 

“denumenisation” in human history). In Karel Čapek’s novel The 
Absolute at Large, the character of Bishop Linda reminds us that 
churches do not bring the sacred into the world – at best, they 
regulate it, at worst, they silence it. In archaic times, the sacred 
and profane were apportioned in the landscape so that in a sea 
of sacredness there were little islands and corridors of profan-
ity, and with them, paradoxically, safety – today it is completely 
the opposite (established disciplines and religions make it pos-
sible to focus on details and formalisms so that we are not over-
whelmed by the knowledge we cannot endure). 

Discreet Reduction and Drastic Reduction

Reduction, certainly an important tool of cognition, can be di-
vided into “crass” and “subtle.” It cannot be said that the prin-
ciple of parsimony or Occam’s razor, requesting the simplest of 
all hypotheses and postulating the smallest number of princi-
ples, is the “holy grail” of explanation of the world and must be 
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adhered to under all circumstances (after all, “Occam’s broom” 
is integral to this, sweeping disregarded bits of reality under 
the rug). It is obvious that a certain degree of reduction is appro-
priate and effective in the cognitive process, and the world can-
not be understood merely as a conglomeration of particulars (it 
would be difficult, for example, to postulate elementary parti-
cles for every distinguishable substance – e.g., a cinnamon roll 
atom, a Savoy truffle atom, a Sachertorte atom, etc.). Sometimes 
there is an “optimal” degree of reduction, just as, for example, 
there is an optimal concentration in breeding pigs – somewhere 
between individual pens and a large, central sty (the somewhat 
childish principle that considers optimum to mean maximum – 
the more the better – is known as the “pig principle”). Several 
commonly widespread theories diminish the principle of par-
simony, and still they are generally accepted (e.g., the Darwin-
Wallace theory of animal colouring). It is abysmally different 
to discover the origin or character of something, announce that 

“this and only this” is correct, and thereby close the book on 
that particular problem. For example, the insight that humans 
are primates, in contrast to theories which assume a separate 
creation and a nature completely different from that of animals, 
is undoubtedly very enriching. But maintaining that humans 
are “merely and only primates, like all other primates” is crude-
ly misguided, which is evident in the mere fact that capuchin 
monkeys and baboons do not inquire about their origin. There 
is actually no difference between a reductionist “discovery” of 
a single common root of the world and the introduction of such. 
Extreme reductionisms are the roots of ideology and the pow-
er to create or destroy connections between things in the world, 
but not of cognition, though the whole experience is present-
ed as if these connections “were discovered” (this aspect was 
mentioned in the section on cabalistic operations). Aside from 
this, extreme reduction increases or compounds the danger that 
the originality of a “reduced” phenomenon will be overlooked 
and will be replaced by a perception of “the one essential thing,” 
which rarely corresponds to it anyway, like a baby’s sucking 
a pacifier to copulation, or a stamen to a leaf. 
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Reduction, Paranoia, Power

The schema of extremely reductionistic thinking completely 
matches the thinking of paranoid people, who, of course, are 
able to exist in society without problems and are not hospital-
ised (paranoid thinking displays significantly over-developed 
though otherwise useful, necessarily complex components of 
the human psyche – the ability to reduce – and is usually linked 
more often to above-average formal intelligence). With para-
noia too, we are dealing with the reduction of the causes of all 
phenomena to one – during a famine in Gabon, even the raised 
prices of carrots is the work of a “Jewish Masonic conspiracy,” 

“global imperialism,” “globalisation,” or some similar universal 
cause – the marmalade is missing from the pantry because Mr. 
Jones next door (or aliens, or dwarves) stole it. Another com-
monality with reductionism is the production of stereotypically 
satisfying comebacks, based always in that same, confidential 
thought schema, such as “It’s like I’ve always said …!”, which 
can only prove true. Extreme reduction and paranoid thinking 
bring “order” to the world and increase one’s ability for action, 
at the price, though, of pushing so many “nonessentials” to the 
background that the result is not cogitation, but a para-religious 
travesty. Some types of reduction are accompanied by another 
kind of gratification – explaining the reputedly “high” as “low-
er” (if something is the root of the world, it should not be felt 
to be low – i.e., so long as we do not judge the world itself to be 
inherently vulgar, woeful, and feel that it should rather not ex-
ist – on the contrary, Haeckel, within the framework of the Mo-
nist League, saw a reason to venerate matter, mother of all the 
world’s marvels, just like the former creator deities). This sort of 
reduction consists in transferring events in the world to “Pluto-
nian” domains – money (and property) and multiplication (and 
sex) – the two fundamental commodities of Roman law and si-
multaneously, by way of their prurience and cunning, favou-
rite expository instruments of folk philosophising in taverns 
and on front-porches. On the one side, the whole procedure has 
an element of the dismantling of idols and showing their ba-
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nal and unpleasant interiors (sort of like finding out that the 
real reason behind Napoleon’s expansion of power was his no-
torious constipation – in this it resembles, and essentially coin-
cides with, tabloid journalism); on the other side is the post-pu-
bescent accent on one’s own ruggedness and “cynical outlook,” 
wanting to shock the petit bourgeois (this element is visible al-
so in avant-garde modern art, but today it has become a worn-
out, nearly purposeless cliché). It basically involves the replace-
ment of something attractively idyllic with something slightly 
appalling (it is dreadful and unpleasant in the Darwinian for-
est – solitary and social bees mercilessly compete, among other 
species as well as their own, for nectar and pollen; flowers de-
lude them with various dirty tricks, forcing them to carry out 
pollination while providing them with minimal nectar; male 
birds fight hopeless battles over territory, marked with song; 
Breughel’s picture “The Hay Harvest,” from a Marxist perspec-
tive, soon becomes bitter when we realise that the land owner 
has overworked the girls pictured for surplus value in the ac-
cumulate capital, leaving them with barely enough means to 
renew their strength for more work; even the Freudian image 
of a young mother with a little boy on a park bench can be dis-
agreeable if we think about all the twists and turns of the Oedi-
pal complex and child sexuality, not to mention the conflicts be-
tween mothers and their young theorised by sociobiology). The 
strong poetic-charismatic note and stylistic charm of their pro-
tagonists, with their “prophetic” characteristics, significantly 
influence the popularity of certain types of reductionism (Marx, 
Freud, Wilson), as has earlier been argued. Less catchy are re-
ductionisms such as atomism, which leave most people cold – 
for example, the idea that one’s wife is a lump of biomolecules. 

Though the main focus here is reduction in the natural sci-
ences, a completely similar process occurs in the humanities 
as well. Descriptions of societal processes linked with Foucault 
are ultimately reductions to power – the absolutely unquestion-
able hidden root of all human activity, which one must not rel-
ativise, analogous to money in Marxism (which is otherwise 
just a means of distributing power). This sort of consideration, 
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widespread in gender studies and elsewhere, can indeed be an 
important corrective to the “idealists” advocating “progress for 
the backward negros” or the “spreading of god’s word” willy-
nilly, but, in the end, it walks a line somewhere between sci-
ence and activism. The undeniably relevant notion that justice 
is always to a certain degree based on the “class principle” can 
bring about a catastrophe if it is consciously put into practice 
with a resignation of judicial “objectivity and lack of bias” (if 
the Church admitted that everything that it did was accesso-
ry to the execution of power and collecting of tithes, it would 
quickly fall apart). 

Reduction obviously involves neglecting certain components 
of the dualistically conceived subjective/objective world – the 
subject in this conception merely recognises the object but ne-
glects the fact that his or her desires influence both the object 
and the results of this cognition – this plays a fundamental role 
in the subatomic world (also neglected is the fact that the object 
also influences the subject and perceives it in a way: we look at 
a butterfly, the butterfly, at the same time, looks at us; in real-
ity there is no perception in which we are not somehow “entan-
gled” with the object or “contaminated” by it and which would 
not have consequences for us; and if this is not true, we cannot 
speak of cognition at all). There is no disengaged cognition (the 
Old Testament purposefully uses precisely this description for 
sexual relations – “and he knew her”) – it is not possible to look 
over something and walk away completely unaffected by it. If 
we do not contaminate ourselves with the object of perception, 
we contaminate ourselves by the method used; in the case of 
modern science, this is the main point. The world around us is 
surprisingly direct, and it always shows itself to us in the form 
in which we want to see it and how we, perhaps unconsciously, 
wish it looked (the reality that “indigenous peoples” tell eth-
nographers predominantly only those myths and stories which 
they want to hear, perhaps out of politeness, is one of several 
cases of a general tendency of this sort, and every “prophecy,” 
once formulated, manifests a tendency to fulfil itself through 
various channels). A. Koestler (1978) concisely notes that there 
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is never a lack of evidence for a theory which we, for some irra-
tional reason or other, have decided to believe. 

Overall, we could label reduction, whether in science or oth-
er fields, as a process of banalisation (and the accompanying 
undeification, as was previously mentioned) – something along 
the lines of “why are you surprised, it’s only …”. One cannot, 
of course, spend life in a permanent state of wonder over ev-
ery particular, but a certain degree of wonder is appropriate 
(the Greeks considered astonishment, thauma, as one of the basic 
human attributes and feelings and as the basis of understand-
ing the world in general). Conversely, it is necessary to balance 
the degree of this “banalisation” so that we do not come to re-
semble the caricatures of doctors in Commedia dell’arte or ide-
ological demagogues (a “demagogue” is merely a negatively 
received prophet, like a “terrorist” as compared to a freedom 
fighter). Jung’s reduction (and Portman’s, based on Jung’s) rep-
resents a rather discreet form, allowing for a relatively plas-
tic perception of the human and non-human world and, at the 
same time, does not shatter this worldview into a mosaic of in-
comprehensible particulars. For sure, it is not the only possibil-
ity, but it is necessary always to consider the purpose of our re-
duction and keep in mind that it is one of many possible types 
of reduction. We also cannot overlook the aspect of power (it is 
simply superstition to believe that successful manipulation re-
quires a knowledge as detailed as possible; it is precisely the op-
posite – Cortez did not know the intricacies of Mexican history, 
religion, nor anything of the language). 

Description

Description is a special kind of reduction – it involves canonised 
observations on the character of an object within the framework 
of a certain predetermined system which the person describ-
ing must make a relatively great effort to learn (it is generally 
known how difficult an assignment the descriptive essay is in 
school and how difficult it is for young students of the natu-
ral sciences to learn the morphological details of their objects 
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of study – people overlook, or at least understand differently, 
that which they were not specially made aware of, unless the 

“canon” clearly requires it; thus the Conquistadors’ first-hand 
descriptions of American animals are, from today’s perspec-
tive, so vague, fragmented, and odd). Certain types of descrip-
tion amount to something like “standardised views” which the 
informed are able to “decode” and thus more-or-less visualise 
or identify the object (that is why descriptive biology, as well 
as art history and geography, has much in common with cleri-
cal administration, and why taxonomy is among the hobbies 
of a number of lawyers; a judicial record is a “standardised im-
age” of crime, just as a description in a book is a “standardised 
image” of a certain species of fly. The practical use of various 
species charts hinges on this point – a person who knows the 
morphological nuances in the charts well enough to use them 
for identification can usually already identify plants or animals 
alone – for this reason, newcomers in the field will not under-
stand the charts, which are meant for the “brilliant imbecile”). 
In the realm of reduction, a number of a described object’s as-
pects are left out: Saint-Exupéry’s Little Prince is surprised that 
the geographer takes down each volcano in his attentive de-
scription of the little planet but rejects noting the rose because 
it is “transitory.” Reduction in description is not inevitable (it 
is a relatively modest form of reduction) and is rather difficult 
to learn. In Europe, verbal descriptions of nature began devel-
oping in the Renaissance and reached their peak around the 
year 1880 (this is the best period for descriptive disciplines in 
general). Since that time, interest in description – morphologi-
cal and, later, ethological – has been falling (it is no coincidence 
that Darwin is one of the most prominent exponents of this dis-
cipline). This phenomenon is related to the decreased interest in 
details in the 20th century, where science is again approaching 
the medieval scholastic law “de singularibus non est scientia” (de-
scription is ceasing to be a “scientific” activity, and descriptive 
fields such as geography are trying to redeem their reputations 
through “scientification”; whereas geographers used to be those 
people who knew where Sumatra was, I have now met some 
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who have disregarded this anachronistic descriptive approach). 
An interesting correlative to the decreased modern interest in 
detail is the clearing out of diversity in practice. While the vol-
umes on taxonomy are yellowing and becoming increasingly 
incomprehensible in book depositories, we are radically doing 
away with biodiversity – the most striking moment will prob-
ably be the destruction of the rainforests. 

The Problem of Anthropomorphism

Human enterprises, including diverse theories and modern sci-
ence, must necessarily be anthropomorphised if only because 
they are created by humans (if dogs had produced civilisation 
and science, they would certainly have been kynomorphised). 
Although science distances itself from anthropomorphism, it 
still is, and to a certain degree must, be anthropomorphic, 
though in a less uncompromising way than the ancient and me-
dieval worldviews, which thought of humans as the keystone of 
the world (Why do sheep exist? So that we can make clothing 
from their wool. Why bed bugs? So that their bites will keep us 
vigilant). Given that theories are for us, and primarily about us, 
they must also necessarily be somewhat anthropocentric (it is 
no coincidence that, in proportion to the number of species, the 
most voluminous literature is on primates; killing a chimpan-
zee is nearly a crime today, killing a dog is a terribly unpopu-
lar act, shooting a bird is suspicious – letting a fish die is more 
or less of no consequence, and the potential suffering of aphids 
sprayed with insecticide interests nobody at all, no problem 
is seen at all in grinding coffee – anthropocentrism is latently 
present in everything which we think and do). Efforts to expel 
anthropocentrism and anthropomorphism from our theories 
will not to lead to their extinction but to a displacement to some 
indirect or unconscious realm. Not for nothing is the result of 
these efforts merely negative anthropomorphism (Callois, 1960), 
which imagines non-human beings as functioning “exactly an-
tithetical” to, or “essentially different” than, humans. Descartes’ 
mechanomorphic conception of animals is a classic example of 
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this. It requires a strong faith to believe that a cat with a torn 
pad is simply emitting some screaming noises but that there is 
nothing to suggest that it experiences the situation as we would 
(it is interesting in general how modern science and modern 
thought sway between two extreme standpoints – that humans 
are either completely identical with animals or essentially dif-
ferent, usually without any reasonable intermediates, such as 
in de Waal, 1996). For the modelling of living beings, especial-
ly those closest to us, anthropomorphism is the most adequate 
method of comprehension, as they are structurally complete-
ly similar to us. Despite this, it appears much more “scientific” 
to explain a cat with the help of technicistic metaphors – e.g., 
it does not have an eye but a “photoreceptor.” A satisfactory 
relation to anthropomorphism, similarly as with the Jungian 
shadow, does not consist in frantically destroying it (which on-
ly seems to help), but in adequately recognising it, including 
its possibilities and restrictions. As has been previously men-
tioned, our tendency to unconsciously understand non-human 
beings and components of our unconscious personally and an-
thropomorphically is unusually strong and is a fundamental 
feature of our psyche (this phenomenon was already noticed 
by Xenofanes in the 6th century B.C. in the anthropomorphised 
representations of gods; other projections of unconscious con-
tent outside oneself are, or were, similarly “personally anthro-
pomorphic” – various fairies, sprites, elves, etc. came to be less 
taken for granted and more doubted after the popular influ-
ence of the Enlightenment and the accompanying “retraction” 
of projected imaginations into the unconscious, with the tradi-
tional sigh known from the work of protecting endangered spe-
cies: “there used to be so many of them!” – until they eventually 
disappear completely, and the hypertrophic contents of the un-
conscious, no longer in personal form, manifested themselves 
as an increased clientele for psychoanalysts and a purpose for 
the development of such fields. 
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Modelling

Biomorphic Modelling 

If we dismiss unsophisticated methods of vicariously repre-
senting and comprehending objects immediately inaccessible 
to us – for example, creating a model of a fox from clay – we 
can distinguish three basic types of approach to modelling. It 
will always depend on what we consider, whether consciously 
or unconsciously, to be the “exemplary being,” which we think 
of as primary and by which we interpret all other instances by 
analogy. If our object is a living organism, especially a human, 
then there is a tendency to interpret other phenomena analo-
gously to it – this is known as biomorphic modelling (Topitsch, 
1958; this is the source of the applicable terms used here). The 
immensely engrossing Gaia hypothesis (Lovelock, 1979) has its 
roots here – understanding the world as a complex, living or-
ganism; in archaic thought we find the interpretation of forests 
or grasses as the earth’s hair, rivers as its veins, etc. One of the 
fundamental reasons behind the unwillingness of all North-
American Indian tribes to switch over to agriculture was their 
fear that ploughing the earth might hurt it and that it may take 
revenge (e.g., by earthquakes, light “tearing” of the crust, etc.). 
Biomorphic modelling of social phenomena will be treated in 
the chapter on aggregates and their parts. It is not at all difficult 
to interpret animals by analogy with humans, and it has been 
done to considerable detail (the communal twirling of storks 
before take off was thought of as “stork courts,” steam emanat-
ing from the forest meant that “foxes were baking bread,” etc.). 
Even more interesting are the tendencies to construe human ar-
tefacts biomorphically and adapt them to “humanised” forms 
so that they will have greater emotional impact on people. Thus 
there is the tendency to distinguish the “head” on a number of 
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things; buildings are often mildly anthropomorphically des-
ignated as having a prominent “head” part – e.g., the national 
museums in Prague or Vienna, where the windows are often 
interpreted as eyes. Car bodies, for example, have significant-
ly biomorphic shapes, though perhaps closer to the outer ap-
pearance of beetles than of humans; cars also have two eyes 
(headlights), though one or even three lights would do for il-
luminating roadways; it is generally common to give artefacts 
a “human” dimension. The most open form of perceiving the 
world in this way is observable in young children, who lay their 
toy train, for example, on its side in the evening because it is 

“going to sleep” or who often see “mouths,” “eyes,” and other 
details of their own morphology in things or see events from 
a mythological perspective (in Ancient Greece, rain meant that 
Zeus was urinating on the ground). Even the abiotic world is in-
terpreted in this way – storm clouds are gloomy, lighting strikes, 
storms rage, surf beats the rocks, mountains have foothills and 
heads, etc. Somewhat more moderate than mechanomorphic 
modelling, and essentially a special form of biomorphic mod-
el, are those cases where an animal is an exemplary being for 
the interpretation of humans, who are understood through its 
mode of being (in the behaviouristic school, the laboratory rat; 
for E. O. Wilson, ants). Thus, where we once saw rats and ants 
in an anthropomorphic way, we have now come to see humans 
in a rato- or myrmekomorphic way. 

Technomorphic Modelling

Technomorphic or mechanomorphic modelling is precisely the op-
posite process, taking a machine as an exemplary being and 
interpreting the world through analogy to it (in recent times, 
further metaphors from electronics and cybernetics have been 
mingling with this; see Koestler, 1967 and Koestler & Smythies, 
1969). Surprisingly, artificial analogues of something natural 
have always been highly regarded: glass flowers, marble conch 
shells, mechanical animals, and other automated machines 
from the Renaissance era; in future, there will surely be arti-
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ficial emotions in electronic instruments. Modern science has 
basically adopted this view of the world (Descartes saw clocks 
as “exemplary beings,” i.e., the most perfect, and living bod-
ies as similar, highly refined mechanisms, outside our ability of 
discrimination), which is generally seen as the most “scientif-
ic” (a nice early example of the mechanomorphic conception of 
humans, surprisingly reasonable in many respects, is the work 
of Lamettrie, 1748; not coincidentally did biologists in the 17th 
and 18th century turn their attention from vertebrates to insects 

– a beetle works much more like a mechanical toy than a dog). 
The modern prevalence of technomorphic metaphors is basical-
ly caused by the mistaking of order, commonly found in the 
world, for expediency, mechanically functioning (this does not 
coincide with Kant’s concept of Zweckmässigkeit, as the latter has 
an aesthetic side as well – Zweck here is equivalent here to “pur-
pose”). Technomorphic metaphors gradually shift according to 
the current level of technology, from completely mechanical to 
electronic, to computer (it is a question whether such metaphors 
in a Christian context would attract more than the pastoral met-
aphor, for which there is little experiential foundation today: “. 
. . he who does not connect to my server cannot enter the King-
dom of Heaven . . .”). 

The tendency to understand the world through human arte-
facts is an ancient one and is reflected in a number of names 
(swordfish, bottle-nose dolphin, spectacled bear, foxglove). 
Mechanomorphic metaphors have been used for a relatively 
long time (in the 2nd century, Mani explained the redemption 
of the world, the “extraction of light,” with the metaphor of the 
water wheel), and we should add that, other than mechanical 
toys, machines were used very little even in the time of Des-
cartes. It is worth noting that basal ideas about mechanics and 
technology are in some way archetypally embedded in the hu-
man psyche (for some mechanical principles, there are scarcely 
no models in the natural world – for the principle of the wheel 
there are, at most, the dung beetles’ little rolled balls of dung; if 
we look at the genesis of individual technical innovations, we 
can see that they almost never came about through the imita-
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tion of nature). If humans did not have innate, latent assump-
tions regarding this type of activity, they could not have execut-
ed it on such massive scales (Wallace’s well known brain-teaser: 
where did the psyche of the Dayak people of Borneo get the 
ability to perform root functions and the relatively quick possi-
bility of learning these numerical operations when nobody had 
ever done them on Borneo, and certainly not their distant bio-
logical predecessors?). A certain degree of innateness of tech-
nomorphic ideas leaves the now-realised technical fantasies of 
Roger Bacon (13th century) and, even more so, Jules Verne, to 
be seen in a slightly less genial and visionary light (incidental-
ly, children have a tendency to allusively imitate a number of 

“adult” and “civilised” acts, including several religious and sci-
entific operations even before they have seen adults do them); it 
seems that these vague templates can, but need not, be filled in 
with concrete, “technically mastered,” and culturally transmit-
ted content). It is similar with notions about hierarchies, which 
are apparently also inherent in the human mind – the similarity 
of military and clerical rankings, zoological and botanical sys-
tems, demonology and angelology, and perhaps even the peri-
odic table of elements is startling. 

Sociomorphic Modelling

Especially significant for biological theory is sociomorphic mod-
elling, a theme already treated by the author several times 
(Komárek 1989, 2003 – chapters on Darwinism and sociomor-
phic modelling), and which will therefore be discussed here 
only briefly. Human societies have a bias toward understand-
ing themselves cosmically (more on this later), i.e., in order for 
them to be legitimate, they must govern themselves by prin-
ciples such as macrocosm (“as in nature, so in society” – a para-
phrase of the archaic “as above, so below”). Although a deep 
analogy between the functioning of a society and of the world 
exists, it certainly is not as apparent and simplistic as human 
expectations would require (a total identification of both would 
make it impossible to distinguish society as such; society would 
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be part of a natural process, and the question of their potential 
harmony would never arise). Thus it is that from the rich “buf-
fet” of natural phenomena, each society chooses those which 
confirm the fundamental, constitutive principles of that partic-
ular society and represses the others (this takes place at a very 
general level – for example, emphasising stochastic principles 
in nature by societies with a free markets and democratic tra-
ditions; conversely, emphasising centralisation and planning 
in the Baroque era – the Sun as King of the solar system, God 
the Creator as a Grand Designer, etc.). This does not mean that 
the phenomena we observe in nature do not exist and that we 
only project them ourselves (in fact, there is an inexhaustible 
amount there, but only social analogies allow them to stand out; 
when they recede again into the background, understanding of 
them disappears). The most crystalline example of sociomor-
phic modelling is classic Darwinism with its projections of Vic-
torian England and its social catalysts – population explosion, 
competition, struggle for existence, survival of the fittest – onto 
nature and the “re-explanation” of it in these terms, where the 
principles which drive and perfect nature and society are the 
same (Marx noted this soon after the first edition of On the Ori-
gin of Species … in a letter to Engels from June 16th, 1862; there 
was a later observation by Radl in the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury). Another Englishman, Wallace, independently came upon 
the same theory at the same time (in the 1850s), also inspired by 
Malthus and his studies in population and economics (1798) – it 
is completely impossible to imagine a medieval monk or an In-
dian Sage having Darwin’s opinions, in contexts where all com-
petition was suppressed. Biological theory is never, except in 
rare exceptions (Lysenkoism in the Stalinist USSR) consciously 
and deliberately amended to fit society; on the contrary, glimps-
ing our reflections in nature is experienced as a discovery of na-
ture’s true essence, and our joy is that much greater upon see-
ing that the same forces govern both worlds. The tendency to 
project ourselves elsewhere and then glimpse our “estranged” 
image is very strong in people, as has already been explained; 
living nature serves us in this purpose expediently – whether 
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it be with the help of a fable from Aesop or LaFontaine or mod-
ern ethological studies. Here are just a few of many examples: 
ancestral societies tend to project an ancestral structure onto 
the living world (to the Ona tribe, from Tierra del Fuego, the 
eagle owl was the uncle of the hummingbird; in German, there 
is a relict of this tendency in the word Bienevolk – “bee people, 
nation”), the static and hierarchical European Middle Ages saw 
the living world in the same manner; Pliny the elder described 
drones as bee “slaves.” When the elements of market and com-
petition weaken in society (Bismarck and Willhelm’s Germany, 
Stalinist Russia), there suddenly arises a tendency to weaken or 
deny the biological significance of natural selection; Lysenko’s 
biology went further, emphasising active conformity to condi-
tions, like the basic means of human survival in the tumultuous 
purges of the Soviet Union (the collectivist 1960s also brought 
the concept of kin selection). Dawkins’ concept of the selfish gene, 
trying with all means for self-assertion and distribution in the 
maximum number of copies is a faithful reflection of an iso-
lated individual’s attempt to succeed in a post-industrial infor-
mation society, perhaps in thousands of replications on televi-
sion screens, on the pages of illustrated magazines, or citations 
of his work (in this scheme, other genes or people are merely 
a substratum which helps us achieve something – but the goal 
is the maximum distribution of oneself, not others). The goal of 
a gene is surprisingly similar to the goal of the average citizen 
today, just like the goal of a plant or animal in classical Dar-
winism was similar to the goal of a Victorian. A special prob-
lem arises when biologists are asked about “human nature” so 
that ethical norms can be adjusted appropriately; given that so-
ciomorphic projections see contemporary constitutive princi-
ples in nature and in human nature, the whole process becomes 
a self-affirming cycle. This typical problem is treated in the fol-
lowing box. 

The idea that individual egoism is a driving force of the 
structure and functioning of society (Hobbes, 17th century) 
significantly preceded the projection of this idea onto nature 
(Darwin and especially Neo-Darwinism). Similarly, the idea 
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of social progression (Charles Perrault, beginning of the 18th 
century) preceded the first notion of progress in nature (La-
marck) by a century. It is no coincidence that the one serious 
and systematic attempt to present altruism as a constitutive 
element of the living world comes from the socialist revolu-
tionary Peter Kropotkin (1902), equipped with considerable 
biological knowledge. It would be interesting and certainly 
successful to correlate studies and data on infanticide in na-
ture with the gradual establishing of birth control and legali-
sation of abortion in Euro-American society (it is typical that 
individual cases of the killing of offspring were, up until that 
time, interpreted as an artificial phenomena caused by the dis-
turbance of the human observers). Georges Cuvier, an active 
participant in the French Revolution, deemed sudden disrup-
tions (révolutions) of the Earth’s crust, cataclysms, the constitu-

Box: Ethics and its Pitfalls 

It would seem that ethics and aesthetics, theories about what is good 
and what is beautiful, are the most fundamental things which people 
could occupy their minds with .  In reality, it is often exactly the oppo-
site – these are the most tricky areas of theory, even though we feel 
that the distinction of good and evil, beautiful and ugly, has a solid 
foundation and is a category of perceiving the world which is embed-
ded in our psyche .  Notions of beauty and good are closely linked in 
many languages but rarely coincide; in other languages, the notions 
of “beautiful” and “young” are closely linked, and I know no language 
which does not distinguish between good and evil .  As the opening 
of Genesis nicely suggests, the differentiation of good and evil comes 
with the division of the natural order – the “expulsion from Paradise .”  
Initially, ethical norms must be arduously built, as people originally go 
on instinct; archaic mythologies do not judge – e .g ., whether it was 
good or evil of Kronos to eat his children .  A nice example of an early 
ethical system, rich in rules and prohibitions, is Zoroastrianism or an-
cient Judaism .  Good and evil are here separated from context – one 
must participate in one and eschew the other; desirable and undesir-
able acts are enumerated individually .  It is typical that, in latter times, 
ethics and its minutiae became a favourite mostly for those schools 
which also cultivated mathematics and logic – the world of dichotomy 

– for example, the Arab and Jesuit schools .  



Modelling / 115

It is a vexing question whether carrying the categories of good and 
evil over to the non-human world has any sense – pollination or the 
consummation of fruit by birds make a good impression on us, whi-
le brutal predation or parasitation make a bad one .  Considering that 
animals perceive the “good” and “evil” which they encounter similarly 
as we do, there is no reason why one should insist entirely that natu-
re is “valueless .”  Many universals are also valid in the relationship of 
humans to non-human beings – Macaws seem beautiful to all peoples, 
and caimans are practically universally seen as ugly; if we realise that 
this involves a state of mind, and not the “substantial” characteristics 
of things, then there is no reason to be ashamed of such judgements 

– thoughts and emotions are not so markedly distinguishable .  Upon 
closer inspection, we realise that good and evil are, at root, intertwi-
ned, and that they have a tendency to roll over on each other (not only 
in the sense that all bad things are good for something, but also that 
all good things are bad for something); to be “good for” something 
is something fundamentally different than being “good” in an onto-
logical sense – what is, is, what happens, happens, and it is “good” or 

“goodbad,” but difficult to refuse .  Although the successful functioning 
of society (at least the European type) requires easily discernable rules 
about good and evil, it is a sign of maturity to see that it is better to 
accept the world as a whole and our individual fates than make radi-
cal revisions . 

tive factor in the geological and palaeological history of the 
earth. We here arrive at another moment of human projection 
onto nature – psychomorphic modelling – the reflection of sig-
nificant experiences, constitutive moments, and psychological 
characteristics of the individual in his understanding of the 
natural world – e.g., Darwin and his predilection for sexual 
selection, with which he himself had very good experiences 
versus Wallace, who had negative experiences in this regard, 
and his denial of the existence of sexual selection in nature. 
More recently, Amotz Zahavi (1975, 1997) used the experience 
of his ancestors in ghettoes in formulating his handicap prin-
ciple; psychomorphic modelling is a big temptation especially 
in the field of psychology, where every psychologist is actual-
ly an “exemplary being” unto himself – if he does not realise 
this and announces his observations as universal principles, 
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as Freud did, he will run up against a certain psychological 
plurality and variability in others. 

This is not to say that all observations of the living world 
merely represent projections of the social world alone, but that 
the living world is a mirror to us in the sense of the previous-
ly discussed Rorschach test rather than an object of research 
sine ira et studio. Statements about the world, then, are primar-
ily statements about ourselves (the goal is not so much elimi-
nate sociomorphic modelling, which is not much possible, as 
rather to create an awareness that it always accompanies our 
reflection about the non-human world – the Greek image of 
Olympus is basically a “sociomorphic projection onto the world 
of gods”). That which is interesting in the living world stands 
out first through comparisons of several sociomorphic models 
of those things, just as two descriptions are better than one in 
Gregory Bateson’s method or bioptic vision is sharper than the 
view from a single eye (consider the understanding of bee colo-
nies, always present in human history, from the “tribe” model, 
such as Bienenvolk, to Aristotle’s “macho” model, headed by the 
king, to the Darwinian model of refined fitness for the success-
ful competition for nectar and pollen with solitary bees).
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inTeRpReTaTion

In the widest sense of the word, we understand interpretation 
to be the rendering of something in a context different than the 
original or the relegating of a phenomenon to a different con-
text (the theory of interpretation and interpretive methods is 
called hermeneutics, after Hermes, the Greek god of interpreta-
tion, and the opening of new horizons). 

How Should We Interpret Texts? 
Interpretation and Power

In our culture, interpretation is usually understood as interpreta-
tion of texts or verbal statements; however, the notion that a text 
requires interpretation is relatively recent, only with us since Late 
Antiquity (after all, a text is already an interpretation of some-
thing outside the text; an interpretation of the text, therefore, is 
a meta-interpretation). Textual interpretation is widely learnt in 
schools but, unfortunately, in a very unfavourable way. (What 
did the poet mean by this? Well, he meant exactly what he said, 
and if he meant something else, he would have said it differently; 
interpreting a text as having a “secret,” encoded meaning, though 
widespread, is exceptionally unfortunate when it does not in-
volve an actual code, which is rare; of course, common texts are 
encryptions in their own way, as letters are in no way similar to 
sounds). A typical textual interpretation is, for example, a trans-
lation to another language or an explication of a given text (an ex-
plication is usually understood as a “re-rendering” of something 
in words more understandable to the listener or verbal commen-
tary on a nonverbal phenomenon; in the end, one’s own under-
standing consists in getting used to something, as the depths of 
a thing will always remain “unconstrued” – commentary is an 
attempt to integrate things into the intellectual and conceptual 
world, overcoming the original strangeness). 
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Every interpretation, of course, has in it elements of manipu-
lation and violence and is actually a demonstration of power, as 
mentioned in chapter on words and “verbal magic.” An inter-
pretation such as “Byron is a romantic” is not so far from “Hun-
garians are the enemy,” and it determines in advance how the 
object will be thought of and dealt with. Art criticism also cre-
ates relationships and inserts things into different contexts – it 
is the discovery and implementation of preconceptions which 
the author and the object then have difficulty divesting them-
selves of. The relation of interpretation and power is beyond 
all doubt, and all propaganda is essentially a deliberate reinter-
pretation of the past and present and a positioning of them in 
a desired context, on a societal as well as individual level. This 
concerns not only “big” politics and states but also the interpre-
tive efforts of every individual (interpretation is always labo-
rious and violent, often significantly so) in creating a persona, 
connected with the displacement of events unpleasant and not 
congruent with the whole through censoring from conscious-
ness to the unconscious. Thus the overall image a person has 
of himself, as mentioned in the section on the persona and the 
shadow, resembles a legitimating myth or the official biography 
of a dictator rather than a “historically accurate” description; 
encounters with the remains of otherwise repressed realities in 
the outer world are then a source of disillusionment and anger; 
that which totalitarian dictators do consciously and in public is 
basically the same thing which most people do unconsciously 
and in private; we have already discussed the significance of in-
terpretation of the poorly coordinated conflict of forces in and 
us and around us. 

Interpretation, obtaining from a text another text, has become 
an unusually widespread activity, and its results fill the world’s 
libraries in unbelievable amounts. In the course of their more-
or-less canonical interpretation and exegesis, there accumulates 
around “canonical” texts such as the Bible, Koran, Vedas, Tao-
Te-Ching, I-Ching, etc., as well as some scientific works, a lit-
erature which dwarves the original text by several orders of 
magnitude and founds its own cultural and intellectual constit-



interpretation / 119

uency (it is good to keep in mind that the greater part of “wis-
dom,” and certainly craft, is always in the interpreter – what is 
actually being interpreted matters little; even a recipe for chick-
en soup, having been placed in a canon of sacred texts, would 
attract material for a never-ending exegesis – the text is “bot-
tomless” in this respect, just as with living beings). Canonical 
texts must contain something substantial, of course; otherwise 
they would not become canonical. 

This type of reasoning has been significantly projected onto 
the discovery of genetic codes in living organisms and is direct-
ly related to the eremial roots of European thought. The con-
cept that there is something like a book in a living organism, 
a fly for example – a text, whose interpretation the fly engen-
ders (some sort of equivalent to the Biblical creation by words) 

– is very obscure. Without the existence of this idea in another 
context (text as preeminent, life-giving, requiring exact trans-
mission), research in this field would have floundered for a long 
time or would have proceeded in a different direction (molec-
ular biology differs conceptually with the eremial tradition on 
one significant point – the latter would never accept that errors 
in copying could be a source of innovation; conversely, the “pro-
hibition” of Lamarckism is in complete agreement with it – the 
transmission of three-dimensional structures into written re-
cords is the domain of humans and cannot happen in the non-
human world). A living organism and its appearance are the re-
sults of interpretive efforts in the “exegesis” of the genetic code; 
this is actually a translation to the three-dimensional context of 
the body. 

In the interpretation of human texts, there is a habit of trying to 
reconstrue the author’s intent (Schleiermacher’s concept of mens 
auctoris). This is a difficult thing to do, if it is possible at all, be-
cause most authors do not include interpretive commentary with 
their texts and, as has already been mentioned, the fundamental 
intellectual standpoint and contemporary assumptions behind 
a text are not included, which makes it extraordinarily difficult 
to understand culturally or historically distant texts (the experi-
ence of authors with literary criticism is interesting, in this re-
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spect, when they have written a few novels based on relatively 
clear ideas and assume that they know what they expressed in 
them). Considering that unconscious elements of the personal-
ity participate in the writing of texts (including various speci-
alised or scientific texts), the author’s own interpretation is just 
one of many possible interpretations, and the questions arises as 
to whether it is, in fact, the most important one. The feeling that 
man is “written through,” i.e., he is not the writer but the vehicle, 
is inherent in all poets and writers of sacred texts since ancient 
times, is often very intensive and alienating, as remote layers of 
the unconscious are considered numinous foreign to the ego. Ev-
ery text has several readings, sometimes very inconsistent, and 
that which a later age appreciates can be something complete-
ly incongruous with the author’s original intention – that is, if 
we assume that there was a single, conscious intention. Different 
methods of interpretation are “jealous” of each other (jealousy is 
a very archaic characteristic, easily observable not only in people 
but also in animals, and is seemingly a universal principle), sim-
ilarly as different poetics (which represent original methods of 
interpreting the world linked with certain words and traditional 
ways of arranging them).

Signs and Omens

It is not only texts which invite interpretation, but also phe-
nomena in the world around us – primarily so in archaic ways 
of thinking. Archaic humans felt they were somehow intended 
and addressed by the world. Every single event which they saw 
could become the key to understanding the rest of the world or 
themselves. This feeling, somewhat marginalised in modern hu-
mans though still more or less latently present, can be invoked in 
its full strength by certain psychotropic substances, e.g., psilocy-
bin (leaves on trees suddenly start waving to you, in the textured 
bark you see images and signs meant for you; this sort of experi-
ence of the world is otherwise preserved only by young children 
in our culture). The interpretation of diverse “signs” was part of 
the basic “job description” of soothsayers in all cultures, from an-
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cient times up to today. The superstition associated with a black 
cat crossing one’s path is a relict of a completely widespread way 
of thinking which looked for meaningful messages, often with 
the help of trained interpreters, in all kinds of phenomena in the 
living and non-living world. The Etruscan council of priests mi-
nutely analysed and classified individual cases of lighting strikes 
and made decisions regarding the present and the future based 
on them. Roman haruspices made divinations by the insides of 
sacrificed animals (this tradition dates back further, at least to 
the Babylonians; elaborately inscribed clay models of livers for 
the training of young adepts have been found), as did augurs 
from the flights of wild birds or the willingness or unwilling-
ness of sacred chickens to peck a ritual cake – in the later phase of 
Antique Rome this tradition, which impinged on everyday poli-
tics and the management of wars, was criticised and eventually 
abandoned. Pliny the Elder expresses amazement at how impor-
tant things are left for hens to decide; the truth remains that in 
the age of Roman imperial expansion, this method was not det-
rimental to their success, while at the time of the fall of the em-
pire, the transition to more sophisticated methods of governing 
did not save them. Oracles are an inseparable part of bureaucrat-
ic systems and are always used on some level, whether in the Ro-
man manner or consulting the I-Ching in China, or in the form 
of elections, when a fathomless power guides the hand of “the 
people” (it seems that the “cat’s cradle,” and other string forms 
derived from it, were initially fortune-telling instruments before 
they were children’s games). 

The Sacred Oak in Dodona rustled meaningfully, not ran-
domly, as it appears to us today (only trained interpreters, the-
ologoi – this is the original sense of the word – knew how to de-
code and interpret messages; the unintelligible exclamations of 
the Delphic Oracle, though verbal, were also of this sort – they 
were understood as a sort of “compressed” enunciation). One 
can also find Latin, Greek, or Hebrew letters, as well as Arabic 
numerals, on the wings of many butterflies. 

Malformations and mutants traditionally attracted special at-
tention (monster is from Latin monstrare  – showing, pointing – 
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hence also demonstrate), which were interpreted as a sign, al-
ways a bad sign, suggesting bad governance. 

In traditional societies with a feeling for “the cosmic,” the rul-
er was responsible not only for “human” affairs but also for the 
cosmos as a whole; the job of Chinese emperor, “son of heav-
en,” included maintaining harmony between heaven and earth 

– the birth of a disfigured baby or animal could mean that he 
is governing poorly and should be dethroned or at least that 
he should do penitence. Although the opposite idea has slowly 
been asserting itself since ancient Greece and Rome, this con-
cept of a “cosmic empire” had somewhat of a revival in the Sovi-
et Union and in Nazi Germany – the state again began to inter-
vene in the sphere of human affairs and conventions (exceeding 
the boundaries of the Greek nomoi), in the “conquest” of space 
(ancient China even had a ministry for the orbits of celestial 
bodies), in human reproduction, etc. A related tendency here 
is the covering up of not only potential political encumbranc-
es – uprisings, famine – but also epidemics and natural disas-
ters – if Lake Issyk-Kul were filled in by a landslide, it could cast 
a bad light on the Soviet government, even though from a West-
ern point of view nobody could blame them (there are other ar-
chaic aspects by which the Soviet Union resembled the states 
of the early Bronze Age – centralisation, centralised redistribu-
tion, etc.). After the explosion of the Chernobyl nuclear power 
plant I read a newspaper article, partially a product of imagina-
tion, about the appearance of various mutants in the surround-
ing forests – a transposition of the same archaic idea into the 
modern era: the bad government neglects the maintenance of 
a reactor, it explodes, and its radiation causes the appearance 
of mutants. From today’s perspective, the case of mutants is 
about a relatively indistinct, vexatious error during embryo-
genesis, and the time when Albert of Cologne was called all 
over Germany (as a Dominican, he had to go on foot) to inter-
pret the hatching of a two-headed goose is over; the examples 
given demonstrate how shifting the interpretive frame changes 
the view on what is “accidental” and what is “necessary,” what 
is fundamental and what is not. 
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This entire conception, which sees in the world an unusual 
number of correlations on a synchronistic basis, comes from the 
observation that from a particular, as from an epiphenomenon, 
one can deduce the course of future events or the future state 
of the world or some of its parts (smoke is an epiphenomenon 
of fire, as a rainbow is of rain, the colouring of leaves is of au-
tumn, etc.; astrologers, as previously mentioned, traditionally 
saw indicators in the positioning of celestial bodies, not causes 
behind the quality of the times, influencing events on earth). Of 
course, this is not about causation but symptoms, similarly as 
a rising thermometer is not the cause of the warming up of wa-
ter in a pot (instruments of measurement such as thermometers 
or voltmeters are only artificially prepared and standardised 
phenomena of the same sort as when a professional soothsayer 

“extorts” synchronicity, perhaps by drawing lots or the oriental 
preparation and subsequent interpretation of coffee grounds. 
Even the modern world asks its soothsayers to interpret various 
signs – for example, lines on a seismograph in relation to future 
earthquakes. Schizophrenia can cause hypertrophia of this oth-
erwise normal human tendency to interpret “signs” (just think 
of how much educational effort is spent in teaching children to 
think causally and not in this way) – if a person predicts a raise 
in the price of carrots or the coming of a war with Pakistan 
based on the green colour of his neighbour’s socks, it is com-
mon to send him to a psychiatric hospital; if a person judges 
what sort of food a restaurant will serve based on how it looks 
outside, or if an experienced biologist looks at a given location 
from the window of a train and concludes what grows or lives 
there, it is customary to indulge them, even though all of these 
are just different degrees of the same phenomenon. 

How Should We Interpret Living Organisms?

Historically, there has been a symbolic/moralistic basis to the 
favoured methods of interpreting the living world, as in the bes-
tiaries of Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages, where every ani-
mal was the embodiment of a Christian virtue or a vice, for the 
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education of man. In this fashion, the Italian Jesuit Bosio (1610) 
interpreted the passion flower, whose individual parts pertain 
to all the attributes of Christ’s passion – the crown of thorns, 
blood stains, nails, hammer, cross, etc. The “canonised” meth-
ods of questioning which modern science allows in relation to 
living organisms are rather remote from those of the above-
described tradition. After the Cartesian revolution, a question 
such as “what does a crow mean” can no longer be asked (e.g., 
Master Claretus wrote in the 14th century that “a vulture means 
war”); at most we can ask “what is the position of the crow in 
the evolutionary dendrogram of the family Corvidae?” The 
question “what are crows for” is completely prohibited in this 
context; the question “why do crows exist?” would come with 
an answer about the evolutionary mechanisms of their origin 
in the style of an Aristotelian causa efficiens. Linnaeus, in his 
Oeconomia naturae (1749), would have answered this question 
with a description of the crow’s place in the “natural economy” 
designed by God – from this perspective individual species are 
necessary and adjusted to each other. After the Darwinian rev-
olution, oaks no longer generously produced acorns for boars, 
jays, mice, and others, but for themselves – what had appeared 
as charity now began to appear as a glaring oversight (not even 
Darwinism can answer the question as to why oaks do not form 
seeds of the type that dandelions do – easily dispersible and of 
little dietary interest to animals). 

There is also no longer the pre-Darwinian habit of being aston-
ished at how the Creator arranged everything so well that, for 
example, fallen leaves do not accumulate in forests, as they im-
mediately decompose (in Antiquity there was amazement even 
at the fact that nostrils are situated exactly at the place where 
the upper airways end – the Darwinian revolution “explained 
away” amazement of this sort). On the other hand, modern sci-
ence has two answers to the question “why do crows have feath-
ers” – one historical/evolutionary and one functional. 

Of course, Biology too has its own hermeneutics, called upon 
especially when a direct experimental approach is not possi-
ble – in palaeontology, for example, and, naturally, in evolution-
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ary biology and taxonomy. This involves a complex exegesis of 
what is and is not essential, which attributes have what value 
and how they ought to be interpreted. Naturally, it is not only 
non-human phenomena which prompt interpretation, but also 
human artefacts of a non-verbal nature – the entire history of 
art is concerned with this theme. If we see the way in which 
questions are asked here, the divide between the humanities 
and the natural sciences is well demonstrated. The difference 
in methodology is so large and interpreting between both con-
texts so difficult that the two branches of human education, dif-
fering mainly in their hermeneutics, prefer to ignore each oth-
er. How would questions about drawings on antique amphorae 
come across: “was their purpose to entice consumers to drink 
the wine contained in them? Or, conversely, were they meant 
to discourage uninvited guests from drinking it?” Or ques-
tions about a deer: “what does he want to express by his ant-
lers? What is he suggesting? Why did he choose these ones over 
others?” Portmann’s “exegesis” of living organisms attempts to 
bring both types of hermeneutics closer to each other because, 
among other reasons, natural and cultural processes, as will be 
argued later, are fundamentally similar and our learning about 
the world is basically uniform. 
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docTRine and The beaReRs of Knowledge

A doctrine arises through a systematic interpretation of the 
world in a single direction – a coherent system of thought in 
which man and the world are interpreted and which can be 
passed on through instruction (not for nothing do most Euro-
pean languages have the same or similar words for tradition and 
betrayal – in the sense of “giving over,” similar as in the case of 
consciousness and conscience). 

The Archaic Intellectual

Even the oldest human societies had specialised bearers of 
knowledge – shamans – who, of course, do not much resemble 
the representatives of later systems of cultivating knowledge – 
only part of their knowledge is passed on from teacher to stu-
dent. A number of adepts, therefore, do not consciously choose 
this combined priestly/therapeutic intellectual calling; on the 
contrary, they often fear that they will “become shamans” – it 
involves, rather, a sort of quick, spontaneous course of “psy-
choanalysis” or, more accurately, an integration of archetypes 
(see Eliade, 1952). A predisposed individual goes, nearly over-
night, from a timid, solitary child, wandering about in nature 
and deserted places and ridden with various psychosomat-
ic problems, to an archaic intellectual; during this process, he 
suddenly realises “how things are”; an entire world of spirits 
opens to him. At the same time, with the beginning of active 

“witchcraft,” he also goes through a metamorphosis in that his 
health improves and he “finds himself” – if this does not occur, 
his life will be a short one, whether because of health or social 
reasons. Like a sacrificial goat in the Old Testament, he draws 
the collective Shadow and the resulting persecution to himself, 
often resulting in death. If a person chosen for this “vicarious 
liquidation” (such scapegoats, pharmakos, also played a signifi-
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cant role in the ancient Greek tradition) manages to avoid his 
fate, perhaps through the above-described metamorphosis, he 
becomes a sacred person, if not directly a leader – such ostra-
cism with the threat of being destroyed as the “essentially Oth-
er” is sometimes the path to the throne. The shaman thus be-
comes untouchable, in both senses of the word, in a mixture 
of the respect and veneration toward a person who knows and 
governs hidden powers and the abhorrence and secret taunting 
associated with the fear of such a person’s potential power of 
revenge. In this archaic sentiment, we can already see a prefig-
uration of all of the positive and negative attitudes toward the 
bearers of knowledge in all “advanced” societies (as with all ar-
chetypal ideas and feelings, these attitudes are essentially du-
alistic, ambivalent, and dependent on the momentary context; 
and whether it is a secretly powerful hero or a sad character in 
a lonely hovel outside the village who prevails will depend on 
the context). 

Institutional and Systematised Knowledge

The difference between this and later states is merely that the 
knowledge of shamans is not “normalised” (and therefore less 
likely to be based on a canon) – it is simply “fine tuned” through 
training and retains its individual characteristics. Nevertheless, 
it already has all the social functions that later, more compli-
cated, “systematised” doctrines will fulfil – it can answer all 
questions, be they of a practical nature (what, when, and how 
to do, or not do, something) or of a theoretical nature, condi-
tioned only by human curiosity and questioning. The bear-
ers of knowledge answer such questions for both “the people,” 
who have only a fragmentary knowledge of their doctrines and 
must therefore be “instructed,” and for the governing powers 
who consult them in many circumstances. The ruling class is 
not typically identical with the bearers of knowledge – the lat-
ter merely interact with the former in an advisory and custodial 
capacity but usually do not mix with them. This “advisory” ca-
pacity usually involves teaching about what is good and what 
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is evil and predicting future events. An interpretation of the 
world is developed to a certain boundary, beyond which emerg-
es the horizon of “the unknown,” where it is not “proper” to in-
quire further. 

(Questions and answers at Oxford University, 1400 A.D.: Why 
are swans white? Because the Creator wanted them to be white. 
And why did He want that? Well, we don’t know, but the Cre-
ator, in His wisdom, certainly knew what He was doing. 2007 
A.D.: Why are swans white? Because the colour white was se-
lected for during their evolution. And why was it selected for? 
We don’t know, but because it was selected for, it must have had 
some reproductive advantage. We can see from this compari-
son how far we have come from medieval obscurantism.)

Before the bearers of knowledge, the first wave of this indoc-
trination is conducted by parents, who, during the period of 
the child’s “why?” (somewhere between two and seven years 
of age), perform their role of imparting the beliefs and opinions 
common to their particular society. In some societies, the bear-
ers of knowledge were reproductively separated from the rest of 
the population (Brahmins in India, the priestly caste in ancient 
Egypt); in others, their reproduction was inhibited (the Catholic 
clergy, Buddhist monks). Both systems have their advantages 
and disadvantages – the first, passing on knowledge through 
family tradition and leading to priestly dynasties, is generally 
more archaic and less effective. The second, conversely, allows 
talented boys to rise to the ranks of the bearers of knowledge, 
though their descendents typically do not rise to the role or, less 
typically, have no hereditary claim to it at all. Modern science, 
by its nature, resembles the second type, even historically, for, 
as a university discipline, it developed from an ecclesiastical 
structure; its practitioners are not prohibited from reproduc-
ing, but their results are not generally encouraging, especial-
ly not when considering the further continuance of the “inher-
ited” tradition (a nice example of this “schism/non-schism” is 
the case of the son of a distinguished Czech taxonomist of in-
sects, who chose a career in synthesiseng insecticides). Heritage 
is found rather in medical circles, though medicine is more rep-
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resentative of a specialised and prestigious trade. The basic dif-
ference between “old” and “new” doctrines is that “new” doc-
trines, at least in principle, are not secretive – on the contrary, 
they have missionary ambitions (Buddhism, Christianity, Is-
lam, Marxism, modern science, as well as certain schools of phi-
losophy – stoicism, for example). The “publicity” of a doctrine is 
never as simple a matter as is usually declared – there is always 
a relatively large distinction between the “initiates,” especially 
at the upper levels, and the “common” adherents, to say noth-
ing of the “common” people. The places where the “shamans 
and magicians” of a particular society operate are also architec-
tonically distinguished. A sacred building is understood as one 
whose cost is clearly out of proportion with its practical func-
tion and which demonstrates the mystery and power which ac-
cumulates within its walls (as the Reformation showed, divine 
worship can be carried out in a simple barn; nevertheless, Goth-
ic cathedrals towered immensely over the sea of houses in me-
dieval towns). In Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment secu-
lar states, in which the “bearers of knowledge” are scientists, 
the “sacred” was transferred from religious architecture to the 
buildings of museums, universities, and academies of learning. 
These buildings typically bear elements of traditional religious 
architecture (Marmara University in Istanbul has elements of 
the Cordoba Mosque, Lomonosov University in Moscow has 
elements from Orthodox churches, etc.). The most impressive 

“scientific” sacred structure is probably the Natural History Mu-
seum in London, a colossal building in a combination of Byzan-
tine and Indian styles with friezes decorated with archaeopter-
yx and pterodactyl motives, columns decorated as the trunks 
of lepidodendron and sigillaria, whose extreme appearance, 
just as in Gothic cathedrals, combines a deep reverence toward 
science with a playful joke. With their shining marble, granite, 
brass, and original paintings, banks are undoubtedly today’s 
sacred structures. The financial elite have taken the position 
of “thaumaturge” away from the scientists, performing their 

“paramagical” activities – numerical operations on computers 
in the imaginary and phantasmal world of finance – where is 
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the gold coin in the coffer or the gold bars in the safe today? Ev-
erything these days is virtual, though not less effectual – recall 
the previous chapter. Banks and their directors have a funda-
mental influence on the everyday life of large territories and 
populations – the old school of witchcraft, for whom bewitch-
ing a neighbour’s goat was several days’ work, would die of jeal-
ousy. Certain concepts of folk “black magic,” such as hanging 
a cloth from a tree and drawing from it the milk of somebody 
else’s cow, have now been realised in the complex world of post-
modern finance. High finance requires people who operate on 
intuition rather than descriptive calculus, resembling the idea 
of the “shaman” more than the established roles of scientist or 
priest. Just like their predecessors, scientists in the Enlighten-
ment, the financial bosses did not eradicate the prior bearers 
of knowledge but kept watch over them in carefully guarded 
reservations. Modern scientists have tolerated church appara-
tuses, and kept them in check, “for the satisfaction of the re-
ligious needs of the backward segments of society.” And just 
as many an enlightener or Marxist take the last rites on their 
death-bed, modern scientists, with their various special skills, 
can be useful to the “magical” financial elite, which constitutes 
(apart from the general momentum of society) the primary pur-
pose for their cultivation. Although there is usually only one 
dominant worldview in a society, two or more often operate in 
parallel, one of which is typically gaining in renown and the 
other receding. Often there are also relics of previous or im-
ported worldviews – anything that was once established is hard 
to get rid of completely. A doctrine is vital only so long as it lives 

“in people” – if it exists only on paper, it is basically dead and 
will not survive future archiving or book burnings. Theories 
and worldviews compete and bear grudges against each oth-
er. The spectrum can be very wide – from peaceful coexistence, 
as with Shinto and Buddhism in Japan, to the “uneasy” rela-
tionship between Bön and Lamaism or Christianity and mod-
ern science, to open, bloody persecution as between Marxism 
and other religions (also worth mention is the ardent hatred of 
Richard Dawkins and E. O. Wilson towards established religion 
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perceived, willingly or not, as competition). Dawkins’ concept 
of “memes,” closed intellectual units which are jealous of each 
other, hate each other, try to colonise “virgin” minds and repro-
duce in the greatest number of copies, to the detriment of oth-
er memes, is certainly an ingenious observation. The concept 
of the selfish gene is only a less cheerful, direct sociomorphic 
transposition of this observation, valid primarily in the human 
world, onto non-human nature (just as classical Darwinism de-
scribes the world of early capitalism better than living nature). 
Many theories proclaim nonviolence, but no recent doctrine has 
disseminated non-dissemination. Sometimes two theories, nei-
ther of them achieving dominance, can at least divide the world 
between them, perhaps like religion and science during the Ear-
ly Modern “old alliance” – one claimed the material world as its 
jurisdiction, the other, the spirit and the other-worldly. 

The Technology of Salvation

Along with mutual emulation, theories have another thing in 
common: salvation (if we understand “salvation” as a form of 
personal rescue from without, like throwing a life-preserver 
to a drowning person, and not “from within,” as “conscious 
self-unity”). It is a common belief that man and the world are 
somehow in need of salvation, i.e., the rescue or improvement 
of their imperfect, bleak, agoniseng condition. There are vari-
ous methods of countering this: Buddhism treats melancholy, 
sorrow, and existential anguish by extinguishing desire and 
the ego, the causes of suffering; Christianity uses the “good 
news” about resurrection and blessed eternal life for the good; 
Marxism uses the promise of a fair reorganisation of society 
and access to temporal estates; modern science uses a dose of 
synthetic antidepressants. All “redemptive” theories, despite 
their “salvation,” somehow have a tendency to interpret the fate 
of man as predestined, whether by the decree of God or the 
gods, one’s own worthiness in previous incarnations, through 
social means, biological heredity, or whatever else (one can al-
most imagine the fates as purring fibrils of DNA). It is interest-
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ing that all of them (with the exception of Marxism) ultimately 
advise people to recognise their fate, whether by looking to the 
stars, the Book of Fate, the results of gene sequencing, or a bank 
statement, and to accept it. This means that one should not di-
rectly resist fate but work within it for the best possible scenario 
as an expression of “free” will. This is probably a good place to 
mention the “semantic field” of the Greek word tyche: fate, co-
incidence, necessity, luck, yield, social status. A person’s life is 
as pliant as the webs of a spider, spun under different circum-
stances and in different places; it changes according to which of 
a complementary polar set of roles the individual plays – the ex-
ecutioner and the executed already know how they are meant 
to behave. 

Individual theories have a tendency to belittle the practical re-
sults of other theories and see them as a trick meant to dupe the 
believers – Cicero, a stoic, once wrote of the Roman augurs: “I 
wonder how two can meet without laughing at each other.” Nev-
ertheless, all theories produce some sort of practical results, usu-
ally rather significant, similarly as do nearly all of the dozens of 
schools of psychotherapy with mutually contradictory theoretical 
views (for more on this, see Feyerabend, 1975, 1978). The paradox 
of the salvation of a doctrine is, among other things, that a doc-
trine which announces itself as salvational and manages to con-
vince a large number of people becomes eo ipso salvational (this is 
related to the previously-mentioned “availableness” of all being, 
especially the human psyche when facing a thesis which is will-
ingly “affirmed”). It is not only that such theories employ each 
of their proponents full time in the “saving” of others, which al-
lows them to forget about their own problems and imperfections 
for a long time, but at the moment when the “better tomorrow” 
finally comes, it brings its faithful servants a wealth of tangible 
social advantage – acknowledgement, power, riches. Such people 
think that these advantages are well deserved and are a natu-
ral outcome of the doctrine – that it comes at the expense of oth-
ers usually escapes them. This creation of the New World and 
New Man, sometimes more aggressive, sometimes less, in some 
way unites all of these theories – they are all the last, perfect, and 
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uniquely true, while any others are childish inclinations at best. 
The question of when a doctrine becomes an ideology is an inter-
esting one. Seemingly, this occurs when it is simplified beyond 
a tolerable limit, similarly as when art, through excessive direct-
ness and simplification for the masses (they can also be intellec-
tual masses) becomes kitsch. Even though in its “popular” form 
it is still clearly similar to its “sophisticated” form, its results can 
only be destructive. 

Science: Secular Religion?

Part of ideologisation is that the findings of a theory begin to be 
treated in a catechismal or religious manner, even where they 
were not originally meant to be – the most significant examples 
being political economy in Marxism, racial anthropology in Na-
zism, ecology in “ecologism,” sociobiology in Wilson and other 
propagators. There has always been something “para-religious” 
about these theories, but in an abstract, non-charismatic way, 
not connected with lending a hand toward “the repair of every-
thing” and “pulling heaven down to earth.” The Middle Ages, 
with their religious wars and millenarian ravings, would seem 
less preposterous to us if we were to look at the events going on 
around us through the lens of religious studies. Many authors 
have noted how modern natural science has become a full-on 
secular religion (Feyerabend, 1975; Komárek, 1989; Lewontin, 
1991), which indicates that the problem is “in the air” and is be-
coming generally evident. Scientism is not the belief that scien-
tific truths are relevant – everybody who has eyes can see that 
they are; scientism, or, rather, fundamentalist scientism, is the 
belief that only scientific truths are relevant, and that the world 
can only be discussed in a scientific discourse. An observed 
truth, unfortunately, has a tendency to be jealous of all others, 
similar to the sin of shirk in Islam – associating other divine be-
ings with Allah. Feyerabend (1975) suggested the “scandalous” 
imperative of a separation of science and state, which to many 
seemed just as absurd as the separation of church and state did 
in the 17th century, even though this process was, in fact, already 
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in progress. Nothing is more instructive than to compare the 
historical development of modern science with that of an es-
tablished religion – Christianity, perhaps, or Tibetan Lamaism. 
Here too we see a development from something primarily expe-
riential (though perhaps psychologically experiential) to some-
thing non-experiential and transcendent. 

 Just as other systems of thought, modern science also has 
tendencies to persecute heretics (the history of Kammerer’s La-
marckian heresies is enthrallingly related in Koestler, 1971), en-
couraged by, or thanks to, its one-sided emphasis on a single as-
pect of the world. Persecution of drug users could also be seen 
as a phenomenon analogous to the persecution of heretics in 

Box: To What Extent is Modern 
Natural Science Empirical? 

Late European humanism and the Reformation brought about an ex-
ceptionally important intellectual development – a definitive scepti-
cism toward the interpretation of sacred texts, for centuries the fun-
damental source of knowledge and the constitutive element of the 
medieval world .  The return to Hebrew and Greek copies of the Bible 
brought about many findings in linguistics and textual criticism but 
not the desired goal: the “correct” method of interpretation which all 
Christendom (and the Pagan world, in the best case) would conform 
to and which would be constitutive for teaching and for the practical 
behaviour of man in the world .  This led, in the late Renaissance, to the 
doctrine of “the two books” – holy scripture and the “book of nature” 

– both of which contained fundamental information about the Crea-
tor .  Whereas the first, written in human language, is easier to read, it 
affords a thousand and one different interpretations .  The second is 
written in planets, mountains, crystals, trees, animals, etc ., and is ex-
ceptionally difficult to decipher, but, if understood correctly, offers 
a single, infallible image of the divine order behind the world .  Thus 
modern science engenders a special new form of piety, unburdened 
by the tradition of textual interpretation, though exceptionally chal-
lenging considering the amount of research to be done .  This new sci-
ence ought to be experiential, founded on empiricism, and not rev-
elational truths .  This empiricism, however, soon distances itself from 
common experience .  In its own way, alchemy was much more empiri-
cal and is more a forerunner of biology than modern chemistry – its 
worldview was distinctly “biomorphic .”  The notion of transmutation 
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– the transformation of one substance, or “chemical body,” as they said, 
into another – is a trivial, every-day occurrence (though not that of lead 
into gold): grape juice, through fermentation, turns into wine or, later, 
into vinegar; iron rusts; butter goes rancid .  Everyday experience, on 
the other hand, does not confirm the basic concepts of modern sci-
ence – the law of conservation of matter, the atomic structure of mat-
ter, etc .  A candle burns down and is gone, and it is necessary to declare 
gas, and even energy, in the end, as “full-fledged” forms of matter so 
that the desired law will still be valid (in this regard, it is also interesting 
to note other “laws of conservation” as well: the “law of conservation of 
guilt” in Hinduism and Buddhism and the law of conservation of value 
in modern economic theory – both are older and have a great number 
of assumptions) .  Also, we can divide a cube of the above-mentioned 
butter indefinitely without ever coming to the last butter “atom .”  The 
versatile world, which always slips through our fingers and metamor-
phoses uncontrollably, causes our weary minds to want some footing, 
some plane on which nothing changes (it is precisely because it does 
not change that gold enjoyed so much attention and awe among al-
chemists – the discovery of aqua regia caused a great sensation) .  For 
the same reason, it is necessary to translate qualitative properties and 
changes into quantitative ones .  An apple, originally green, sour, hard, 
and hanging firmly from the stalk, reddens, softens, and sweetens as 
it ripens and eventually falls .  A great deal of craft and intellectual in-
vestment is needed to translate this process of qualitative change into 
a cascade of chemical reactions, where atoms of individual elements 

– carbon, oxygen, hydrogen, nitrogen, etc . – represent a level of per-
manency and where the whole event is explained as the mutual com-
bination and separation of these elements .  Not only living organisms, 
but even substances which from the point of view of everyday experi-
ence seem simple (soil, for example), seem like unusually complex and 
indecipherable amalgams from this point of view .  “Fire” would also be 
seen, from the experiential perspective, where we necessarily do not 
perceive it today: in warm-blooded organisms, peppers and their spicy 
substances, geothermal heat, compost and dung heaps, and in “latent” 
form in inflammable substances – wood, oil, petroleum, etc .  It is good 
to remember Jung’s emphasis on the psychological dimension of the 
tradition of alchemy – a sort of model of the metamorphosis of the al-
chemist’s soul based on the transformation of substances in a retort 
and the induction of this process through the repeating of laboratory 
ceremonies somewhat in the spirit of Bushidō (the way of the warrior) 
or Shadō (the way of tea), which in Japanese Zen Buddhism produce 
the desired enlightenment through extensive repetitions of exercises 
in martial arts or tea ceremonies (from the point of view of later chem-



136 / nature and culture

istry, a number of alchemical experiments seem absurd and pointless) .  
Qualitatively envisaged changes also almost necessarily represent an 
evaluative, if not directly ethical, aspect of the entire process – fresh 
meat is better than spoiled, an intact sabre better than a rusted one, 
pure metal better than a mass of minerals, sugar better than mind-
numbing alcohol (or vice-versa) .  The empirical path originally led to 
the “lengthening” of sense perceptions – in the case of sight, for ex-
ample, with the aid of the microscope or binoculars; it is interesting 
that inspecting objects under a microscope is of incomparably great-
er significance than listening to them with a phonendoscope, micro-
phone, hydrophone, etc – sight is undoubtedly the most “scientific” of 
all senses .  Later, direct sensory evidence was no longer necessary, as 
indirect methods of “visualising” elementary particles, atoms, or mod-
els were used .  An enormous amount of ingenuity must be exercised 
for this, and we can jokingly imagine its implementation in a different 
way: on the screen of a demonoscope a vague blotch appears on the 
spot where Beelzebub is situated .  Demonologists communicate with 
each other with the same ease as do scientists, only in a different par-
adigm .  Thus in the course of history, science becomes a new meta-
physic, an interpretation of the hidden order of the universe which is 
contrary to experience and intuition and visible only to those in the 
know (we should here remember that metaphysics consists of topog-
raphies of psyches, not of a transcendental order) .  A slight chill comes 
over the normal person .  The periodic table of elements, in its formal 
aspect, resembles Early Modern diagrams of angelic and daemonic hi-
erarchies – names like “praseodymium” or “Marbuel” sound just as ar-
cane to the ears of the laity as do the names of the signal cascade pro-
teins or Neoplatonic archons .  Modern science, then, is everything but 
simply experiential – it is, in the end, a new metaphysic unconscious-
ly connected to older traditions of metaphysics .  It harbours an enor-
mous power, of course, and requires an induction lasting several years 

– at least 21 years to the doctoral degree alone .  It led to the atomic 
bomb and atomic reactors and to genetic engineering .  Of course, one 
could say that “old” systems of metaphysics were naïve and that only 
now do we know “how it really is .”  That would be similar to the claim 
that early Christians were expecting the imminent end of the world 
out of stupidity, whereas today the world is “actually” threatened by 
an ecological disaster .  The idea that the only authentic reality is play-
ing out during our lifetime is deeply ingrained in us – before our birth 
the world somehow “did not exist .”  But the cyclotron would not have 
come about without collective human activity and collective human 
belief .  In global finance we can see how powerful collective faith is – 
gold, the dream of alchemists, is not to be found in most banks .  
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the Middle Ages or Early Modern period – their hallucinations, 
after all, do not hurt anybody else, but they “defile” the objec-
tivistic conception of the world and, therefore, the basic prin-
ciple of consumer society. Fundamentalist scientism begins at 
the moment when truth in general is identified with scientif-
ic truth (“nulla cognitio extra scientam” as a parallel to the me-
dieval “nulla salus extra ecclesiam”), and when it is denied that 
truths outside of science can be relevant in any way. Resistance 
to fundamentalist scientism does not consist in doubting the 
relevancy of scientific findings – no reasonable person will de-
ny these, and their relevancy in the realm of science and tech-
nology is obvious – but in the acknowledgement of the compa-
rable relevance of non-scientific knowledge when speaking of 
the same things in a different discourse. All theories eventually 
have a tendency to become insular, reductionist, rationalistic, 
definitive, and functionalist, if not mechanistic, and quantita-
tive; impact factors and citation indexes are just a more modern 
analogy of the purely quantitative judgement of the requiem 
mass, indulgences, tithing, or the click-clack of Tibetan prayer 
wheels. This usually happens during the time before the doc-
trine in question takes on the character of a competitively com-
bative, precisely logical game, such as European and Tibetan 
scholastic disputations. One detail is typical of the atmosphere 
of such discussions, visible in any monastery – a Tibetan dispu-
tant places his hand on his opponent’s face and slaps it with his 
other hand, signifying a slap. Discussions in some branches of 
contemporary biology go round in a similar manner. “Games” 
of this sort (or even chess, for example) are an attempt at ex-
tracting definitiveness from the world; they are otherwise logi-
cally cohesive, but, fundamentally, they do not lead to anything 
substantive, and nothing really new comes from them – real 
novelty arises from another type of “game” with an imagina-
tive component – puppet theatre, for example. Absurdly de-
tailed questions like “how many angels can dance on the head 
of a pin,” asked within a narrow framework of unchallengeable 
boundaries, eventually allow a doctrine to become like a sports 
tournament and lead to the extinction of the interests of more 
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provocative people and of the discipline as such – contempo-
rary evolutionary biology, for example, has taken on all of the 
above characteristics. Even if European scholasticism, before its 
peak, had attracted the best minds, it became laughable after 
two generations and was relegated to the periphery – down-
fall and loss of prestige can come very quickly; the situation in 
evolutionary biology today could be called “sciolasticism” (sci-
ence + scholasticism). Although there are various renaissances 
and reformations in the rise and fall of a doctrine, it is difficult 
not to see an analogy between modern science as a whole and 
late medieval or Early Modern Christianity (in some branches, 
the prevailing mood is one of late scholasticism, in others, it is 
more like that of the Trident Council), with maximal personnel, 
enormous financial means, and the construction of large, pres-
tigious buildings, all arising within the recent past. In some cir-
cles, the atmosphere of a besieged fortress is spreading – un-
swerving confidence interwoven with petulance and the scent 
of enemy plots, and “pseudo-science” is growing over science 
in an impenetrable thicket. Naturally, people eagerly await fu-
ture results of science and technology – in popularised notions 
of genetic manipulation, for example, that we will be able to 
send a fertilised egg to a specialised firm which will remove the 
genes for lentiginosis, bad behaviour, alcoholism, and bowlegs 
and will add the genes for immortality and beauty. At the same 
time, there are voices calling for reform; considering the size, 
momentum, and various entanglements of the system, howev-
er, reform is basically not possible. There is no viable alterna-
tive in sight, and perhaps little Voltaires are already wriggling 
in cradles (one must not forget that the self-assured intellectual 
triumphalism of the Catholic Church held out until about the 
1960s – nearly two hundred years after the French Revolution). 

Ecclesiomorphic Structures

For the type of structure that maintains more sophisticated 
doctrines, it is appropriate to introduce the term ecclesiomor-
phic structure (from Greek ekklesia, church, assembly, and morphe, 
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shape). It involves, basically, the bureaucratic administration of 
a certain paradigm. 

“Hieratic” literary genres are typical for ecclesiomorphic 
structures, wrapping trivialities in vocabulary understood on-
ly to insiders (and still with difficulty) and far from everyday 
language, thus giving the whole affair an air of mystery. Ec-
clesiomorphic structures present, above all, a method for the 
acquisition of relevant knowledge and, in fact, for establish-

Box: Paradigm 

A paradigm (from the Greek paradeigma, grammatical pattern) is the 
fundamental intellectual outlook of a particular doctrine, a sort of in-
tellectual lens through which every case under review is seen, not un-
like using prior cases as precedents in legal practice .  The term itself 
was introduced by Thomas Kuhn in his now-classic book (1962) which 
began the discussion on the significance of paradigms; Koestler (1959) 
simultaneously examined a similar theme but did not introduce a per-
tinent term .  Unlike the Catholic Church, to take an example, science, 
at least officially, does not have a canonical collection of forbidden or 
approved theses, and does not establish paradigms by proclamation 
but by the acceptance of theses, often not expressly formulated or ex-
pressed .  A particular paradigm – the heliocentric theory in astrono-
my, for example – is preceded by a whole series of “silent” paradigms 
tacitly assumed and, for many practitioners of theory, not consciously 
formulated – this includes, for example, the belief that information ob-
tained from our own research according to specific models is more val-
uable and relevant than information from other sources (dream, poetic 
inspiration, visions, etc .), the belief that the universe is understandable 
on principle, that such understanding is desirable, and others .  Every 
paradigm is able to explain the whole range of phenomena which the 
universe (or the world of its field) affords, but in certain cases it does 
this more easily and convincingly than in others, where it is more con-
strained, resembling a crumbling building supported by various sorts 
of stilts and girders, somewhat like the supporting pillars of a gothic 
cathedral .  The geocentric Ptolemaic paradigm worked on this sort of 
complicated problem-solving, positing several epicyclic movements 
to the movement of the planets across the sky – the orbits of fixed 
stars and the sun, on the other hand, were easily solved .  The Indian 
reincarnation “paradigm” easily provides an answer to the question of 
the variety of human lots and prospects after birth – they are the re-
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wards of past deeds, whereas the Christian worldview must posit an 
unfathomable “divine purpose,” the scientific world view must posit 

“coincidences,” etc .  There is no material objection or experiment which 
could compromise a paradigm – this only results in its further devel-
opment and “fortification” against its critics until it becomes a grand 
self-affirming system .  An important part of the activity of religious 
and scientific systems is the repeated affirmation of their paradigmatic 
viewpoint, connected with a collective reassurance in faith and mul-
tiple repetition: mantras, declarations of belief, liturgical ritual; struc-
turally, the delivering of constantly similar papers in symposia and at 
conferences is of the same class of phenomena .  A certain type of per-
son finds deep satisfaction in this mode of behaviour, confirming it in 
an eternal return of the same – a sort of infinite rhythm; intellectual 
regularity is an agreeable thing, but the psyche stagnates here .  Cer-
tain phenomena which in the framework of a paradigm “should not be” 
need to be unconditionally “explained away” – e .g ., in natural theology, 
which Darwin still had to deal with, God’s all-embracing goodness is 
nicely seen in the mutual success of plants and insects as concerns pol-
lination, or the distribution of seeds by fruit-eating birds, for example, 
but much less so in parasitical tachinids or ichneumon wasps, whose 
larvae eat caterpillars alive from the inside .  In this case, it would be 
necessary to say that the loving Creator is limiting the number of cat-
erpillars so that they will not eat all the vegetation, including human 
crops, or that the caterpillar does not feel it, etc . (similarly, contempo-
rary sociobiology shows that there is no altruism in nature because it 
is not supposed to be there) .  A paradigmatic system determines what 
will be accepted as proof, which can vary from case to case (Roma locu-
ta, causa finita) and determines what is “bunk” and what is “fact .”  The 
etymology of this word, taken from facere, to do, and signifying some-
thing done or completed, factum, predicates something very far from 
the nature of a “fact” as something created primarily by ourselves and 
our interpretive acts, something which does not exist independent of 
humans – that is, not “bare reality”; in the laboratory, the “absoluteness” 
of facts takes on plasticity .

Every paradigmatic system is “perfect” in itself and cannot be dis-
puted by anything but another paradigm .  The trouble lies in the fact 
that a paradigm carries with it the extraordinary emotional potenti-
al of its proponents, who are often willing to sacrifice even their lives 
for it .  Arthur Koestler pithily observes that the human willingness to 
sacrifice oneself for one’s own interests is relatively small and socially 
manageable, whereas the same ability in the service of “higher” ideals 
and paradigms is astonishing and completely uncontrollable – for eve-
ry thief there are dozens of “defenders of the truth” with no inhibitions 
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whatsoever (advanced consumer society has managed to subdue this 
tendency a little with its incessant buzz and flood of banalities, but at 
an inordinately high price, and the latent threat is still always there) .  
Whenever it is necessary to found a “committee for the defence of the 
One Truth,” it is a grave matter – a truth which needs to be defended 
is somewhat precarious; truths, as opposed to untruths, are somewhat 
more substantial, “carry more weight,” can stand alone, their “upkeep” 
requires less energy, and disrespect of them is punished (similarly as 
with virtue vs . vice) .  With the truths of surgery, toxicology, or gravity, 
excessive pride and blasphemy are punished immediately and practi-
cally; with trespasses against the truths of human nature or economics, 
punishment is somewhat delayed, but it never fails to come (the seven-
ty-year wait for the definitive collapse of the Soviet system, natural-
ly, seemed long for those involved) .  Everything which exists indepen-
dently of us is, in some way, true – we can verify the truth of slugs in 
any random field or garden .  We can identify categories of truth wi-
th physis, nature, which also has deep roots: our attempts to capture 
nature in words or mathematical formulas are, at best, approximations, 
if meaningful at all .  A new paradigm always has to struggle against the 
older one – the whole phenomenon generally resembles generational 
replacement, as very few people are able or willing to change a para-
digm they have adhered to, and it is usually not “socially acceptable .”  
Galileo’s concession, though lacking inner conviction and made out of 
fear, is seen as a “tarnish” on the well known astronomer even today 
(see A . Koestler, 1959) .  During the transition to a new paradigm, phe-
nomena which had been seen as uninteresting, atypical, peripheral, or 
non-existent suddenly become central, exemplary, and important .  At 
the same time, of course, the new paradigm does not usually provide 
a suitable interpretation for all of the phenomena which the previous 
one had clarified – e .g ., the Foucault pendulum, swinging indepen-
dently of the Earth’s rotation, is interesting in a fundamentally New-
tonian universe with absolute motion in geometric space, but is an 

“embarrassing” anomaly requiring further explanation in an Einsteini-
an universe .  We cannot say that all paradigms are equally good – cer-
tainly some are more acceptable than others – but the transition to 
a new paradigm, albeit a more sophisticated one, is never without los-
ses, and a complete paradigm, requiring no correction, which would 
explain absolutely everything it “should” is merely an idealised ficti-
on .  The idea that every paradigm shift constitutes “progress” toward 
even “better” and “more perfect” paradigms (perfect how?) is also an 
idealised fiction .  Popper’s concept of the falsification of hypotheses 
and their eventual acceptance or rejection is an attractive, ideal sche-
ma, but in the practice of science, is probably as useless as a manu-
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ing a monopoly over it (it is all the same whether it involves 
a canonised interpretation of sacred texts or canonised experi-
mentation with the material world – the method is not adequate 
in itself – only in its application; we can say that a description 
of Mozart’s exact chemical composition at an elemental level 
would be “true,” but it would be of little use in understanding 
the phenomenon of Mozart, just as a shovel is an ideal tool for 
digging sand, but not for a cornea operation). In this way, eccle-
siomorphic structures dispose themselves of truth itself and be-
come a “bureaucracies of truth,” hierarchically organised and 
extended by external cooptation. Surprisingly, there is a great-
er push for uniformity in these structures, such as Sunni Islam, 
Protestantism, or modern science, which are governed by gen-
eral consensus (consensus doctorum), not unlike the operation of 

al for knights on the everyday practice of crusading or the theory of 
the three estates for sociological analysis of the Middle Ages (cogniti-
on is more the result of authenticity than the result of strictly definable 
methods) .  In reality, the power of paradigmatic outlooks (the majority 
of which are not falsifiable) is so strong that it influences the setting of 
experiments and their interpretation in ways favourable to the para-
digms themselves .  It is much more accurate to say that a certain para-
digm “has” a person than that that person “has” a certain paradigm 

– it really is something like “possession by a meme .”  The transition to 
a new paradigm is much more influenced by social atmosphere and 
structure (as was presented in the chapter on sociomorphic model-
ling) than by the results of painstaking research and consideration .  It is 
not possible to effectively criticise a paradigm “from within,” for if we 
accept all of its bases, terminology, and methods of argument, we find 
that after a long period of intensive interpretive work, everything has 
been optimally worked out and logically connected .  Criticism, then, 
can come only from outside, whether we slam our fist on the table and 
cry “nonsense!” or simply announce that we do not believe its “articles 
of faith” – the Thomistic theology of high Scholasticism is a mighty for-
tress only for those “within” that educational system, whether already 
lurking inside or trying to break in; for a person with a different intel-
lectual background, it is a collection of interesting observations and 
bizarrely presumptuous oddities (similarly, Heidegger’s texts are gran-
diloquent, hieratic statements on banalities to the “uninitiated”) .  
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a small town or village, than there is in structures which are 
fully centrally governed.

The Catholic Church of the Middle Ages and Early Modern 
period is the most typical form of ecclesiomorphic structure, but 
other institutions fulfil the criteria just as well: churches, mod-
ern science, communist parties in Eastern Europe in the time 
when they still had a monopoly on truth, obtained through 
exegesis of the “sacred texts” of Marx and Lenin, and various 

Box: Bureaucracy as a Phenomenon 

We can define bureaucratic administration as an arrangement in which 
a certain extensive set of phenomena, which under normal circumstanc-
es would preclude any meaningful function due to its lack of transpar-
ency, is allowed to govern and control .  It is a phenomenon which has 
arisen independently many times in history, seen in the more complexly 
structured empires following the agricultural revolution (no instance of 
bureaucracy among hunter-gatherers is known, and in pastoral groups 
it is seen only rarely, in rudimentary form) .  Bureaucracy is most often 
linked with writing, but this connection is not totally necessary – the pre-
viously mentioned Incan Empire, a bureaucratic system par excellence, 
did not have writing proper, only book-keeping symbols .  Considering 
that the capacity of the human memory for people and other details is 
limited nearly to that which is useful in one’s ancestral community, with 
few exceptions, bureaucratic administration is a necessary expedient in 
governing larger collectives (larger groups can also operate, in the short-
term, as “super organisms” in a sort of “prestabilised harmony,” but it is 
a transient phenomenon bound to moments of historical extremes and 
the leading of masses by charismatic leaders) .  It is fundamentally a ques-
tion of the technology of power – bureaucracy, like any other technol-
ogy, allows even average individuals to accomplish what was earlier the 
privilege of the exceptional (similar to how professional military strategy 
can bring success to those who are not born Caesars or Kutuzovs) .  What 
is more, bureaucracy is very important for stability – it helps to preserve 
things which would quickly vanish without it; the term preservation is 
not used indiscriminately here, as the result rarely corresponds with that 
which was to be saved, and it is a common lamentation that “it’s not 
what it used to be” (the Christian Mass resembles the Last Supper prob-
ably as much as a prune resembles a plum or a snake in ethanol resem-
bles a living snake); it is similar with social “institutions” – e .g ., marriage is 
this sort of “preserved” form of a love affair .  
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With a writing system and the preservation of texts, a sort of “exter-
nal memory” is formed, with all the pitfalls that come with preserving 

“frozen words” – “what is written, is written,” said Pontius Pilate, an 
experienced public administrator (official records create the “first rea-
lity,” a sort of caricature of Platonic ideals, according to which bureau-
cracy orients itself, taking the reality outside of its world into account 
only occasionally) .  A characteristic story is that of the strike during 
the Old Kingdom in Ancient Egypt of civil servants, the higher-rank-
ing of whom demanded the right of immortality, which only pharaohs 
enjoyed (the strike crippled the whole Kingdom, and since that time, 
there can be no doubt about the immortality of bureaucrats) .  Bureau-
cracy is also a very effective defence against the “magic” of competi-
tion – not by chance were the proceedings of witch trials carried out 
with extreme precision and diligence .  The exact observance of ritual 
also leads to the formation of “clerical liturgies,” which, like other ritu-
als, seem to be efficacious in themselves .  Bureaucratic systems gen-
erally make a magical impression on the unbiased observer, as was 
mentioned in the chapter on language and writing .  Bureaucratic ad-
ministration can be established on practically anything, but it primar-
ily arises in connection with the collection of taxes and fees (we have 
already seen its application in theoretical paradigms) .  Just as mecha-
nomorphic modelling, bureaucracy is a projection of innate concepts 
of “machines,” in this case onto social structures .  Here there are also 
efforts for exactness, mutual exchangeability of individual bureaucrats 
(the “components” of the machine), non-overlapping divisions of ju-
risdiction, etc . (the doubling up of jurisdiction, typical, for example, of 
Hitler’s Germany – Sicherheitsdienst / Abwehr; Waffen SS / Wehrmacht – 
works in the short-term thanks to the competition for increased effec-
tivity, but leads to confusion and collapse in the long-term) .  Bureau-
cratic systems can develop de novo, but usually they take their form 
from some preexisting model (e .g ., Roman administration was the 
model for European bureaucracy; Chinese administration, the combin-
ing of administration with education and literacy, was the model for 
bureaucratic systems of the Far East; the oldest continually function-
ing bureau is probably the Papal Curia, at 1,500 years old) .  Besides their 

“mechanical” characteristics, bureaucratic systems have certain “organ-
ic” characteristics – for example, an uncontrollable tendency toward 
growth, separating itself from the outside world, closing itself off and 
leading a rich “inner life,” linked with an ever-increasing amount of in-
ternal paperwork and circulation of documents (even the secret police 
are bureaus by nature, which becomes fateful for them – e .g ., the East 
German STASI) .  Bureaucratic structures also have a tendency to crea-
te their own internal judiciary – the system of grant agencies is one of 
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them; and various audits and evaluations play a big role in their functi-
oning, looking for “dry branches” or “centres of stagnation .”  Individual 
parts of a bureaucracy have a tendency to seek independence, increa-
se their autonomy, and drift away from their original purpose, dischar-
ging their content and ritualisation – such a tendency is typical of all 
living systems, which bureaucratic apparatuses, assembled ultimately 
from living persons, undoubtedly are .  Various regularities in the ope-
ration of bureaucratic systems – e .g ., their quantitative increase over 
time (somewhat analogous to Cope’s law in biology), their method of 
choosing candidates, their financial dealings, etc . – represent a humou-
rously affected, though utterly true, form of Parkinson’s law (1980) or, 
in a less lively form, Crozier’s book (1963) .  The aim of a bureaucratic 
system is not only stability but averageness, or slightly above avera-
ge – anything above average or otherwise exceptional has no business 
here .  If the number of reactions in a flourishing bureaucratic system 
exceeds a certain limit, it will crumble under its own weight (the fate of 
the Roman, Ottoman, Habsburg, and Soviet empires) . 

It is worth noting just how many points in common modern science 
has with bureaucracy .  This primarily involves the desire for repeatabi-
lity of experiments (completely identical with the desire for repeatabi-
lity or reversibility of clerical procedure), seeing mechanicalness as an 
ideal, the desire for reliability and certainty, and the creation of “nor-
malised,” mutually interchangeable workers .  It is no coincidence that 
statistics originated in the field of public administration and was only 
secondarily adapted by science, where it achieved a new prosperity 
and fame (modern schools are also something like a bureaucratic ini-
tiation for children, and it is difficult not to think of Plato’s cave when 
looking at a classroom with a projector and silent, isolated pupils wi-
th their hands behind their backs) .  The virtue of a good scientist and 
a good bureaucrat are basically the same thing – the distancing from, or 
emotional non-engagement with, the matters to be dealt with (when 
they begin feeling sorry for the tax payers or the cockroaches they are 
experimenting on, they must leave the system) .  With judges, as was 
previously mentioned, it is preferred that they do not personally know 
either of the contesting parties and that all of their information consists 
in the formalised view of the official process (both methods of thinking 
manipulate “objective” reality, which, of course, is represented by pro-
tocols or “facts” in the sense discussed above) .  Through their appara-
tuses, science and bureaucracy have a curious, indirect, and estranged 
relationship to the world, similar to Lorenz’s description of “medi-
ated killing” (few are capable of killing someone up-close with their 
hands or teeth, but even the most tender-hearted natures can mana-
ge dropping a bomb from an aeroplane) .  Dealing with documents 
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is fundamentally the same, and it is related to methods of deciding 
what is to be accepted as proof .  A curious panopticon opens up in the 
moment when we imagine panoramically all the types of proof which 
have been used in the course of history, whether in courts, in scienti-
fic or religious argumentation, or in various “guidance by experts” (lea-
ving wholly aside the previously mentioned problem of divination and 
prophetic pronouncements, as well as ordeals and other stochastic or 
related “proofs,” whether it be drawing lots or voting in democratic 
states – the faith that the result of voting shows the way to wise gover-
nance has always filled people in other cultures with dismay) .  Materi-
al or experimental proofs are a relatively recent sort of data, and not 
even in science, where they should be the only sort, is their position 
especially solid .  A much older method is that of citing authorities (a 
sort of method of invoking powerful backers, something like the cus-
tom of compurgators in Celtic or Franconian justice, or invoking God as 
a guarantor in an oath) .  This practice is extended even to dead persons, 
who become “protective spirits” of the person citing them (“not I, but 
the great Darwin said that …”; this is somewhat similar to documenta-
ry evidence, also originating in some “higher” authority: “not I, but the 
Bureau of Land Management says that …”) .  The numinous power of 
predecessors, residing in mana objects, shows itself here in a form lit-
tle different than it had in the Palaeolithic .  The relationship of ecclesi-
omorphic structures to dead persons is nothing surprising – citation is 
the most relatively mild example of this .  Universities even bestow tit-
les in memoriam, not to mention the canonisation of saints long after 
their death and further otherworldly operations by churches; the long-
dead and embalmed Ulyanov received a new card with the number 1 
after each change to the CPSU membership cards .  

The purpose of this section is not to give a caricature of bureau-
cratic structures and processes, which have blossomed to an unusu-
al degree in recent years thanks to the use of computers, but rather 
to bring attention to their little-noticed and distinguishing aspects 
(Kafka’s novels are not so much poetic fictions as realistic descriptions 
of the world, intimately known to a routine lawyer; whether something 
is seen as a supportive corset or a straightjacket depends on the inter-
pretive angle) .  European bureaucracy has significant constraints com-
pared to the disproportionately more developed bureaucracy of China, 
where one of my astonished friends observed a police specialist cor-
rectly identify several beetles at the family level according to a police 
insect identification key within a day .  Chinese bureaucracy, with a tra-
dition over 2,000 years old (though somewhat interrupted today) of 
educated bureaucrats/men of letters, featuring both traditional edu-
cation and narrow-minded formalism, demonstrates another charac-
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other religious or other salvational machineries. Ecclesiomor-
phic structures primarily covet certainty, in this case the cer-
tainty of knowledge and its ensuing “redemption.” As the well 
known clerical psychologist E. Drewermann (1991) has noted, 
it involves a transformation of the certainty that an individual 
member of an ecclesiomorphic structure will not be deserted 
by his mother. Drewermann convincingly concludes that the 
deciding factor in the human tendency to cling to ecclesiomor-
phic structures is a so-called ontological debt. (Every living be-
ing emerges from nonbeing at a price and at the expense of oth-
ers – not only that the death of a mouse sustains the life of a cat 
and that our bodily integrity is maintained by the disintegra-
tion of many grains of wheat, chickens, pigs, etc. through diges-
tion, but also that, over the years, we are to our parents subse-
quently inner parasites, ectoparasites, commensals, etc. It is not 
possible to extricate oneself from this pattern, understood since 
the beginning of Greek thought by Anaximander; at most, one 
can suppress it somewhat – even green plants get their main-
tenance and growth at the “expense” of the sun). The feeling 
of a significant “existential debt” to a person – especially one’s 
mother, who “sacrifices” herself for her children and makes this 
clear to them through her subliminal deprecatory attitude and 
emotional pressure – rises here (some sociologists, e.g., Georg-
es Davy, see the relationship of a child to its mother as the pat-
tern for all social relationships). This charge account – and most 
people tend to pay their accounts – can be seen in the tendency 
of people to repay this debt to humanity by clinging to some re-
demptive idea and its apparatus, becoming an official member 
of a clerical or “para-clerical” structure. The archetype of the 
mother, in reality never experienced (a real mother oscillates 

teristic feature of bureaucratic structures: one traditionally entered 
them by passing a very difficult exam which did not relate at all to pub-
lic administration, but rather writing poetry and essays on classic the-
mes .  The system worked, as it instilled diligence, patience, and the abi-
lity to cope with a dull vocation .  
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between integration with the child and the burden of extreme 
responsibility it brings and an unconscious rejection of it, which 
she masks even from herself with exemplary care and dedica-
tion), is projected onto a collective surrogate “mother”: mother-
church, mother-party, mother-university (alma mater). Although 
there are significant “prematurely adult” pretenders of eccle-
siomorphic structures in childhood, a lost childhood never lets 
one alone, and a sort of “permanent juvenility” results, with 
a chronic childish adherence to a mother institution (a similar 
desire for “certainties” results from the juvenility of most 19th 

and 20th century societies and its linking of parents with the so-
cial state as a result of the final faze in the evolution of Christi-
anity: here too salvation comes from without, just that the Sav-
iour is secular and institutional). 

An awareness of the very high balance of the “ontological ac-
count” allows the individual to behave exceptionally callously 
in defending the redemptive truths, as the overall “sum” does 
not significantly increase in relation to the overall amount. The 
desire for certainty is also projected onto the anxiety of losing 
the favour of the mother-institution and the desire for “certain” 
knowledge (it is likely that modern science developed as a re-
action to the emotional blackmail and sterility of baroque ser-
monising – it is nearly a rule that children who very early imi-
tate “scientific” activities have experienced emotional distress). 
Along with this feeling of one’s own impertinence and the need 
for “self sacrifice” there comes a lack of the “privilege” of a com-
plete life, manifested by withdrawal to the non-life of the mo-
nastic cell and desert cave, the study and the laboratory; in the 
past, this included people who were somehow “not wanted” – 
for example, those who were saved from some great danger, 
or unwanted children often entered monasteries, both Chris-
tian and Buddhist. Part of this “tendency toward death” and 
mortification is the tendency to fight against life and its profu-
sion – the discipline of biology is basically a “necrology” – in 
order to contemplate an object, it is necessary to “fix” it some-
how or, even better, divest it of its corporality and uncertainties 
through modelling. The Christian devil had nearly every attri-
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bute of physis, nature, and it took all of one’s strength to over-
come him – “I will overcome the world, the flesh, and the devil 

….” The desire for “certainties” whether of an intellectual nature 
or, worse, social certainties, contrasts curiously with the real-
ity that there are no certainties in the world, discounting one’s 
death and the ensuing “certainty” of the grave. Buddhism was 
at least clear in declaring its desired goal: the extinction of all 
exuberantly productive activity, dying out and ceasing to exist. 
Other ecclesiomorphic structures tend toward this covertly and 
are not conscious of it; “disciplined” thinking makes it difficult 
to conceptualise things in transition, as they usually are, and 
therefore it is customary to think of them as static. That this is 
an explosive matter can be seen in the fact that all three modern 
experiments to conceptualise the world in transition – those of 
Hegel, Marx, and Klages – ended in the social catastrophes of 
the acclaimed Prussian state, Marxism, and Nazism. 

A number of authors (Langer, 1923; Drewermann, 1991; 
Badinter 1992, et. al.) have concluded that the emotional bind-
ing agent of ecclesiomorphic structures is an emotional attach-
ment resulting from homoerotic relationships – though unrea-
lised and, in principle, unconscious. These relationships hold 
all male societies together and root the emotionally meaning-
ful interlacing of male societies in archaic communities, allow-
ing for better cooperation and greater mutual engagement in 
collective hunting or battle with those we were brought up and 
with whom we experienced communal initiation ceremonies in 
puberty and adolescence. If a fierce rhinoceros is threatening to 
trample one of our best friends, there is no time to think – we 
must immediately spear it. The concept described here concurs 
with the reality that in societies with open homosexual rela-
tionships (ancient Greece), ecclesiomorphic structures played 
a small role, or none at all. It comes down to a matter of unit-
ing a number of individuals in a “superorganism” with a hier-
archical structure, but rather than physical promiscuity (on the 
model of the Janissary divisions in the Ottoman Empire, for ex-
ample), a psychical promiscuity is at work – a pooling of “collec-
tive memes” and a common unconscious sphere. The necessity 
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to communicate softly, kindly, and politely, but from a distance, 
is always emphasised, whether in the “brotherhood without 
particular friendship” in the world of clerics or among “com-
rades,” or “colleagues.” The tendency of individuals to be loyal 
to the collective (ecclesiomorphic and other similar structures 
are usually male concerns, and women who want to work with-
in them must learn to accommodate these characteristics; there 
are very few exceptions, such as the female “secret societies” of 
sub-Saharan Africa) is admirable, just as the tendency to de-
fend collective truths (“collective personae”) and the ability to 
sacrifice oneself for something. Koestler (1978) cites two similar 
cases: at a scout camp, the boys undergo a banal “test” where, 
with no regard to the outcome, they are secretly told that they 
belong to one of two types, “Augustan” or “Julian,” based on-
ly on a random number generator, and told to keep their type 
a secret. Within a short time, the boys secretly manage to divide 
themselves into two groups, and a great sense of animosity and 
competitiveness emerges, based on nothing more than a ver-
bal designation. In another experiment, a subject is invited to 
participate (voluntarily) in an experiment on stimulated learn-
ing with the help of electric shock. He is supposed to “punish” 
a second subject (an actor pretending to writhe in pain) for in-
correct answers with electroshocks of increasing intensity. If he 
hesitates in continuing, he is told by the head organiser, a “strict” 
man in a white coat, that it is in the interest of science to con-
tinue the experiment, and if he signed on for it, he has to see 
it through (no other sanctions are threatened). It is unsettling, 
and deserves contemplation, that about 60-80% of subjects (de-
pending on the setting) went up to 450 V, even when the actor 
was feigning death convulsions. There is a commonly observed 
phenomenon in ecclesiomorphic structures, which the Czech 
biologist and philosopher Zdeněk Neubauer has humourous-
ly called imergence (the opposite of emergence); a panel or com-
mission, as a whole, always behaves more irrationally, brutally, 
and brashly than its individual members alone, many of whose 
positive characteristics disappear the moment they slip into cer-
emonial attire (the Romans had proverb about this: Senatus bes-
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tia, senatores boni viri   – loosely translated: The senate as a whole 
is a wild beast, the senators as individuals are good men). An 
army, another typically male and typically hierarchical social 
institution, is not an ecclesiomorphic institution in the literal 
sense (though certain orders of knights, such as the Johannites 
or Knights Templar, were closer to it), because it does not over-
see a paradigm, and if so, a poor one: win. 

An ecclesiomorphic structure, of necessity, projects an image 
of the enemy, the Jungian shadow, and fights (in vain) against it, 
not realising that it is an unconscious yet legitimate part of it-
self, and that its efforts unwittingly strengthen and, essentially, 
create it, whether it be the devil, global imperialism, or pseudo-
science. A humourously significant phenomenon was the long-
time presence opposite the buildings of the Viennese Biolog-
ical Institute of an “esoterica” shop, where one could buy all 
sorts of crystal balls, incense, astrological tables, etc. On small-
town squares, it was traditional to find not only a church, but 
a pub, if not a brothel – that which human cunning has separat-
ed will spontaneously reunite. The necessity of suppressing the 
inevitable heresies has already been discussed (through the dis-
tribution of money as a means of power heresies are stamped 
out with incomparable ease and less obtrusively than through 
inquisitions and bonfires), we should recall, though, that the 
word itself comes from the Greek hairesis, choose. The collec-
tive bonding that comes with a resignation of individual auton-
omy is assimilated by ecclesiomorphic structures in a similar 
way as with coral reefs and their polyps, mutually interconnect-
ed – every single member is small, soft, and insufficient, but as 
a whole, so much material accumulates over the centuries that 
even the largest waves break on its barrier. Though the major-
ity of what has accumulated remains inaccessible and forgot-
ten, it definitely has not been lost and can, under exceptional 
circumstances, be revitalised (for this purpose, experienced ec-
clesiomorphic structures marginally cultivate special individu-
als in small quantities from whom re-renewal can come, simi-
larly as in termite mounds, where there are always groups of 
undifferentiated nymphs waiting for the special assignments 
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that the unsettled fate of the colony “allots” them). Every indi-
vidual within a structure also accumulates: credit, publications, 
“positional information,” contacts, etc. Though ecclesiastical 
structures deal with copious amounts of money, it is somewhat 

“spectacularly overlooked,” at least in theory, and its accumu-
lation is viewed aloofly (financiers as “modern shamans” are 
much more reminiscent of ancient, individual shamanism than 
its modern, organised, ecclesiomorphically collective form.) 
The suppression of the self and the mutual interchangeability 
of individuals in ecclesiomorphic structures is compensated for 
with the feeling of a “para-family” for the individual and also 
a substantial lengthening of one’s life for those who interna-
lise its goals and who have achieved a degree of honour and 
have fulfilled their desires; it is no coincidence that prelates 
and university professors live longer than anyone else in soci-
ety. This reference to the collective psychological roots of eccle-
siomorphic structures is not to deny their value for society as 
a whole but rather to free them from the usual framework in 
which they tangle themselves up in self-legitimating myths and 
obscure, outwardly and inwardly, their workings. Ecclesiomor-
phic structures are prominent guardians of enormous amounts 
of accumulated traditions and worldviews which, without their 
efforts and organisation, would never have come about. Every-
body who has experienced them first-hand has an idea of their 
neuralgic and admirable aspects. 
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The whole and iTs paRTs

The relatively trivial assertion that the whole is somehow great-
er than the sum of its parts and that this leads to the emergence 
of previously unknown properties is the foundational idea of 
holism (e.g., Smuts, 1926). This phenomenon is seen in living or-
ganisms, and even in machines, although mechanistic views 
of the world have always looked on holistic concepts with re-
serve (it is noteworthy that holistic concepts applied in politi-
cal thought lead to authoritarian or corporative states – Smuts, 
after all, was primarily a South African general and politician, 
though relatively moderate; the application of mechanistic con-
cepts to politics leads rather to democratic forms, viewing the 
state as a “mechanism” without “organismal” characteristics). 
That which is clear in the case of individual living organisms 
and visible in close groupings (colonies of corals or siphono-
phores, clusters of grass, etc.), or even in social insects forming 
a “superorganism,” is relatively indistinct in humans, obscured 
mostly by the modern view of the individual as something inde-
pendent, possessing rights, interacting with others on the basis 
of an agreed upon “social contract,” accountable only for itself, 
etc. (this conception would surprise the culture of the Far East 
just as it would a medieval person, not to mention clan-based so-
cieties; in many languages, the word we apparently predates the 
word I). Europeans before the Renaissance could not imagine 
themselves as anything other than members of a corporation – 
village commons, guilds, monastic brotherhoods, knighthood, 
etc. The word corporation comes from corpus – body – and des-
ignates the conception of a whole society as a “superindividual 
organism” with significantly restricted autonomy for individu-
als (multicellular organisms can also be understood as “poli-
ties of cells,” and if we compare a liver cell to free-living proto-
zoa, we see how much it has lost). It was commonplace well into 
the modern era to biomorphically compare society with a living 
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organism and individual social classes with organs and limbs. 
The idea of “class war” would, without a doubt, be horrifying in 
the framework of this organismal model (earlier social theorists, 
of course, did not have the concept of cancer as a “degeneration” 
of one or several cells, stepping down the asocial or outlaw path, 
but they would have liked it). The Renaissance discovery of “in-
dividualism” (Antiquity also clearly valued the “communal,” 
for example commonly shared ideas, over the “private,” and it is 
no accident that the Latin term for “private person,” idiota, came 
to mean an incommunicative oligophrenic) and its generalisa-
tion in the modern era somewhat obscured the reality that man 
is also a collective being and that society has distinctively “or-
ganismal” characteristics. This emphatically does not indicate 
an avowal of “collectivism,” i.e., the unconditional sacrifice of 
the individual to the interests of the masses (or what the leaders 
consider to be their interests), but a recognition of a neglected 
and repressed aspect of one’s own being. The organismal char-
acter of society can best be seen during radical attempts at soci-
etal restructuring. Like any organism, society exhibits signs of 
regeneration, the most typical aspect of living beings (leaving 
aside similar but rare phenomena in the nonliving world, e.g., 
the “healing” of damaged crystals in a stock solution described 
by Pasteur) and a foundational concept of vitalism (e.g., Driesch, 
1909). We also see not only that societies “decapitated” by the 
destruction of the educated and wealthy classes (e.g., the Bal-
tic States after the Soviet invasion) sooner or later “regenerate” 
their social apex, but also that efforts to extinguish the crimi-
nal underworld, on the other hand, are futile. An instructive 
example of this (as earlier mentioned in the chapter on the Jun-
gian shadow) is Great Britain, which attempted to divest itself 
of criminals by sending them to penal colonies (mostly to Aus-
tralia). To general astonishment, these criminals, supplemented 
by prostitutes in a 1:1 sex ratio, went on to produce a rather nor-
mal population (albeit one with its own peculiar characteris-
tics – little trust in the state, a greater affection for alcohol, etc.), 
while back in the motherland, new criminals arose, and there 
was no visible overall effect (significant decreases in criminal-



the whole and its parts / 155

ity in totalitarian states and during wartime is mostly due to 
the fact that certain “criminal” functions are taken over by the 
state itself, somewhat similar to the “nationalisation” of indus-
try – the overall figures remain basically the same). It is useless, 
therefore, to fight against “asocial elements” more than is nec-
essary to keep them marginalised; an apparatus with the ambi-
tion to eliminate them completely will itself become repressive 
and “asocial.” The Middle Ages, whose support of beggars may 
seem irrational, knew very well about the mutual dependency 
of individual societal levels – the “respectable” classes can only 
distinguish themselves through their distinct opposites. 

Human society has indications of castes, which is common in 
social insects (Wilson, 1978, a great expert on ants, was the first 
to apply this idea to humans; true castes are very rare in mam-
mals, found perhaps only in African rodents of the species Het-
erocephalus glaber; more common in mammals and birds is the 
phenomenon of so-called “helpers,” non-reproducing individu-
als who assist a “royal pair” in nesting but who do not differ 
morphologically and can also nest under different circumstanc-
es – these are often, though not always, young individuals born 
the previous year). It seems that Homosexuals are an instance of 
a “non-reproducing caste”; in traditional societies, they usually 
filled the roles of shaman, healer, and negotiator. In more dif-
ferentiated societies, “self-reproducing” castes nearly always in-
clude the cast of “financiers and intellectuals,” with an extreme 
tendency toward the accumulation of money and information 
(in the European context, originally Jews; in the Orient, Arme-
nians; in Malaysia, Chinese) and the caste of “nomads,” with 
an accumulation of money and knowledge smaller than the av-
erage of the majority of the population (in Europe, Gypsies; in 
Iran, the Turkic Qashqai; in Ireland, the Travellers, an ethnicity 
of Celtic origin). This is more an issue of societal function than 
ethnicity. There can be many societal casts, formally established 
and “segregated” from the majority of the population with low 
or no reproduction (Catholic and Buddhist clergy, intellectuals, 
artists). Only a few societies (India) had the tendency to forma-
lise a caste system and render it impenetrable – more typically, 
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it exists unformalised in a “dynamic” mode, allowing for inter-
caste mobility. It seems that a number of other aspects in which 
people show marked variability also have significance on the 
collective scale (e.g., varied measures of belligerence and aggres-
sion as a constitutive element of soldier castes, varied preference 
of activities in the course of the day as a nonviolent means of 
ensuring vigilance in a group over the course of a full twen-
ty-four hours, etc.). Also interesting here is the phenomenon of 
the increase in body size under the conditions of technological 
civilisation in the 19th and 20th centuries, seen especially in met-
ropolitan areas – an increase in height brings with it a change 
of proportion, as it involves predominantly a lengthening of the 
long bones of the lower extremities – the body thus achieves 
a completely “postpubescent” frame, typical of teenagers, and 
it seems to accord with a movement in the psyche from “matu-
rity” towards juvenility (this phenomenon directly relates to the 
thesis formulated by Bolk, 1926, and Portman, 1942, 1966, 1970 
regarding humans as “neotenous” higher primates whose out-
er morphology roughly corresponds to the proportions of the 
newborns or late-stage foetuses of anthropoid apes; the psyche 
is also “juvenile,” with its long period of curiosity and ability to 
learn; further “rejuvenation” in the framework of this specifi-
cally human schema allows for the further intensification of cer-
tain characteristics necessary for the rise of highly technologi-
cal societies, such as the ability to learn and desire new things 
throughout one’s lifetime. It has not always been this way, if we 
remember how many serfs were whipped to death during the 
Josephinian era in the Austrian Empire before the others agreed 
to plant potatoes, a crop their fathers did not know, and the easy, 

“childish” controllability and “child-like” lack of long-term mem-
ory, which facilitates the work of the state/parents and creates 
a society primarily of socially immature individuals). A note on 
the difference between the sexes, a taboo theme and neuralgic 
point of modern society, is pertinent at this point. 

In society as a whole, it is common that a collective conscious-
ness and unconscious forms, going far beyond the scope of the 
individual and possessing a power difficult to resist (these phe-
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Box: Sex 

The emancipation movement, oscillating between the “essential dif-
ference” and “common identity” of both sexes, would, from the sec-
ond point of view, like to see intersexual differences in thought and 
behaviour as purely culturally learned or conditioned .  These traits are, 
of course, always fine-tuned by culture, and upbringing can play a very 
significant role here (let us not forget that Freud and Jung spoke of the 
latent presence of patterns of emotion and behaviour typical for the 
opposite sex and the possibility of their activation in every person) .  It 
seems that the male and female “principles,” as a cluster of characteris-
tics, mirrored by the Chinese principles of yin and yang, are something 
inherent in humans and in the world (we can better see both elements, 
understood in this context as a caricature of human sexual polarity, in 
animals with greater sexual dimorphism – cocks and hens, for exam-
ple) .  Numerous studies (e .g ., Moir & Jessel, 1989) have shown that one 
can easily speak of male and female specificities in thinking and feeling, 
though both discrete “principles” represent abstractions and need not 
always be fully accentuated in concrete individuals .  A graphic presen-
tation of the male-female spectrum would have segments of overlap 
for both sexes in any characteristic, like there would be for morpho-
logical characteristics .  One of the typical sexually conditioned charac-
teristics that can be mentioned here is the significantly greater ability 
of women to learn foreign languages, almost as if it reflected the “Dar-
winian” view of women’s traditional lot of being abducted or married 
off into new environments, where the ability of quick linguistic adap-
tation would be a question of survival .  Conversely, it was desirable for 
men not to know the languages of other groups, as the conversation 
there was lead primarily by spears; even today it is possible to see an 
unusual difference morphologically if we look at a group of interpret-
ers side by side with a group of miners, indicating that linguistically tal-
ented men form one end of the variational spectrum (the preceding 
discussion concerns the practical ability to use language rather than 
a theoretical interest about it) .  Certain languages, e .g ., Aztec Nahuatl 
have male and female pronunciations of certain sounds, for example 
w/v, which prepubescent boys pronounce in the female manner .  

 There is no doubt that the emancipation of women was prompted 
by the value system of the late 19th century, which in the most radical 
manner to date depreciated “female” or “yin” values such as repetitive 
work, patience, tradition, etc . in favour of “male” or “yang” values such 
as conquest (colonial, for example), “productively cumulative” work 
(building a bridge as opposed to cleaning), innovation, and the brea-
king of tradition (see Capra, 1982; in the literature of this time one can 
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further see that those who break with tradition are favoured over the 
supporters and bearers of tradition, traditionally the lot of women) .  It 
is worth mentioning that scientific institutions and technical civilisati-
on are bastions of yang values, and the desire for the explicitness, line-
arity, and delimitation, and phenomena disagreeable to them such as 
alternative medicine, New Age, and even television are typically yin 
(this division is visible even in dietary types: meat is the typical food for 
conquerors and scientists; milk and vegetables for monks and “New 
Agers”) .  

Bachofen’s thesis (1861), so frequently debated in various forms, that 
the age of “patriarchy” was preceded by an age of “matriarchy” repre-
sents an observation exactly at the interface of interesting historical 
insight and suggestive mythological/archetypal schema (the idea that 
something was “the opposite” before and will perhaps be that way 
again in future is extraordinarily powerful and crops up in children, 
dreaming about when they will be “big” and daddy will by “small”) .  It 
is highly improbable that there would exist a society with a distincti-
vely female domination even in the areas of the military, politics, and 
certain components of intellectuality (in the nearest human relatives, 

“political” activities are also mostly the domain of male individuals – see 
de Waal, 1982), but, conversely, few societies have repressed the fema-
le component as strongly as Europe in the second half of the 19th cen-
tury or ancient Greece (Jung speaks of the aesthetic and social ideal 
of “brood mares”) .  The period, roughly, of the First World War repre-
sents a fundamental break in European history, after which an uncon-
scious process of the rehabilitation of the feminine principle begins; af-
ter another destructive war and especially after the 1960s, this process 
began to accelerate .  On one side, a growing social state is increasingly 
dominated by the “motherly” principle of general caretaking, which, 
of course, is at once asymmetrical and covertly authoritarian and does 
not deal with citizens as equals but rather infantilises them .  Concur-
rently, the prestige of the army, wars, colonial conquests, and other 
models of the past declines and disappears (let us recall that the stra-
tegy of minimising risk, common today on all levels, was referred to in 
the past as “cowardice,” and the traditional call for courage in English 
is “be a man”) .  On the other side, even the female population is begin-
ning to fear and despise the “feminine principle” in its open, expectant, 
and fundamentally jeopardised and self-sacrificing form – opened 
flowers and their stigmata have short lives which end “badly,” whether 
they go unpollinated and wither in vain or are pollinated and change 
into fruit .  It is similar to the beauty of young women in traditional soci-
eties: in contemporary society, the general desire would be to conser-
ve it forever .  At the same time, there is an unusually brutal exploitation 
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of the same principle of extravagant proliferation in modern agricultu-
re and factory farming; it is good to remember that cows and hens, as 
examples of mothers in the animal kingdom, were objects of venera-
tion in many pre-Christian cults, and not objects of ridicule and bases 
for insults (the yin principle, of course, can take on much more extre-
me forms in nature: wingless females in certain butterflies resembling 
formless egg sacks, or in parasitic crustaceans of the genus Sacculina, 
representing undifferentiated proliferation in perhaps its most extre-
me form) .  It seems that in contemporary society, both polarities have 
been equally eliminated or at least significantly confused (this relates 
to an unprecedented event of the last few decades: the dismantling 
of the sexual distribution of labour – a phenomenon with us since the 
Early Palaeolithic) .  Everything which was said in the chapter on polari-
ties, of course, applies to the male/female polarity at the psychological 
level .  While it is true that there are ancient traditions of Amazons and 
women’s wars, and that animosity between the feminine and masculi-
ne worlds is a common theme in literature, it is only in the current age 
that this has been seen as socially classificatory (to earlier tribal, reli-
gious, or socioeconomic categories) and that a “war of the sexes” has 
been openly discussed (the process is unmistakably similar to the for-
mation of modern nations with their “prescribed” characteristics and 
attitudes: “If you’re German, American, etc ., then you must …”) . 

It is not the purpose of this book to become further entangled in 
this thicket – a more interesting question, rather, is why sexual polari-
ty evolved in the first place .  It is easily recognised that the sexual pro-
cess allows for the continual recombination of characteristics, which is 
certainly useful (on the other hand, it makes it more difficult to retain 
advantageous characteristics; an optimal solution would be a combi-
nation of both strategies, as in plants of the genus Fragaria – strawber-
ries – which produce both seeds and vegetative vines; there are also, 
by the way, several successful organisms which reproduce only asexu-
ally) .  Surprisingly, biology is in agreement with many mythologies in 
its claim that living beings were originally hermaphroditic (e .g ., the my-
th, presented by Plato, of modern humans resulting from the division 
into two parts of the original hermaphroditic humans) .  Gonochorism 
(distinct sexes) produces only half as many descendents, and sociobi-
ological arguments as to why sexual division is “more advantageous” 
are clever but unconvincing – a number of hermaphroditic life-forms 
function well, even if they are usually slower-moving, such as gastro-
pods; with a bit of sarcasm and backward logic, we might say that it is 
thanks to the harmonious unification of both principles that they are 
tranquil, deliberate, and devoid of all haste .  Of sexual life-forms, the 
vast majority does not have the sort of sexual dimorphism which the 
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by Canetti, 1960). Jung gives a nice example from his frequent 
working visits to Germany in the late 1930s. Immediately after 
his arrival in the country agitated by Nazi ideology, he felt like 
he was in an enormous institution for the insane and that he 
would not last a day there; after some time, he would get used 
to it, and after several days he became “enraptured” by the gen-
eral psychosis. When he returned to his native Switzerland, it 
took him a few days to adapt, and the situation in Germany 
again seemed a feverish nightmare to him. This phenomenon 
is evident mainly in the intellectual and emotional atmosphere 
of large cities, whose genius loci is a condensation of the con-
scious and unconscious states of mind of people from a wide 
geographical area (it is not always so bizarre as in pre-war Ger-
many, but anyone who has travelled enough can verify the exis-
tence of “local truths”). An interesting phenomenon is the fixa-
tion of thousands and millions of individual projections onto 
a single person, usually someone sufficiently flat and character-
less, in order to be a good “projection screen” (it is possible to 
project not only one’s dark, shady characteristics, but also one’s 

“positive” characteristics, which we then vicariously see and ad-
mire in others; thus it is no surprise that the goal of Jungian 
psychology is gradually to withdraw all projections). This by no 
means involves only sinister figures such as Hitler, but various 
(often eccentric) personalities from pop culture or other char-

theories would require: the male should ideally be a miniature, fast 
moving vehicle for sperm, and the female an enormous, slow-moving 
beast accumulating nutrients for eggs .  Seeing the polarisation of sex 
as a special case of the overall polarised nature of the world, roughly 
along the lines of the yin/yang principle, is, after all, outside the realm 
of modern science, but it illustrates such problems more flexibly than 
do explanations of selfish genes; it is only by the “unification of opposi-
tes” in sexual intercourse that something new originates, i .e ., proge-
ny .  Both principles, “masculine” and “feminine,” could be thought of 
in a Chinese way as aspects of being in general, even though modern 
science expressly does not present them this way; why there are two 
divided sexes would then be clearer .  
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acters fulfilling “archetypal” expectations, who eventually can 
even be destroyed by these steadfast projections through vari-
ous mass-media transmissions. A perfect example of this phe-
nomenon is the tragically departed Princess Diana: thousands 
of others had comparable beauty and intelligence, and she did 
not even fulfil the role of future queen well – a queen is a cere-
monial figure who must sacrifice her privacy to her exceptional 
function, and who is therefore exceptionally provided for; Di-
ana, however, presented the image of a “woman fighting for her 
happiness,” which was sufficient for years of mass-media fren-
zy. “Prominent” (from Latin prominere, to project, stand out) peo-
ple (even Brezhnev was this sort of materialisation of collective, 
unconscious desires – for stability, perhaps) are to the body of 
the nation or the world something like flowers on a plant: they 
express the (momentary) character and nature of an entire soci-
ety in a conspicuous and easily deduced manner (though nox-
ious weeds bloom as well). Paul Johnson (1988) criticizes, from 
a rationalistic/conservative position, leading European intellec-
tuals for their unseemly personal qualities – the phenomenon 
of moralistic apostles who lie and cheat is understandable only 
as this sort of “collective” phenomenon. A certain psychologi-
cal imbalance and aberrance is not, in principle, a barrier to the 
functioning of society – rather the opposite. Prescripts about 

“normality,” as a certain culture understands and expects it, re-
late only to the middle classes and professional classes, not to 
the elite or narrowly specialised sectors of society, from whom 
eccentric behaviour is expected; indeed, it legitimises their 
presence in their station – a king had to behave as a true mon-
arch, with a monarch’s whims, fits of anger, and magnanim-
ity; every culture had a sense for eccentric saints and prophets 
who walked a razor’s edge between being venerated and be-
ing stoned to death – “he who they hanged yesterday they pray 
to today” wrote Karel Havlíček-Borovský, a Czech journalist of 
the 19th century. Today’s mass-media commentators often dis-
play certain characteristics of aggressive psychopaths; the art of 
the late 19th and 20th century contains pronounced schizophren-
ic characteristics, which society as a whole (unlike medieval so-
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ciety, rich in oddities) does not tolerate and confines to “artistic 
ghettos” (medieval art, on the other hand, was very measured). 
Lévi-Strauss (1955) beautifully describes this sort of behaviour 
in a South-American Indian chief, and the relationship between 
genius and madness has long been discussed (e.g., Lombroso, 
1864). The Greek word mania meant not only “madness” but also 
“sacred craze” or “prophetic frenzy.” One could say that society 
has its “ecological niches” for “non-standard” characters, and 
the relationship of an “average” citizen to something which un-
der other circumstances would be considered “pathological” is 
full of enthusiasm (both – the eccentric figure on high and his 
drab admirer – form a more-or-less meaningful and comple-
mentary whole, somewhat similar to when a Baroque aristo-
crat, “instead of” his serfs, went hunting and organised balls). 
It is good to realise that the rationalistic 19th century, which, in 
its efforts to create a “reasonable” society, drove non-standard 
individuals to avant-garde art, the colonies, or directly to the 
madhouse, also agitated both world wars into sociopathic situa-
tions. It is no coincidence that the close adviser of medieval rul-
ers, the only one allowed to speak the truth to him, was called 
the “court fool” or that his attributes included not only political 
intrigue but eccentric costumes. Intellectually and emotionally 
non-standard individuals, in their way, lead more risky lives 
with greater chances of downfall but emerge as clinically diag-
nosed “madmen” in insane asylums only if their societal eman-
cipation fails. It is typical that the current age, unlike the 19th 
and early 20th centuries, has almost no “lunatics” with manic 
symptoms in treatment facilities, which house only severely de-
pressed individuals; the manics have found a place in political 
and economic life, though they could not work a lathe or in an 
office eight hours a day, as in “the old days.” Extremist political 
parties and organisations can be understood as syndicates of 
psychopaths with a “license” to “please” or terrorise the major-
ity; “madness” was a favourite epithet of commando groups in 
various ages, from the early Alexandrian monks and Germanic 
Berserkers, to the Sturmabteilung; the same phenomenon can be 
seen in contemporary teenage music magazines. Every society, 
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in all ages, has its “style” of intellectual eccentrics, and individ-
ual “types of madness” can differ vastly according to place and 
time – in the late 19th century, hysterical symptoms were most 
emphasised, today, it is mostly depressive symptoms; many ar-
chaic nations have tribe-specific types of “insanity” – primarily 

“possession” by various animals (a significant factor here is the 
receptivity toward the people and doctors who, in the frame-
work of tradition, expect to find certain symptoms). Ruth Bene-
dict’s classic 1934 book deals with societal demands for “aber-
rant” forms of behaviour in diverse cultures. 

Though the author is aware of the deceptiveness and conven-
tionality of all “psychological norms,” he believes the little-rec-
ognised function of “accentuated” or “non-standard” individu-
als and corporations in society as a whole deserves mention (the 
apparent schizophrenia of Yosuke Matsuoka, one-time foreign 
minister of Japan, was not an obstruction to his long career; even 
clinically insane individuals can lead their nation for years), as 
it enables an understanding of these phenomena as social inter-
actions between individuals of a greater whole. A phenomenon 
that is generally underestimated is the human tendency to cre-
ate close psychological connections with others, a sort of “para-
biosis” or “dipole” (there can also be more than two members) 
between individuals exceptionally close to one another (par-
ents and children, siblings, partners, a “master” and his favou-
rite pupil, superior and subordinate, etc.). In practice, it is often 
better to consider these two persons as “basically one,” for their 
thoughts, feelings, and worlds are shared to a great extent. Even 
if some discord arises among them, polarising them along the 
lines, for example, of bigoted Catholic / militant atheist, after 
they are separated the original conviction attached to the oth-
er person disappears or at least weakens. Polarities such as in-
tellect/experience and naivety/cynicism can also be “portioned 
out” in this way. The well known notion from French psychia-
try, folie à deux, describes the phenomenon wherein one mem-
ber of this “psychical association” is overcome by a psychosis, 
yet his healthy companion shares his delusional ideas for some 
time, sometimes even years. There is often here an external re-
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An example of an interpretation of nature according to the signatura rerum – plants of 
the Araceae family, whose mottled stems bespeak an affinity with snakes. (From J. B. de 
la Porta’s work Phytognomonica, 1608)
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semblance, which, from a scientific point of view, is difficult to 
explain, seen, for example, in aged married couples, charismat-
ic leaders and their admirers, or in the pair of master and dog 
(the selection of a breed “in one’s own image” obviously plays 
a role here, but the psychological link is not lesser than between 
people – rather the opposite). This phenomenon is directly relat-
ed to mimetic resemblance among organisms living in the same 
biotope and often further related (parasite and host, predator 
and prey – the resemblance can be on both sides), which would 
directly call for such an explanation, though of course it exceeds 
the bounds of modern science (the past, from Antiquity to the 
Renaissance, also saw a number of affinities between living and 
non-living things, as in the signatura rerum). The medieval max-
im “anima est forma corporis” (the soul is the form of the body) 
demonstrates the correlation between the psyche and outward 
appearance. With the rejection of the Aristotelian causa formalis 
at the beginning of the Early Modern era, there is fundamen-
tally no longer a way to think about form – it is understood ei-
ther as something automatically emergent, a sort of crystallisa-
tion, or as something created by “chipping away,” whether it be 
a rock in a stream or selection in organisms. The conspicuous 
phenomenon of “mimetic” resemblance between closely relat-
ed organisms is generally explained by selection in the frame-
work of modern science, usually by predators; the entire phe-
nomenon could be thought of also as a synchronicity or, better 
yet, “syntropicity” – the local aggregation of phenomena requir-
ing a common interpretation; this phenomenon does not occur 

“generally,” “necessarily,” or mechanically, but always only in 
certain cases and not in others. 
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naRRaTive and The hisToRical pRocess

Narrative and Myth

The nature of being is undoubtedly that of a story, and the hu-
man psyche, in its own essence, demands story-telling; animal 
communication, on the other hand, has difficulties with story-
telling (it is worth noting that a story can be recognised in both 
its spoken or written form, not just in the visual/material form 
in which it occurred). The Jungian individuation process was 
earlier understood by the metaphor of a “pilgrimage of the soul” 
(i.e., narratively) in the sense of a “spiritual adventure.” A myth, 
or “grand narrative” (from Greek mytheuein, to tell), about “how 
it really was,” or “how it will be,” is constitutive of every human 
culture (see Kerényi and Jung, 1941). Myth, and its narrativi-
ty, are, in a way, substantive of both the world and man, hence 
its engrossing power and man’s tendency not only to believe it 
but act on it. The truth of myth is something different than the 
agreement of testimony and fact – it is rather the truth of “that 
which should be.” For this reason, archaic myths are not at all 
logically consistent (e.g., some gods are immortal and yet have 
a grave somewhere, sometimes several; myth in some ways is 
also reminiscent of hallucination – a free, new mental forma-
tion). The eventual tendency to systematise myth (a nice exam-
ple of this tendency is the observation of an old, pious woman 
in the Polish countryside that “Our Lady of Lourdes and Our 
Lady of Częstochowa were probably sisters”). Once the concept 
of truth as the agreement of testimony and fact arises, there be-
gins the critique of “archaic” myths, not unlike children’s cri-
tique of fairytales in later childhood (the story of Little Red Rid-
ing Hood suddenly becomes a fatuous tale: wolves don’t really 
talk, their mouths are not really big enough to swallow Little 
Red Riding Hood and her grandmother whole, and even if they 
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were, there certainly is not enough air in a wolf’s stomach for 
them to survive, etc.). The criticism of myth, from this point of 
view, is as childish and inadequate as the example above – it 
rather suggests that we have outgrown it. At the same time, we 
do well to remember that myth is something which sweeps us 
away like a turbulent river, thrashing us against rocks, some-
times to death; myth is fundamentally severe, and one can 
expect about as much compassion from it as from a sea swell. 
Withdrawing from myth of any type is exceptionally difficult, 
though certainly possible, in principle. It is a mistake, of course, 
to think that in withdrawing from the ancient type of myth we 
have definitively freed ourselves of it – in the end, it may be 
that we have not stepped outside the framework of myth but 
have merely entered into a different type of myth. Christianity 
is not the only new type of mythology in Europe – the systems 
of thought which came after it all create their own “grand nar-
rative” or meta-narrative, which on first sight may seem fan-
tastic: the Marxist story of class war, a great final battle of the 
world proletarian revolution and the resulting golden age of ex-
ultation and classless society is quintessentially mythological, 
hence its great appeal to the masses. A second significant line of 
the revitalisation of myth can be followed from Nietzsche (and 
Wagner, in the arts) to Nazism, which, unlike Marxism (which 
presented itself as “scientific” – by which it meant that it was 
a “true” myth), openly acknowledged myth as its wellspring – 
not coincidentally was Rosenberg’s book titled The Myth of the 
Twentieth Century. Wilson (1978) emphasises that the evolution-
ary concept is biology’s foundational myth, albeit the best and 
most sophisticated of all. This characterisation is correct, in fact, 
and is not meant to make light of the evolutionary view of the 
world, which truly is magnificent. Pronouncements such as “we 
are interested not in myths but in facts” are fatally unfortunate 

– they do not take into account that “facts” are produced as a re-
sult of our interpretive efforts. The word “myth” is not used in 
this chapter in the way it is usually understood, as an ineffectu-
al and false tale – a true myth is effectual indeed. Every culture 
needs a collection of stories surrounding a “grand narrative,” 
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which portray its universe and show where, how, and why it 
came into existence, where people came from (especially the 
ethnicity in question), and why all cultural and natural details 
are the way they are (so-called etiological myths). Surprisingly, 
it does not matter what sort of stories are told or what content 
fulfils the narrative expectations of the human psyche; what 
matters is that this complex of stories is uniform across society, 
or at least its larger groups, as a person who heard completely 
different stories as a child than did the majority has difficulty 
relating to society and measures the world by different narra-
tives and metaphors. For the vast majority, the question of the 

“truth” of these stories, which they hear from their parents or 
grandparents or in school and, more recently, from the mass me-
dia, plays no part at all (there is always something unbelievable 
and uncanny in them, whether it be man having been moulded 
from clay by God or having evolved from primates). A number 
of people from European nations imagine their ancient history, 
to their own satisfaction, according to national myth and leg-
end, and they get along fine, just as the United States does not 
come to ruin despite half of its population believing in creation-
ism. What is important is the element of narrative itself, without 
which human life would hardly be possible. In the event a giv-
en cultural tradition did not furnish this, the lone individual 
would likely fabulate a narrative from similar sources himself. 
A certain culture’s criteria of “truth” for a given story can vary 
widely. I once spoke with two educated Egyptians about the ori-
gin of man – they unswervingly advocated the concept of Adam 
and Eve, and to my deferential objection that there exist fossil-
ised bones intermediate between higher primates and humans, 
they replied that a couple of dusty old bones somewhere in the 
Olduvai Gorge do not mean much – things are stated clearly in 
the Koran, which was sent to the Prophet by the archangel Ga-
briel directly from Allah’s throne. On the other hand, Islamic 
intellectuals verify with attentiveness and minute detail the re-
liability of every member in the chain of transmission of the ha-
dith, traditions of the deeds and sayings of the prophets. Some 
cultures, e.g., China, are aware of a certain coarseness and sav-
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agery in the stories, which they then “clean up” in their “high-
er” literature, including novels, to the expense of their lyrical 
passages; the Chinese novels printed in Europe which we find 

“readable” are marginal works in China, something like Harle-
quin romance novels for simple people. China also, at least in 
recorded history, has no epics – the most momentous and ar-
chaic literary form, found from Mongolia to the Atlantic. In the 
European literary tradition also, folk genres are more “story-
like” than high genres (barbarism feeds on thrills, civilisation 
and philosophy do not), and the Czech writer Karel Čapek per-
tinently finds posthumous medieval romances in “novels for 
servants.” Especially with the advent of film genres and tele-
vision, narrative (often never-ending in the case of television 
series) and myth penetrate daily life at a number of levels and 
is becoming constitutive of the world to a greater degree than 
what is imparted by parents and teachers. It is probably no coin-
cidence that the people’s hunger for myth is generally lulled by 
the saturation of “television myths” or pseudomyths, which do 
not contain the challenge of self transformation frequently typi-
cal of “archaic” myth. Interest in “grand narratives” of univer-
sal significance in a society is waning, though it has not com-
pletely vanished, not even in the postmodern world. 

Etiological Myths of Evolutionary Theory

Even the evolutionary “myth” contains archetypal mytholo-
gems which occur frequently in other myths; among them are 
the derivation of humans from animals, animals as the forefa-
thers of clans, the transformation of animals into humans, etc. 
The transformation of people into animals is also a common oc-
currence in myth, and the origin of primates is almost always 
explained in this way, usually as the result of some transgres-
sion (it is a notable accomplishment that this frequently occur-
ring schema was one of the first which Darwin inverted; Tibet-
ans, however, derive their origin from the joining of a female 
demon and a monkey, which is, surprisingly, the “cultural” 
compoment). A good example of the anticipation of a scientific 
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theme is Holm’s (1965) discussion of “rudiments” of the past in 
the world of the Bushmen – baboons and quagga zebras were 
once men, who then lost their ability to speak and perform the 
sacred dance; their stomachs, however, are still similar to the 
human belly, reminding the initiated authorities of this fact – 
not unlike how Darwin’s tubercule on the human ear suggests 
something similar to European biologists (man, in this concep-
tion, is a necessary component of the world – being a human 
is a “function”). Cuvier’s theory of catastrophism – of mani-
fold creation and the continual effacement of everything creat-
ed – is another significant mythologem. The Mayans believed 
in multiple creations – earlier worlds, eventually destroyed by 
the gods, were populated by people made of wood, clay, etc. – 
a cycle which continues up until the current world of people 
made from corn flour; another example of this sort of think-
ing is the Biblical story of the Flood. Etiological myths, as pre-
viously mentioned, are a specific type of myth which tell why 
a certain animal, plant, or nation is the way it is. Of the “classi-
cal” etiological myths, we can mention the one which says that 
the gray langur monkey has a black face, hands, and feet be-
cause his ancestor was caught trying to steal the god Shiva’s 
mango; Shiva wanted to burn him to death, but he escaped, on-
ly partially burned. Guinea fowl were originally the sisters of 
the king Meleager, who, overcome with grief upon his death, 
changed into birds covered with tears. Etiological myths were 
also grafted onto Christianity – the European garden spider 
(Araneus diadematus) has a cross on its back because it tried to 
weave a web over Christ’s wounds; red carnations grew from 
drops of Christ’s blood, etc. Evolutionary theory, as we know 
it, is a wellspring of “modern” etiological myths: why does the 
peacock butterfly have “eye” markings on its wings? One of its 
ancestors underwent a mutation changing the usual markings 
into something suggesting eye markings; these, with their re-
semblance to the eyes of predators, scared insectivorous birds, 
and the butterflies were therefore not eaten. Conversely, indi-
viduals who lacked these markings, or who had imperfect ver-
sions of them, were selectively eliminated, and thus the mark-
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ings were enhanced and perfected. Of the red admiral butterfly 
a different story is told, resembling the previous one only in its 
overall outline and genre. Since the most ancient times (not just 
since modern history or palaeontology) there has been a ten-
dency to interweave material objects with narrative. Legends 
about saints were accompanied by “true” remains; the remains 
of several mammoths and fossilised rhinoceroses were hon-
oured as the remains of Saint Christopher or other giants of 
past eras. Interesting places and interesting objects have a ten-
dency to become “overgrown” with stories as if with ivy. In 
Iran, whose history is too long to be covered by folk traditions, 
the tomb of Cyrus is to this day honoured as the tomb of Solo-
mon’s mother; there is also a fire temple known as “Solomon’s 
Throne,” near the crater of an extinct volcano where he is said 
to have imprisoned his enemies. English folk legend held Stone-
henge to be the work of giants; Early Modern scholarship be-
lieved it to be the remains of a Roman amphitheatre. The case 
is similar with odd biological objects: terrestrial orchids of the 
genus Ophrys, with their uncanny flowers shaped like insects 
and their overall “psychedelic” appearance, attracted the at-
tention of ancient Syrian schools of magic, who thought them 
an extreme aphrodisiac, and Renaissance scientists, who saw 
in the idea of insects incarnated in the world of plants; mod-
ern biology describes their atypical method of pollination by 
attracting male bees with an imitation of sexual pheromones. It 
is true that the modern disciplines of history, archaeology, and 
palaeontology represent “storytelling” in the most sophisticat-
ed way, supported by documentary and material evidence, but 
even here we cannot overlook the imaginative element, nor the 
repression of “inapplicable” material. On the other hand, there 
are several discoveries which arrived precisely “on cue,” as it 
were – the discovery of archaeopteryx only a few years after 
the publication of Darwin’s On the Origin of Species resembles, 
in a way, the discovery, during the First Crusade, of the spear 
with which Christ was stabbed. When sought-after objects “did 
not want to be found,” it was commonly the custom to fabricate 
a discovery (the Piltdown skull, the Old Slavic Tale of Igor’s Cam-
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paign, Macpherson’s Fingal), and the discovery that they were 
forgeries usually took a disproportionately long time, given the 
knowledge of the time. 

History

It can be said that the European interest in the past intensified 
to an unprecedented degree in the second half of the 18th cen-
tury and especially in the 19th century; in the current age, on 
the other hand, it seems to be decreasing (it is worth noting 
that in the Arabic tradition, for example, magic, theurgy, astrol-
ogy, and alchemy were considered full-fledged sciences, where-
as history and literary history were not). “Romantic” science 
introduced not only a marked sense for the peculiarity of past 
ages but also the concept of various types of evolution and for-
mal transformation – it was the period of comparative and de-
velopmental morphology in biology and developmental com-
parison in linguistics, religious studies, and other disciplines. 
Indications of an increased interest in the past appeared also in 
Late Antiquity, the Renaissance, and in several epochs in Chi-
na, but interest in the past is generally small, and the major-
ity of cultures do not think of the past as essentially distinct 
from the present age – medieval painting, for example, rep-
resents Bethlehem as a contemporary European city. There 
is usually a notion that somewhere in the past was a “Golden 
Age,” when people were happier, stronger, braver, wiser, and 
better than in the current fallen age; it is notable that the pe-
riodisation of Classical mythology – the ages of Gold, Bronze, 
and Iron – have persisted, in slightly modified form, in mod-
ern archaeology. The idea of progress as improvement was 
not, for the most part, conceived until the Early Modern peri-
od. At the end of the 17th century, for example, Charles Perrault 
and his Parisian colleagues, after much discussion, concluded 
that Christian Europe had, in principle, surpassed Antiqui-
ty both in the arts and sciences and the development of mor-
als – a singular and unprecedented event in human history.  
Such an event is hinted at in many monotheistic religions such 
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as Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, where the Final Judgement 
will be preceded by the annunciation of the true faith and, be-
fore that, the creation of the world or some indication of its rise; 
here too there is a strong tendency toward the idealisation of 
the “the beginning times” and a desire to return to them, just 
as in all other cults, where it is a custom to re-enact mystical 
events repeatedly through rituals and thus conjure archaic po-
tential through a “new beginning.” The idea of linear progress 
can be comfortably applied only to transalpine Europe, with its 
journey from wooden huts to cathedrals to skyscrapers; Orien-
tal empires have undergone many cycles of prosperity and ru-
in, and inland New Guinea, from our point of view that change 
and variety are desirable, has no history – their concept of time 
is basically logarithmic – “almost nothing” happened in the 
past. The concept of an ascendant evolution “toward a better 
tomorrow,” often illustrated with coloured plates from intro-
ductory biology (e.g., an ascending line of ancient horses, from 
small, multi-toed forms to the modern horse, or a picture of an 
ape climbing down out of a tree and gradually straightening 
up, losing its fur, and eventually turning into a modern human), 
is at base a projection of societal notions of progress onto the 
natural world. There have also, of course, been theories of de-
generation in the evolution of organisms – in this way Buffon 
imagined the emergence of donkeys from horses, and smaller 
species of cats from larger species. The idea of degeneration, es-
pecially on the social level, is archetypally stronger than the 
idea of developmental improvement and is revived again and 
again, willingly indulged by people glad to hear it, as in the an-
cient Babylonian lament: “Alas, things are not how they used to 
be….” There is always a tendency to find in human and natural 
history one predominant tendency and to interpret every de-
tail according to this; it is difficult to accept the idea of human 
history as a chaotic sequence of separate events caused only by 
human passions and desires, or geological history as a simple 
alternation of floras and faunas with no interrelationship. Ques-
tions regarding the meaning of human history, as previously 
mentioned, are exceptionally tricky, and answers to them imply 
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future political acts (essentially, such answers are found only in 
those works which attract a wide audience to history, e.g., Toyn-
bee, 1957; Spengler, 1923; Fukuyama, 1992; Huntington, 1996, 
and many others). Answering the question of, say, the mean-
ing of Czech history by saying it is about “the warring and ri-
valry of Czechs and Germans,” is more of a political formula 
and is about as relevant an answer as “the growing of wheat 
in Czech valleys” or “the use of prophetic practices” would be. 
Such a question is not unlike asking the meaning of an oak for-
est. This is not to say that it is not possible to describe the lean-
ing of certain regions, nations, and living organisms in a witty, 
abbreviated way – such as saying that the meaning of the Aztec 
Empire was human sacrifice and the meaning of a toucan is its 
beak. It is always necessary to be aware of the extreme point-
edness and partiality of such answers, which, despite their at-
tractiveness, do not exhaust the subject in question. It is rath-
er doubtful that non-human beings, wolves, for example, have 
some quasi-mythological overview of their place and mission 
in the world, and even if they did, we have no way of finding 
this out. We get diametrically opposed images of different ages 
when we compare written records and archaeological findings – 
things are written which are in danger of being forgotten, while 
archaeological findings reveal mostly those things which pre-
serve well – ceramic remnants are found at all sites, remnants 
of bread are found only exceptionally, and remnants of oral-
ly transmitted rumour and gossip, of course, are never found. 
A number of types of writings can be designed with regard for 
future generations and can skew the image of an age in vari-
ous ways, whereas with physical remains, such an approach is 
completely exceptional (if the residents of Pompeii knew that 
their town would become a key source of information for future 
generations on Roman culture in general, they certainly would 
have tidied up a bit, removed indecent inscriptions from the 
walls, etc., but the eruption of Vesuvius came completely unex-
pectedly). At the same time, the question arises whether to de-
vote greater attention to rare and exceptional relics, or rather to 
those that are abundant, showing the basis of the everyday life 
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of a particular age (written relics usually have the status of be-
ing rare and significant). It is similar with the geological past 

– which is more important: one fragment of jawbone from an 
early mammal or one thousand well preserved dinosaurs? And 
what about zoology? Should it give preference to sparrows or 
birds of paradise?

Generally speaking, significance is attributed to those mar-
ginal relics which gave rise to something which became central 
thereafter (Nietzsche pertinently noted that the present age is 
fathomed by the future according to how it will become). With-
out the subsequent era of mammals, the skeletal remains of 
multituberculata would seem to be those of small, aberrant rep-
tiles; the fragments of the evangelists, without the subsequent 
Christian era, would be marginal writings; and of all Corsican 
baby pacifiers, the only one preserved was that which belonged 
to the baby who would grow up to become Napoleon. Only the 
story of Castor and Pollux can make an exhibition from the re-
spective eggshells desirable – ordinary eggs in a display case 
would not interest anyone. Even the most scientific exhibitions 
of historical or natural collections have in them something of 
the original collecting of mana-objects or holy relics as objects 
of power; noteworthy also is the tendency of children to display 
their own similar findings in altar-like settings. We weave our 
images of past eras de novo, from the more or less sparse fab-
ric of relics in the “sediment,” whether it be Jurassic limestone, 
Mycenaean debris, or stacks of magazines from past centuries. 
Controlling and reinterpreting the past also allows the control 
of the present. This is by no means specific to modern totalitar-
ian dictators. At the enthroning of a new ruler in the Incan Em-
pire, a group of young men were designated to compose songs 
about the significant events of the reign; after the death of the 
ruler, they would sing before a special commission and were 
then put to death. The commission would then compose an of-
ficial version of the events, which was “woven into a tapestry” 
and stored in the archive. The past has passed – it did not di-
rectly touch us, and it is no more. We come to know of it primar-
ily on the basis of our own projections, which are sometimes 
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accurate, sometimes misguided. Our own past is no exception. 
The presentation of our own past, however it is managed, per-
haps with an anxious desire for “objectivity,” is a selection from 
the thicket of details subjugated to a certain image we have of 
ourselves, in the best case without a desire to take a fancy to 
this presentation of our own story. Just as there are ages with 
a particular interest in, and “talent” for, history, the same can be 
said about individual persons. In order to come to know other 
historical epochs, one must often “spend time in it,” or, rather, 
with its relics (by analogy, one ancient Indian text writes that to 
learn about elephants, you must walk the land with them and 
eat what they eat). In weaker minds, this is often linked with 
the idealisation of objects of interest, which they are emotion-
ally attached to and which they see in the rosiest light. 

Why History?

The goal of learning about human history is not to find exam-
ples to follow or mistakes to avoid, in the sense which Antiq-
uity meant by the maxim historia magistra vitae, but learning 
about different ages (as well as other contemporary cultures, 
which is basically the same thing) allows an understanding of 
the less obvious aspects of one’s own culture, its way of think-
ing and value system, which then suddenly do not appear as if 

“sent from God,” or arising from “absolute necessity.” It is like-
wise with comparisons in the world of non-human organisms – 
hence the enormous success of ethology. The description of life 
forms, their habits and lives, was long called historia naturalis 
(hence Naturgeschichte, natural history), and the Greek word histo-
ria originally meant both inquiry and description or narration 
(to narrate amusing stories). Historical disciplines, of course, do 
not fall under Popper’s requirement of falsification for the rea-
son that their events cannot be experimentally reproduced (to 
look for a “reasonable” causal rationale behind many character-
istics of naturally occurring events – e.g., the rapid geographical 
expansion of certain species of birds – is similarly misguided 
as finding climactic causes to be behind the former expansion 
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of the English into India – they simply “wanted to,” and it hap-
pened). Generally speaking, it is always difficult to say why 
some specific thing happened (and even more difficult to say 
why something else did not happen). Why did belemnites go 
extinct and not earwigs? Why did the Thirty Years’ War break 
out? Basically, what happens, happens, and looking for a “cause” 
or “complex of causes” is always a tricky task, especially if we 
think that there was a single cause. However we play around 
intellectually with the concepts of “what would have happened 
if …” (if birds had not evolved, if the Sarajevo crisis of 1914 had 
been settled, etc.), it has no greater meaning, save as an exercise 
of the imagination. More recent concepts of evolution empha-
sise the influence of “coincidence” in the establishment of vari-
ous morphological constructions, when one concept, for some 
ex post reason difficult to comprehend, establishes itself, and the 
issue is then for a long time settled. It is similar in the histo-
ries of various cultures, when one accepted concept blocks oth-
er “reasonable” alternatives for a long time – there is thus not 
much room for teleological explanations. Why American Indi-
ans used the wheel at most for toys and not for transportation is 
a question for which a serious answer is difficult to imagine (I 
often vex my students with the question as to which our culture 
has known longer: logarithms or the canning of preserves – the 
answer, of course, is logarithms, known since 1607; canning was 
first practiced two hundred years later, though it could techni-
cally have been easily managed in Antiquity). Everything that 
happens is, in a way, outside of the categories of necessity and 
contingency (contingency and its models, e.g., casting dice or 
other “haphazard” games, basically represent an artificially de-
duced aspect of precariousness and uncertainty which do not 
occur so freely in the real world – like alkali metals in an ele-
mentary form; it is probably because of this “rarity” that it at-
tracts so much attention, especially in societies which have re-
duced realistic risk to a minimum). The early Darwinian belief 
that “the best” have survived, or later, “the most well adapt-
ed,” is, of course, circular reasoning and would have more of 
a foundation in the world of writing, where selection, in the 
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long term, favours quality (but even this rule is not explicit – 
the fragments from the lost tragedies of Euripides shows that 
they were just as engrossing as those that were handed down, 
and, conversely, a great deal of shallow drivel from Antiquity 
has been preserved in numerous copies). There are two ways in 
which things can be preserved – either through death and con-
servation (e.g., a tertiary bee in Baltic amber or a Hellenic letter 
in the sands of the Egyptian desert) or by further transmission, 
whether it be the reproduction of living beings, copying of hu-
man artefacts, or passing on of “ideas” – for example the idea 
of the mug or the needle. It bears emphasis that the tendency 
to preserve transitory things en masse is new to the modern era, 
with its collections of the products of nature or photographs of 
people and events – as if there were a fear of the transience of 
the moment; it is surprising that there has not developed a per-
fected and widespread method of embalming the dead. In com-
parison to this “culture of preservation,” creating and building 

“for all time,” other cultures such as Japan seek out and empha-
sise transience – old wooden Shinto temples are regularly torn 
down and built again. 

Waylaying the Future

The world, both natural and cultural, constitutes a mosaic of 
phenomena from various ages, archaic and modern. Next to 
the computer stands the glass, unchanged since Antiquity; on 
the screen appear Roman letters from the same era. Ferns and 
horsetails grow among flowering plants; early prokaryotic or-
ganisms are incorporated in cells as chloroplasts and mitochon-
dria, or are at least believed to be. As though the time of each 
thing were separated from all others, “living fossils” exist in 
their “timelessness” just as more enduring archaic cultures. 
Even in a single society, there are various planes of time: in the 
Peruvian rainforest, it is still the Neolithic; in the villages on the 
Altiplano, the Early Middle Ages; in Peruvian Catholicism, the 
Late Middle Ages; in large cities, something approximating the 
19th century, with poverty and rabid exploitation; in the univer-
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sities of Lima and elsewhere, islands of the 21st century. Which 
things from the present will be essential for the future, which 
secondary, and which useless, is difficult to foresee. A cluster of 
radioactive isotopes, where even the most careful and attentive 
investigation will not help us discover which specific atoms will 
undergo transmutation during their half-life (though this real-
ity is certain), is a model for the general situation of the world. 
Even a trained biologist has difficulty guessing which species 
are capable of further development and which species already 
display signs of their demise; even an experienced teacher can 
only occasionally guess which of his students will become pil-
lars of science and which will become ordinary, provincial of-
fice workers. The supper of a group of Jewish sectarians in Je-
rusalem once seemed to be the “last,” none of them anticipating 
that it was the birth of the most enduring spiritual empire of all 
time. There were few signs that a group of buddies from a Mu-
nich pub would devastate Europe from Bretagne to the Volga 
and commit the greatest crime in history. 

A Brighter Past and Ideal Types

The world can be seen synchronically and diachronically, and it 
makes sense on both planes of time – “lengthwise” and “cross-
wise.” We can observe the function of a snail and a car here 
and now, and their historical genesis in the framework of bio-
logical or cultural evolution. The human hand or the wheel of 
a car carry with them a complicated history, though in a some-
what “compressed” form, and their concrete development must 
be “untangled” by the human contrivance of diachronic inves-
tigation; it is similar to the process by which, in the develop-
ment of thought from a long sequence of examples and stories, 
a concise formulation is derived, and from this, there eventu-
ally remains only one idea, which can later surface and become 

“unconsciously self-evident.” Something similar is true of indi-
vidual ontogenesis, which, in Haeckel’s formulation, is a meta-
phorically abbreviated phylogeny, but somewhat ritually and al-
lusively. A number of phenomena, on closer examination, give 
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the impression that they are the “wreckage” or impoverished 
remnants of something that had earlier been whole and per-
fected; this is most prominent with living languages and folk-
lore which always seem sad fragments of something once mag-
nificent. The problem is that the coveted perfection of the past 
never actually existed, and if we conceive an image of the lay-
er where we locate the “original” state, it is again of a “flawed” 
character with the promise of something better in even older 
layers. Reality never fulfils these “ideal images,” however real-
isable and well thought out they may be, and manifests them 
only in “corrupt” form, here decomposed and “corroded,” there 
with uncontrollable new growth. Of a similar nature are recon-
structions of the past such as maps of the “original” vegetation 
or “original” national, tribal, or provincial cultures of a certain 
area. Everything is now somewhat “contaminated,” and we can 
only arbitrarily declare what we sanction as “original” and what 
we will possibly weed out as extraneous (nothing is completely 
“original” – everything is a conglomerate of “later admixtures,” 
which we can peel off like the layers of an onion down to an 
empty centre). The same is true of abstracting the “bauplan” of 
the mammalian body structure or butterfly wing patterns, for 
example. To the extent that such fossilised ancestors have been 
preserved, they very rarely correspond to this “bauplan,” and, 
on the other hand, they almost always have signs of speciali-
sations and “corruptions” of the ideal type. Such “ideal types,” 
which were discussed previously, are, in essence, something 
like a vanishing point or attractor toward which cultural arte-
facts and living organisms incline but with which they do not 
align. Even in various field guides it is generally the custom to 
picture the abstract “Platonic ideal” of individual plant and an-
imal species with moderately exaggerated identifying features; 
if realistic specimens are drawn, apparently, the result for prac-
tical use is catastrophic. “Reconstructed” forms of myth, gram-
mar, or historical images of the past, of course, occur only in 
the intellectual activity of thinkers and have only fragmentary 
support in the “real” world. Nevertheless, they are frequently 
felt to be valuable, “genuine,” and often fit for imitation or res-
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toration, whatever the cost. Whereas in the living world it is 
generally held that we can, on closer inspection, differentiate 
the results of convergent evolution, despite surface similarities 
(the wolf and the Tasmanian wolf, the horse and the extinct or-
der Litopterna, the ichthyosaur and the dolphin – all mimetic 
analogues), in cultural history it is usually the custom to open 
the widest range of discussion on “influencology,” and only 
an overt separation, as in the case of the native cultures of the 
Americas, will subdue these tendencies. The idea that a certain 
combination of phenomena (a particular organism as a whole 
or, for example, a tooth, wing, or foot of a particular type) can 
occur only once and that, moreover, development is not at all re-
versible or repeatable (Dollo’s law) is dominant in biology. This 
is not so in human culture, and certain “social formations” can 
recur, in remarkable cultural detail, in places far removed (hi-
eroglyphic writing, pyramids, megalithic structures, cyclopean 
masonry, etc.). While with some innovations it is certain that 
they occurred only once (the alphabet), with others it is not so 
certain (ferrous metallurgy), and some took place a number of 
times (ceramic, agriculture, ideographic writing). 

We can reject as absurd both of these extreme yet frequently 
contemplated alternatives: the idea of linear, cumulative prog-
ress, where nothing fades away and nothing is forgotten, and 
the inverse idea of “original wisdom” which is then handed 
down fragmentarily and gradually forgotten. Fundamental in-
tellectual and practical models are of an archetypal nature and 
are rather common, often arising in a number of places in par-
allel, though they are not always received (this is particularly 
evident in literature – the endless discussions over when and 
how a certain folk-tale motif was brought, say, from India die 
down when we realise the very real possibility of multiple ori-
gins). Although much information is permanently lost, not only 
in catastrophic incidents such as the fire at the ancient library of 
Alexandria, but even during times of peace and cultural “pros-
perity,” it can be said that some fundamental ideas cannot per-
manently “vanish from the face of the earth,” as they will al-
ways find refuge in the minority or heretical sectors of some 
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cultures (Sufism, Islamic mysticism, is just such a storehouse of 
deferred ideas in Islamic culture and is a counterpart to the rela-
tively intellectually-impoverished and stereotypical orthodoxy, 
Kalam). The influence of one culture on another consists primar-
ily in the reactivation by one of an analogous yet obscure, mar-
ginalised element already existing in the other. Many ideas oc-
cur de novo rather than being found in the literary heritage – we 
make a number of perceptions ourselves before finding them 
in the thicket of our own cultural tradition (and if they are not 
to be found there, then certainly in some Persian poet or Chi-
nese sage). Human life is simply not long enough to go through 
such mountains of writings, and therefore the “direct” path to 
insight is, in many cases, more viable. 
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evoluTion as a phenoMenon

The concept of evolution, combining all beings recent and ex-
tinct into one continual succession, is without doubt one of the 
most magnificent ideas to have occurred to humanity. If we 
look at evolution more from a phenomenal point of view and 
less through the spectacles of neo-Darwinian orthodoxy, we are 
impressed by a wide range of phenomena, common not only to 
biological evolution but cultural evolution as well, as we will 
see below. Considering the unusual growth of “creationist” ten-
dencies in Euro-American society in recent years, I decided to 
include some thoughts here on the creationist view of the ori-
gin of the world from the point of view of a biologist sine ira et 
studio. 

Box: The Demiurge 

When we look at Darwinism, in its classical and new versions, it is diffi-
cult to resist the feeling that the purpose of explaining the living world 
with mechanical principles of selection, mutation, selfish genes and 
their vehicles, etc ., is primarily to displace the highly unpleasant alter-
native that evolution was guided by some form of Providence .  I am try-
ing here, for once, to step outside of my experience and calling as a biol-
ogist and take on an unprejudiced theistic position .  The image of such 
a divinity would be very unsatisfying, and it is not so surprising that 
Darwin still believed that God created some simple form of life but cer-
tainly did not subsequently oversee it, and everything then proceeded 

“on its own .”  Faced with palaeontological remains, it is difficult to be-
lieve in the sort of singular creation that creationists usually depict – it 
would at least require a prankster-god who cunningly placed fossils in 
the rocks to make fools of future scientists (serving such a god would 
perhaps be interesting, but this idea is miles away from the grimly strict 
and precise god usually imagined by creationists) .  Though “links” be-
tween fossils are very rare, they are sometimes discovered, so the no-
tion of development from one form into another, though with relative-
ly quick transitions, is probably correct .  At the same time, it somehow 
seems that evolution does not run “alone” most of the time with some 
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higher power occasionally intervening – this sort of thinking necessar-
ily counts on the division of all events into “natural” and “supernatu-
ral,” even though it is apparent that there is just one world, and what 
happens, happens (it is also expected that the principle which guides 
biological evolution also guides human history) .  Naturally, the ques-
tion arises as to whether the cosmos as a whole is to some degree con-
scious and receptive of communication, whether such a God-universe 
would want to see itself through our eyes and reflect our minds, and 
whether God and man need each other, as a number of thinkers such 
as Meister Eckhart or Angelus Silesius have supposed .  Also conceiva-
ble is a completely transcendent God, who produces the world and its 
beings as something essentially different than himself, perhaps as we 
create dreams; Schopenhauer conceived of the evolution and drama 
of the world as the dream of an individualising deity .  Many religions 
presume that God created man in his own image and that God, or the 
gods, are anthropomorphic, or that humans are theomorphic .  It is to 
be feared that this could be true to a greater extent than is generally 
believed .  It is all the same whether we imagine man as a “microcosm,” 
a miniature image of the “macrocosm,” or the image of some transcen-
dental idea .  It is strange to imagine a deity which calls trilobites into 
being, lets them flourish for millions of years, develop into many differ-
ent forms, and then obliterates them, apparently having tired of them, 
and devotes its patronage to other beings (if man is made in God’s im-
age, then trilobites undoubtedly are also – humans have the same po-
tential present in animals, only exceptionally heightened and pointed .    
Asked by a journalist what the study of biology allowed him to con-
clude about God, J . B . S . Haldane replied that if God exists, he must be 
especially fond of beetles, which are by far the most numerous crea-
ture in terms of number of species; we can add that he must also be 
fond of people to have allowed them to take over and, from the view-
point of other species, plunder the world (the question is if and when 
he will also tire of humans) .  That some species disappear and others 
prosper, or at least survive as “living fossils” in some corner, seems per-
haps not to be a question of their “worse adaptation” to changing con-
ditions of life and the competition of others (this, of course, is an ar-
ticle of faith but cannot be verified), so much as of the vacillation or 
withdrawal of the Creator’s support – gods, as we know, are less con-
strained in their activities than people are, and are by nature inscruta-
ble .  The mere reality that God, or the gods, made man shows that the 
common human ideas about prudence and responsibility are not di-
vine ideas, and for such a power, it is mere child’s play to create all of 
the peacocks, toucans, and gold, silver, and copper pheasants which 
create interpretive problems for evolutionary biologists .  
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We can also never be sure that the events of our world are not just 
partial reverberations of happenings in the world of gods and demons, 
just as ants, perishing by the hundreds when stepped on, do not 
understand the meaning of the nice little garden party whose victims 
they unwittingly become .  What makes sense in one scheme can seem 
absurd in an other – fallen soldiers do not much appreciate the tactical 
skill of the commanding general (something which seems “evil” to us 
can be a legitimate and “good” part of some “meta-scheme” which we 
do not, and perhaps cannot, see; but if we stub our toe, it hurts in the 
present reality) .  It is awful to imagine what calls billions of creatures 
into being to live short, often painful and basically futile lives and then 
exterminate them (the Tao Te Ching cogently states that “heaven and 
earth do not know humanity as we do and treat all beings like sacrifi-
cial straw dogs”) .  Old sages such as Buddha understood the hardship 
of existence for animals and humans (and gods too, according to him), 
fringed with fear, anger, futile ambition, empty hope, pain, and death, 
and advised people to disengage from this dreadful cycle .  One won-
ders if this grand “survival of the fittest” is not in reality some form of 
punishment – a sort of hell – albeit not eternal on the individual level .  
To be sure, nature has many fascinating and wonderful characteristics, 
is aesthetically ravishing, and often looks like a festive display – one 
need only look at blossoming apple trees or courting grouses .  Like 
all festivities, though, it comes to a quick end, and behind the strut-
ting cocks slinks death .  Depending on which aspect of the essenti-
ally ambivalent world we choose, we are either inspired with creati-
on, as in Christianity, or horrified, as in Gnosticism .  Gnostics of the 
Basilidian and Valentinian schools taught that the world was created 
by fallen angels (i .e ., devils) for their own entertainment .  Thus is the 
world, on the one hand, so divinely refined, as in Wagner’s concept of 
Gesamtkunstwerk, but also full of inherent, “system immanent” dirty 
tricks, so that its creators, in the resounding boredom of eternity, can 
amuse themselves by watching us kill, rape, extort, and belittle each 
other as beings; meanwhile, we wake from short, futile moments of 
hope to overwhelming despair .  If we look at the especially hideous 
aspects of the living world, for example, larvae of the genus Bufoluci-
lia, which slowly eat toads alive, this interpretation seems convincing; 
if we see the beautiful aspects, for example, pollination, it is less con-
vincing (animals experience “good” and “evil” similarly as do humans, 
only they are not able to name and think about them, as mentioned 
earlier) .  The goal of Gnostic Christianity, as understood by the Valen-
tinians and Basilidians, was to indulge these demons with as little en-
tertainment degrading to humans as possible; the means of accom-
plishing this are surprisingly similar to Buddhism: liberate oneself from 
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worldly attachments, desires, and procreation – basically, to behave 
virtuously .  A number of Gnostics condemned the Creator, the Old Tes-
tament Jehova, as a demiurge, a “tradesman” – incalculable, angry, and 
jealous – who purportedly created the material world in “fit of passi-
on .” They expected a different, higher, good God (or saw in someo-
ne else his messenger); the awareness of this God could free one from 
the captivity of matter and darkness .  From this perspective, the world 
appears a great prison, if not a torture chamber .  

Traditional Christian theodicy sees the presence of evil in the world as 
the dark side of human freedom, which is an expression of the Creator’s 
love for man .  While Christianity sees the creation as “good” and only 
subsequently flawed by the insubordination of fallen angels and the 
disobedience of the first people, Islamic theology envisages evil in the 
world as the work of Allah, who made everything which he could, even 
evil things – the devils were cast out after they refused to bow down 
to Adam .  What does God, or the gods, need people for, if we discount 
the somewhat malevolent aspect of entertainment?  Jung suggests 
a rather bleak concept in his Answer to Job.  The creator god, he says, 
was all-powerful but not self-reflective, which can be seen in his cre-
ative/evolutionary exploits – the Old Testament God has the mentali-
ty of an irascible child, and he basically maltreats Job for no reason (of 
the alleged wager, Jung writes that the Devil represents doubt in God’s 
mind) .  Job surpasses God in one aspect: his progress in the process of 
individuation, which he then begins in his Creator with his patience 
and determination in praising the Lord in order to survive, thus setting 
an example for God to follow .  The Old Testament God creates man 
and simultaneously regrets it, though somehow he cannot do without 
him .  This is not due only to a lack of self-reflection and coordination .  
A number of thinkers, such as D . Bonhoeffer, emphasise that Creation 
and especially people threaten the Creator and exceed him, and that 
he therefore has reason to fear, somewhat like we are afraid of nau-
ghty children or students, because they are Him somehow .  Divinity 
is, undoubtedly, kind and loving in an all-embracing manner, but this 
condition is punctuated by bright flashing indications that “God punis-
hes those he loves”; the optimistic side of this is best noted by Teilhard 
de Chardin (1955, 1965) .  Perhaps we imagine the divine too often in 
the Enlightenment tradition – as an impersonal, mechanical authority 
which oversees natural and social laws – something between a divine 
watchmaker and policeman (the almost baroque piety and manifest or 
latent creationism of many among the technical elite are due, among 
other reasons, to the fact that in the general theomorphism of peop-
le, they would correspond most closely to the image of God) .  In reality, 
the divine is likely much more spontaneous …
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It is true that there exists a big disparity between the mass of 
fossils of “established” forms and the relatively few “transition-
al” forms which would most interest us, but arranging them 
in more or less continuous transformational sequences, as La-
marck did, is the most reasonable approach (there will always 
be the problem of the transition of an organ from one func-
tional state to another – e.g., the demarcation of a fin, leg, or 
leg/wing, but this is another question). When we do not have 
fossil evidence, one assumption in the classification of all or-
ganisms, fossilised or recent, into a single dendrogram is that 
certain characteristics are adaptive or random (or accidental, in 
earlier terms) and others are substantive and decisive for affili-
ation – i.e., essential (only by this process does the desired tree 
diagram emerge from the complicated, reticular structures of 
interconnected similarities). This decision is basically arbitrary, 
though some characteristics directly suggest their accidental-
ness (colour), others their essentiality (skeleton, sex organs) – 
this “weighting of significance” is much older than “scholarly” 
classification, not to mention evolutionary theory. Despite all 
efforts for a purely “phenetic” approach, classification and evo-
lutionary thinking based completely on the “weighting of char-
acteristics” is not without problems, as what constitutes a char-
acteristic is itself a matter of stipulation. The classification of 
plants would look completely different if it were based, for ex-
ample, on leaves instead of flowers (not that it would be better 

– quite the contrary – but it is conceivable). Across this “phylo-
genetically” conceived system run what are called phenozones, 
composed of members of various classificatory groups which 
resemble each other in outward appearance. In higher plants, 
for example, this could be taxa with similarly shaped leaves; in 
butterflies, similar colour patterns – both phenomena are re-
lated to natural selection only to a certain degree and are not 
unequivocally determined by environment alone. Some analo-
gous phenomena would fall under the category of mimetism 
(Komárek, 2003). Certain plant genera such as Senecio, ragwort, 
would fit into every zone of leaf shape possible, from succulent 
plants to trees. Plants sometimes give the impression that they 
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represent something like the result of a combination of flower 
configurations with life forms or leaf shapes – given, of course, 
that some would remain unrealised. This would distinctly in-
clude the phenomenon of “local fashion” – for example, the “cor-
al” patterns on various snakes on the American continent, usu-
ally interpreted as mimesis, or the slanted eyes of many Asian 
mammals, usually not interpreted at all (this can be seen in hu-
mans, orangutans, langurs, Himalayan bears, and Vietnamese 
pot-bellied pigs – this last example could be the result of selec-
tion “in one’s own image”). Similar are the “regional phenome-
na” in linguistic sound shifts and grammatical analogies found 
in languages otherwise unrelated. The phenomenon of “local 
fashion” is well known to field biologists and is usually inter-
preted as “coincidence” or adaptation to some (known or un-
known) type of selective pressure; this includes the phenome-
non of “mimicry rings” in several species of insects in a single 
location, or the phenomenon of camouflage, as in the moth’s 
colours imitative of lichens or fallen leaves. Apart from selec-
tion, we cannot here neglect mentioning synchronicity, or syn-
opticity, as modes for interpreting these phenomena, as men-
tioned in the chapter on the whole and its parts. 

The traditional linking of greater “evolutionary advancement” 
with progress is fundamentally illusional – armadillos and pos-
sums succeed and prosper amongst mammals with more com-
plicated pedigrees, and coniferous trees grow next to deciduous 
trees, like churches next to a bank; examples where an “evolu-
tionarily advanced” species repress an archaic species, as in the 
textbook case of dingo and Tasmanian wolf, are minimal. If we 
observe some groups well preserved in fossils, we always see 
a similar tendency – a beginning with inconspicuous and rela-
tively small forms, then a gradual increase in body size (in non-
flying forms), the complication of structure, and specialisation 
diverging in various directions. The abandoning of an original 
function and acquisition of another is one of the most character-
istic attributes of evolution, on various levels – a gressorial leg 
becomes a wing, scales become feathers, the chin strap on a cap 
becomes an epaulet, the begging gestures of animal young be-
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come part of a ritual, eating bread becomes a religious ceremo-
ny, etc. In the end, purposeless elements accrue, monstrous and 

“pathological” forms occur, and certain forms go extinct or are 
“conserved” somewhere in the margin (the evolution of arte-
facts and languages will be discussed in the final chapter). On 
the whole, evolution gives the impression of being a remarkable 
combination of chance and intention – the closest comparison 
would be to dreams, or an infinitely increased and enhanced 
children’s game. 

This aspect of the universe has been noted by a number of 
thinkers, from Heraclitus of Ephesus (fragment B.52: “time is 
a child playing checkers, the kingdom is in the hands of a child”) 
to Fink (1960). “Game” here means the open-ended imagination, 
typified by sudden reversals and shifting meanings (“things 
can be whatever you say they are” – Rilke), not a “game” with 
fixed rules like football or chess, which, though it goes by the 
same word, is, considering the results, simplistic and free of in-
novations. The notion of “intentionality” arouses various types 
of orthogenesis (this is most prominent in the patterns on but-
terflies and snakes – the many concrete examples are “head-
ing” in certain directions, whose destination can be guessed in 
advance – and also in the increase in body size of various spe-
cies), maintaining, apparently without consideration of external 
influences, a single line of development throughout great ex-
panses of time; conversely, “chance” produces many develop-
mental dead ends, leading to numerous absurdities. The total-
ity certainly does not give the impression of a conscious design, 
nor a stochastic process – it is something between these two ex-
tremes, something creative but unconscious, just like dreams. 
Some evolutionary phenomena should probably be read as “in-
clinations” or “dry runs” of something that will come later, in 
more perfected form, in a parallel branch. Mushrooms, for ex-
ample, “put on” a myriad of colours, from cryptic to aposematic, 
even though there is practically no mushroom predator in na-
ture with eyesight good enough to threaten them; certain algae, 
especially seaweed, roughly exhibit the corporal morphology of 
higher plants; marsupials comprise a sort of “overture” to pla-
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cental mammals; gibbons comprise a sort of “attempted short-
cut” to humans (bipedal locomotion with a straightened spinal 
column, tendencies toward monogamy and singsong vocalisa-
tion, a “human” type of hair distribution on bare newborns with 
thick locks of fur on the head, etc.). We often see in evolution 
several parallel attempts at “forays” in the same direction, of 
which only one or two are successful. In mammals, this is usu-
ally the tendency of an increase in body size, reduction in the 
number of fingers, development of teeth adapted to chew rough 
vegetable matter, and sometimes continuously growing teeth; 
the most derivative forms of many groups (which as a taxon 
have survived to the present) are nevertheless already extinct. 
There often arise “hippo-like” creatures, as well as “rhinocer-
os-like,” “tapir-like,” “giraffe-like,” “hyena-like,” or of a gener-
al “carnivore-like” habitus, which are mutually completely un-
related. Exceptionally impressive are the representatives, now 
completely extinct, of the group with “sabertooth” tendencies, 
comprising four subfamilies of felids, and one extreme case 
of a marsupial (Thylacosmilus). For the nonpalaeontologist, it is 
a riveting experience to see, for example, the perissodactyl vari-
ation on the giant sloth theme (Chalicotherium, Schizotherium) or 
the enormous kangaroo of the genus Procoptodon, which, with 
its bipedal stance and shortened face bones, seemed like a mali-
cious caricature of humans. It is as if we were seeing confirma-
tion of the thesis put forward by palaeontologists in the second 
half of the 19th century and early 20th century (commented on 
further in the passage on Hingston) that every group wants, be-
fore its demise, to bring all of its formal possibilities to perfec-
tion (or to extremes) and to enact every realisable variation of 
its particularly dear theme (this includes excessive size; here too, 
the most extreme is long past – Baluchitherium with its estimated 
thirty tonnes would certainly inspire terror). The only option 
after this, then, is extinction. 

(Cultural evolution operates in a completely similar way, and it 
is always shocking to compare, for example, the development of 
the Far East and Europe – areas which could not easily influence 
each other but which show the same, “parallel” palpitations in 
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their history, sometimes separated by only a few years; the phe-
nomenon was particularly observable in the 20th century).

If we were to consider synchronicity in relation to evolution, 
which, of course, is not possible from the standpoint of modern 
natural science, we would get a markedly different image than 
usual. Biological processes (mutational, for example) are on the 
whole subject to statistical regularity, but locally they can form 
“foci of meaning,” requiring joint interpretations (perhaps even 
an interpretation of the genetic code). This locally meaningful 

“shaking” of the totality is a manifestation of creativity and in-
tentionality, which have no business in a Cartesian world; even 
human intentionality is not typically merely successive asser-
tion of some immutable resolution in the outer world. (Further 
aspects of evolution will be covered in the following chapters). 
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The fonT of cReaTiviTy

Creativity, the ability to forge something new, is a characteris-
tic inherent to the entire universe, though most evident in liv-
ing organisms and humans. A fundamental motive of this book 
is the idea that the creativity of living organisms, in fashion-
ing their own bodies, and human creativity, aimed primarily 
outside themselves, to the outer world, are essentially one and 
the same. Human creativity is understandably projected much 
more outside of the body than in animals – “exterior” mani-
festations such as anthills, burrows, spiderwebs, nests, mating 
bowers, dams, etc., appertain to animals in the same way that 
human artefacts appertain to humans. With certain reserva-
tions, which will be discussed below, it can be said that human 
culture and its manifestations represent something like a “con-
tinuation of evolution by other means.” Something which we 
can call, variously, creativity, spontaneity, contingency, free-
dom, or mystery (the ancient Greek word physis – nature, nat-
uralness – had similar denotations) is natural to living beings, 
including humans. Mystery is not something yet to be known, 
but something which, by its nature, is beyond human grasp. 
Someone could rightfully object that there are no “mysteries” 
in this sense, but it is necessary to recognise that this is a mat-
ter of belief, not something that can be corroborated; I suppose 
such a conviction requires a strong faith, as all of my experi-
ence with people and other living beings has always suggested 
the opposite. The existence of “mysteries” absolutely does not 
mean that the knowledge gained by science or other theories 
is trivial, but only that they are incomplete and do not totally 
encompass all dimensions of nature, man, or the human world. 

“Understanding” such mysteries consists primarily in learn-
ing to live with and among them, so that their incomprehensi-
bility does not leave us dissatisfied, infuriated, blinded, suspi-
cious, or hopeless; that which we do not understand we try to 
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destroy – the conquistadors’ actions in Mexico is the most dras-
tic, but far from the only, example of this. It is necessary, above 
all, to accept that things which we cannot control or predict are 
not a threat to us, neither directly nor to our psychological bal-
ance or self awareness. Considering the idea of freedom, one 
must also realise that it is not a strictly determinate, polarised 
concept opposite to the concept of necessity – on the one hand, 
the freedom of the human psyche, on the other, the unyielding 
necessity of nature – as many “humanist” theories would see 
the world; it is rather the possibility of choosing between two 
or more variants. Human freedom is apparently the greatest in 
nature, although the freedom of other living beings is not com-
pletely null, of course, whether it be in the area of self-forma-
tion or of behaviour – “under precisely defined experimental 
conditions, an animal behaves just how it wants.” Considering 
that people in industrialised civilisation value the experience of 
freedom and the ensuing “mystery” or “unpredictability” on-
ly in themselves and perceive it as a threat in others, they ulti-
mately prefer communication with computers, having only an 
imperceptible degree of autonomy, or with dogs, whose “fidel-
ity and sincerity” stems from a significantly higher degree of 
subservience. 

We see the boundaries of human freedom best when we at-
tempt to hold our finger over the flame of a candle; we see the 
beginning of biological freedom when we compare the shapes 
of leaves on all the plants in a meadow. It is all the same wheth-
er we recognise human freedom as (predominantly) conscious 
and non-human freedom as unconscious or conscious in a dif-
ferent way. It is a relatively important difference, but the roots of 
human creativity and freedom are in the unconscious spheres 
of the psyche. The “emergence,” sometime during the Palaeo-
lithic, of human creativity and freedom of choice to the con-
scious sphere was fundamental, but this in itself does not much 
modify the phenomenon. To declare human creativity and hu-
man actions something essentially differentiated from nature is 
misleading, unless we want outright to declare that it fell unex-
pectedly from the heavens at the dawn of humanity. What we 
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have here is more likely an issue of close affinity than of identity 
– otherwise it would not be possible to distinguish nature and 
culture, and the question would never arise. Let us assume that 
phenomena that are very similar also have similar natures; the 
most meaningful reasoning arises according to analogy rather 
than from careful differentiation of hidden and only concep-
tually distinct “principles” – it is difficult to believe that a slap 
given by a red commissar to a kulak is a just act of class ven-
geance, while a substantially similar slap given in the opposite 
direction is a typical expression of counter-revolutionary ter-
rorism. Reasoning of this sort is commonplace but exception-
ally misleading – it presents the act of “falling in love,” for ex-
ample, in concepts and words with no interest about the nature 
of the observed events. Differentiating human and non-human 
creativity is just this sort of effort and is basically a relict of the 

“old alliance” of the 17th and 18th centuries, when natural science 
had claim to immanence, the world of matter, and necessity and 
its “blind” laws, and theology ruled over “transcendence” and 
the world of the divine and human souls and their freedom – 
in principle, something such as creativity and freedom as hu-
mans understand them cannot exist in nature (the majority of 
so-called materialist theories disembody and geometrise mat-
ter, leading to a form of mechanism; despite all of its faults, mat-
ter does not deserve this – it is good to remember that the Latin 
materia comes from mater – mother; it would then quickly be un-
derstood as something which can be used to make something 
worthwhile – hence the Spanish madera, timber). It must here 
be taken into consideration that the differentiation of the es-
sentially singular world into “matter” and “spirit” is primarily 
a result of the Early Modern era’s inability to imagine matter as 
anything other than the inertial filling of emptiness, something 
without its own activity, not to mention intentionality (asked to 
imagine “matter,” the average person will picture something 
like freshly mixed concrete or some similar shapeless mass). It 
is necessary, then, that there exist an intelligible Prime Mover 
of a “spiritual nature,” who would put all of this passive ma-
chinery into motion and whose reduced reflection is the human 
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soul. The hypothesis of a prime mover and of the human soul as 
a unique phenomenon in nature was later abandoned; the ma-
terial world, nevertheless, was not yet “rehabilitated,” and cre-
ativity thus necessarily seems something not pertaining to the 
world (neither the non-human world nor the human world, un-
derstood scientifically). Human creativity is therefore difficult 
to survey, and there was a complete secession of the humani-
ties, or the “psychological sciences,” from the natural sciences 
and to their respective closed circuits, which leads to difficul-
ties, dramatically portrayed, for example, by Wilson (1998); the 
path to reparation, however, is not through the Wilsonian ap-
plication of the methods of modern natural science, which is 
an amalgam of premises from the early Enlightenment of the 
17th century and the evolutionary 19th century. A real reparation 
would most likely lead down the same path which finds the di-
chotomies of body x soul or matter x spirit to be false dichotomies, 
or merely instrumentally terminological, as they basically con-
cern two aspects of the same phenomenon. It is a tragic absurdi-
ty that the only person in the sphere of modern natural science 
to take seriously the problem of the activity, creativity, sponta-
neity, and intentionality of living matter (and matter in general) 
was T. D. Lysenko, an impostor and politicising felon, whose ac-
tions put the entire concept to rest for decades thereafter. 

At the same time, it must be observed that the creativity of 
living beings always rises from beyond some horizon – in hu-
mans, for example, from beyond the boundaries of conscious-
ness. Surprisingly, it is precisely this unconsciousness which 
creates these innovations (intellectual, structural, and repro-
duction as innovation or renovation). Creativity, on any level, is 
a laborious and painful process, and in many aspects is expe-
rienced as “torment.” Various human practices for extinguish-
ing the feeling of one’s ego, wishes, suffering, and joy, lead not 
only to “enlightenment” and “stilling of the mind,” but also to 
the extinguishing of creativity, which is an accompanying phe-
nomenon inextricably linked with unconscious processes and 
suffering. After all, in the living world, with multicellularity 
comes mortality, with nervous systems comes pain and then 
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fear, with human consciousness even fear of death and what 
comes “after” it. A notable example of (abstract) “suffering” in 
the living world is the placement, in humans and animals, of 
innate, archetypal images, and their accompanying desires, in 
discord with reality: birds will give preference to model eggs 
so large that they could not lay or even incubate them; young 
cuckoos are so easily accepted because they are the desired “ex-
cessive version” of an average chick, with a wide, yellow gullet; 
for their own orientation, baby herring gulls will give prefer-
ence to markings on their parents’ beaks in colours which do 
not naturally occur there. Analogues from the human world in-
clude innate ideas about partners, children, parents, and supe-
riors which are miles away from what the real world offers and 
are therefore a constant source of tensions inseparable from the 
natural world. It is difficult to guess if a lapwing sitting on its 
nest (birds like to do this, and with a certain libidinous tinge 

– it is not “out of obligation”) dreams of an enormous “super-
egg” – this is what people do in analogous situations, and the 
discrepancy between what they have and what they wish for 
can cause them real suffering. Because the sources of creativ-
ity are hidden “beyond the horizon,” and when one manages to 
get there, they retreat “one level down,” they are fundamentally 
out of our grasp – living beings (as well as things in the inor-
ganic world) are “bottomless,” in a way, as has already been ar-
gued of the human psyche. 
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The conTRibuTion of adolf poRTMann

The Swiss zoologist and philosopher of biology Adolf Port-
mann (1897-1982) was a very interesting thinker in the fields of 
the reflexion of the appearance of living organisms and in bi-
ological and philosophical anthropology (cf. Grene, 1965, 1968, 
1974, Hegge, 1996, Komárek, 2003, Fagot-Largeault, 2009), and 
was a leading figure in the German or continental autonomistic 
school of biology. In his intellectual interests, Raymond Ruyer 
(1962, 1964) was close to Portmann. 

Basic Concepts

Adolf Portmann began with the thesis that self-expression or self-
representation (Selbstdarstellung), the representation and design of 
oneself, is one of the basic functions of a living organism, equiv-
alent to reproduction or metabolism (such a claim, of course, re-
quires some persuasion, but to say that this is not true is also 
a matter of belief). Portmann referred to the aggregate of all opti-
cal, acoustic, olfactory, etc. realities perceptible in an intact, living 
organism as proper phenomenon (eigentliche Erscheinung). This en-
compasses the entire ethogram of a particular species, all possi-
bilities and modes of behaviour and situations, all eidetic variation 
in the maintenance of so-called genidentity – even understanding 
the constitution of individual people amounts to an ability to con-
ceive of their eidetic variation in various situations: Mr. Jones in 
love, throwing up, sleeping, etc. Portmann understands this prop-
er phenomenon as an externalised centricity or awareness (Inner-
lichkeit), roughly corresponding to the ancient concept of psyche as 
a principle guaranteeing integrity, individuality, and life process-
es, operating on the principle of self-fabrication, or regeneration, 
and having its model and purpose contained within itself. It con-
tains all “hidden” aspects of an organism, from the genome to the 
unconscious (or even consciousness, though Portmann refused to 
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identify centricity with consciousness) and all physiological and 
psychological events. The conceptual pair of proper phenomenon 
and centricity only partially overlaps the usual phenotype and gen-
otype – the concept of centricity is broader than genotype, encom-
passing, as already mentioned, all physiological and psychologi-
cal data; the concept of phenotype, on the other hand, is broader 
than proper phenomenon, which is a subset thereof. 

Portmann divides proper phenomena into addressed, where 
we know the recipient (either a member of the same species or 
a different species – e.g., in the relationship of pollinator/flow-
er) and unaddressed, where the recipient is unknown and prob-
ably does not exist (the shells of radiolaria, deep-sea molluscs, 
etc.). Portmann’s beloved opisthobranchia are often magnifi-
cently coloured, yet they do not have suitable photoreceptors 
with which they could recognise each other as a whole, and an 
aposematic function aimed at predators is doubtful here – it is 
always possible to argue that there is a recipient here, which we 
just do not yet know of, though this is a suggestion “beyond 
the horizon” and does not solve anything. Portmann does not 
claim that man is the primary recipient of the proper phenom-
ena of living organisms (humans perceive primarily the vis-
ible aspects) and, of course, his concept is not theistic (of which 
Teilhard de Chardin was accused – Portmann, 1960a). Part of 
the extension of proper phenomena is an animal’s productions 

– a spider’s web, a fox’s den, ants’ anthills. Man’s “extended self-
expression” is the world of his artefacts, from clothing and per-
fume to cultural landscapes, which will be discussed later. 

“Appearing” has also a significant element of power, whether 
it be the imposition of a stag in rut or the prestige (from praesti-
gium – delusion, trick) of people who are highly “visible,” nowa-
days primarily on television; Portmann himself was very active 
in mass media – in those days, mostly in the radio. 

The Theatrical Metaphor

Portmann, in harmony with the concepts of J. W. Goethe, un-
derstands the living world primarily as something analogous 
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to a theatrical performance (living organisms are dynamic en-
tities – they “happen”), where what is essential is that which is 
demonstrated. The immediately unseen realities of the theatre 
(backstage mechanics, stage techniques and tricks, the colour 
composition of props, etc.) are not without their own interest, 
but they are of another order, and to interpret the performance 
only through them would be inopportune, even though they 
are part of it (theatre is not, or should not be, about stage props 
and gear). Portmann does not disapprove of probing backstage 
as obscene or inappropriate, but he warns of sticking to this 
manner of understanding the world, especially the living world. 
He emphasises the refined composition of the outer habitus of 
organisms (including plants) and especially the complex struc-
ture and design of the surfaces of living organisms (the com-
plex structures of the exteriors of animals for creating metallic, 
refractive colouring, the use of the colour red by haemoglobin 
for colouring certain body parts of vertebrates like mandrills, 
grouses, cranes, and roosters, and even in humans while blush-
ing, etc.). The huge energetic investment in surfaces suggests 
that it is something extremely important to the organism in 
question. Portmann, in contrast to the entire tradition of mod-
ern science, which clings to the “hidden” school of the European 
tradition of truth, considers that which is apparent on a living 
organism to be essential and true (according to Buber’s reading 
of the Hasidic tradition, a secret – and the truth – is something 
which is said publicly but understood only by those who are 
meant to understand). Modern science primarily concentrates 
on the hidden aspects of the universe and especially of living 
organisms (analogously, other “secret” realities are attractive to 
the human mind – for example, the secret service or secret po-
lice; for such relatively banal “secrets” which they control, the 
essence is often simply the fact that they are kept secret). Port-
mann, in the Goethian tradition of the meaning of truth, as in 
the Greek aletheia, emphasises the manifest, the apparent, that 
which is obvious. Whereas we must work to find that which is 
hidden (typical here is the statement often attributed to Fran-
cis Bacon that we should put nature “on the rack” and wrest all 
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her secrets from her), the apparent presents and offers itself to 
us. The idea that what is on the surface is false or insufficient 
is a strong one (something is superficial, shallow, is not profound, 
does not penetrate to the depths, where the source of all mys-
tery is thought to be hidden – as in the previously mentioned 
saying of Heraclitus that “nature likes to hide”). Thus there ex-
ists a subconscious revulsion to things “counterfeit” (“spare me 
the theatrics,” “this is all just theatre, let’s see what is going on 
behind the scenes”). The object of modern science is the “back-
stage” of the living world; probing into that which should be 
hidden, despite all of its scientific value, has certain inextrica-
ble characteristics of obscenity – similar to those “lower” forms 
of these characteristics found in tabloid reports from the bed-
rooms of politicians and royalty. For this reason, modern sci-
ence looks down on “amateurs” (from amare – to love) such as 
breeders, gardeners, or bird watchers, who get “carried away” 
with something and do not know, or do not want to know, about 
the realm of hidden essences behind the universe and do not 
dedicate themselves to the study of backstage mechanisms (as 
soon as we know that Desdemona is not “really” dead or know 
how a storm is “produced” onstage, our experience is not so di-
rect). 

Exteriors

Exceptions aside, exteriors are where over 90% of the variability 
in living organisms plays out. Whereas even a small child can 
distinguish ten species of European ducks according to their 
outer plumage, especially in breeding plumage, even a trained 
specialist would have difficulty identifying them from their 
dissected digestive tracts or livers. The “typicalness” of specific 
colouring and its non-adaptive significance was recognised by 
Wallace (1878), who, from a functional point of view, attributed 
it, at most, a role in distinguishing members of one’s own spe-
cies – he was too good an observer in the field to project some-
thing more onto these bizarre colourings and patterns (a swan 
is white simply because whiteness is part of “swanness”; speci-
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fications, of course, need not be manifested only optically – leaf 
warblers of the genus Phylloscopus look almost exactly the same 
but markedly differ in song). We usually recognise species, just 
as we do human faces, immediately by appearance, not accord-
ing to identifying features or by comparing “everything with 
everything,” as computers do – we also recognise artefacts im-
mediately (a bottle, for example) by the overall complex of at-
tributes (“bottleness”),without closer analysis. It is generally 
known that on isolated islands there is a tendency for the habi-
tus of conspicuously coloured animals (ducks, for example) to 
disappear if there are no other related species there, and, con-
versely, in places where several species overlap, especially at 
the intersections of species who are closely related but do not 
interbreed, there is a tendency for habitus to become sharply 
contrastive, underscoring “specificity.” A similar phenomenon 
can be observed in human culture at the same types of border 
regions – German culture on the Baltic, pushed to the ends of 
the earth and surrounded by foreign ethnicities, was “the most 
German.” 

Not all surfaces are intended for purposes of appearance – this 
pertains mostly to the “inner surfaces” of animals. If we want 
to discover the “backstage” of some colourful bird – a macaw, 
for example – we encounter the unpleasant sight of its entrails 
on the dissecting table, we have learned “how it works” and 

“what was behind it,” but it is difficult to suppress the disen-
chantment, if not ugliness, of the whole thing. Raking through 
entrails and hidden material also has its exhilarating side, but 
it is a knotty sort of exhilaration – we are dealing with some-
thing of vital concern, something essential, yet also somewhat 

“disgusting” – tabloid media are rooted in the same substrate. 
Some institutions resemble golden pheasants in that it is not 
nice to dissect them – such institutions, in this way, are com-
pletely “Portmannesque” – a superlative example of such a self-
representing institution is the Orthodox Church. Similarly un-
fit for observation are even the outer surfaces of the nidicolous 
young of birds and mammals, cave animals such as olms (Pro-
teus anguinus), or internal parasites like flukes and roundworms 
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(plants have minimal “inner” surfaces – most of them are in-
side-out; the large surface areas of lungs, intestinal epithelium, 
stomachs, etc. are basically “internalised” forms of what plants 
spread out in the form of leaves, branches, roots, etc.; converse-
ly, “plant themes” in animals include the branching of the vas-
cular and nervous systems, the architectonics of coral and jel-
lyfish, etc.). 

Opacity and Transparence 

When we refer to an object’s opacity, we mean the ratio of inci-
dent and transmitted light; its opposite is transparence. Opacity 
in living organisms will be discussed later, but here we might 
remember that, according to the ancient authorities, physis de-
liberately conceals its depths, partly out of its “inborn” furtive-
ness, partly out of discretion, so as not to unsettle or confound 
us. Not only living bodies behave in this way, but also corpo-
rations such as bureaus and other institutions with “secrets” 
(national, manufacturing, medical; secrecy of mail), which not 
even the greatest democracy can abolish, though transparency 
does grow somewhat following revolutionary upheavals. Re-
production, embryonic development, official decisions, photo 
development, and other hypersensitive processes traditionally 
take place in the dark; great secrets and iniquities are hidden 
in the dark; only final products can bear the light. The uncon-
scious, with its mysteries and impenetrability, is divided from 
the conscious by a sort of opaque, iridescent “membrane.” 

Symmetry

The concealing of generally abundant interior asymmetry with 
opaque surfaces is also worth noting – the skin of most verte-
brates is opaque and equipped with various sophisticated pig-
mentation layers or other structures with colouring conducive 
to the Tyndall effect of light scattering on specially adapted sur-
faces. Although it is not technically difficult, only a few spe-
cies of fish are translucent and have, like transparent planktonic 
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crustaceans, a clump of entrails in a visceral sac covered by an 
opalescent membrane, by which a desired symmetry is “artifi-
cially” achieved. A number of life forms are only moderately 
asymmetrical. This includes humans – the asymmetry of the 
skull is evened out by the soft parts of the face, but the face 
is not symmetrical either, as the well-known trick of overlay-
ing the mirror-reverse image of half of a face can attest. The 
lateral functional asymmetry of hands and cerebral functions 
in humans has an analogy in lobsters and crabs, for instance, 
whose claws are more or less asymmetrical – markedly so in 
fiddler crabs – genus Uca. In a number of animals with complex 
patterns, such as zebras, okapi, and moths of the Brahmaeidae 
family, the patterns on the right and left side are only roughly 
symmetrical, often differing by one or two stripes. There are 
very few animals with significantly asymmetrically coloura-
tion – e.g., the African wild dog (Lycaon pictus) or Greenland 
seal (Pagophoca groenlandica). 

The question of natural symmetry in general is an interest-
ing one – aside from widespread bilateral symmetry, typical 
for all higher animals, there is also in animals and plants, es-
pecially their flowers, symmetry in multiples of two, three, six, 
and often five; seven-fold symmetry is very rare, although it can 
be seen in flowers of the genus Trientalis (starflower), for exam-
ple. Some radiolaria acquire the form of “perfect” Platonic bod-
ies, to say nothing of the viral capsids and crystals of inorgan-
ic nature (multiple repetition of the same building component, 
prominent in crinoids and ferns, is an overall sign of archaic 
provenance). Given the author’s distant relation to mathematics, 
he can neither affirm nor deny the general conviction of math-
ematicians that mathematical/geometric entities are the hidden 
foundation of the universe and, moreover, that they discover, not 
invent, these entities. He certainly cannot, from experience, con-
firm the oft-repeated thesis that mathematical forms of compre-
hension and sight are preformed grids according to which we 
understand the universe (mathematical thinking differs from 
biological thinking in that it considers only actual possibilities 
and combinations, not potential ones, past and future; there 
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are nearly one million species of beetles – how many would be 
possible?). Considering that a number of people, or rather most 
people, have to work at learning mathematical modes of think-
ing (like, say, doing paperwork), generalisations of this sort are 
just as presumptuous as the conviction that bureaucracy is the 

“human” method of governing the world or that opera is the 
highest art form. As mathematics and its applications to natu-
ral form and formal transformation cannot here be even gener-
ally outlined, it is necessary to refer the reader to the extensive 
literature on the subject – e.g., Bronn (1858), van Iterson (1907), 
D’Arcy Thomson (1917), Murray (1989), and many others. 

The Function of Surfaces and The 
Oudemans’ Phenomenon

Portmann does not contest the functional aspect of the colour-
ing and patterns on the surfaces of animals, formulated already 
in the classical Darwinian-Wallacean interpretation; he only 
emphasises that this does not exhaust the interpretive possi-
bilities. His approach is very similar to the methods of art his-
tory or structuralism, though it is not directly linked with them; 
snails produce shells just like icon painters do icons, and in 
art there is also selection: that of critics and of the market (the 
above-mentioned “structuralist” characteristic is true also of 
several of Portmann’s students – for example, in E. Sager’s anal-
ysis of peacock tails, 1955). Especially worthy of emphasis is the 
so-called Oudemans’ phenomenon – the reality that in animals 
with discontinuous surfaces – the feathers of birds or scales of 
reptiles (this is especially visible, for example, in the geometri-
cally regular patterns on the large scales of vipers in the genus 
Bitis, or on the wings of butterflies in areas where they overlap) 
– the pattern, as a whole, looks as if it had been “applied” with-
out consideration of the animal’s morphology. When the ani-
mal is in motion (e.g., several types of frogs) or when it is being 
prepared for a collection (diurnal butterflies), the meaningful 
whole of the overall pattern breaks down into fragments and 
is no longer visible. Parts which under normal circumstances 



the contribution of adolf portMann / 205

are not visible, e.g., the base of birds’ feathers, covered by oth-
er feathers, or the parts of a butterfly’s wings which are hid-
den when it is resting, have neutral colouring, such as dust-gray, 
or have another type of colouring than the parts visible when 
the animal is at rest (to see this, one need only push aside the 
feathers of a pheasant or pluck out a smaller feather). It is very 
difficult to imagine a type of selection which would eliminate 
all of the individual pheasants that had patterns on the hidden 
parts of its feathers. Even a kind of selection that would pro-
duce fanciful colouring on their feathers or wings at all was ini-
tially a conundrum for Darwin; because of this he postulated 

The refined structure of a peacock’s tail seen on 
the basis of individual feathers (After Sager).  
A. The formal variation of a typical feather with 
an “eye” (below) from formations producing 
a broken upper periphery to the longest cres-
cent-shaped feathers on the periphery. 
B. On the lower horizontal zone of a peacock’s 
feather, the feather with an eye is greatly 
asymmetrically modified and a brilliant green 
fringed hem is formed. 

A

B
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another type of selection often contrary to the natural one – sex-
ual selection (see Komárek, 2003).

Patterns

The patterns on animals and plants (the phenomenon is rela-
tively rare in plants, but is found on the flowers of orchids of the 
genus Ophrys, for example) represent essentially autonomous 
formations, regulated by their own rules of development and 

Oudemans’ phenomenon – the lustrous patterns on the under-
side of the wings of the queen of Spain fritillary, Issoria latho-
nia, occupy only the surfaces visible when the butterfly is at rest 
– the entire hindwing and the protruding apex of the underside 
of the forewing; the remainder of the forewing is covered with 
the same pattern which is on the top side. (After Oudemans)

A feather from the wing of a wild duck as an example of Oudemans’ phenomenon: with 
the superposition of a steel-blue surface with a black frame (left side) a “mirror” arises; 
the non-visible parts (the right side and base) are coloured dull gray. (After Portmann)
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using animals (the body of a snake, the wing of a butterfly) as 
“billboards” (it is notable that large mammals such as pachy-
derms and cetaceans, where there certainly would be no lack 
of surface space, no longer have any patterns – the largest are 
giraffes and orcas). This often involves, as already mentioned, 
a “total body” application, across morphological structures, 
wherein the nature of the figure or pattern is the crucial factor. 
Some of these patterns can be easily described mathematically, 
others not (see Komárek, 2003). In the evolution of patterns, in-
tentionality – movement in a specific direction – is very appar-
ent, and it is not difficult to arrange patterns of similar types 
into “transformational series,” in which the direction of read-
ing need not always be clear, but the transformation itself does. 
These transformations of pattern are practically outside the 
sphere of selective pressure, which influences only functional 
patterns, not their specific morphological implementation (sim-
ilar to what is important in a sweater is that it is warm and looks 

“good” – the specific weave and pattern are not so important 
and, practically, have complete “autonomy”). In patterns, the 
tendency of “repurposing” – abandoning the original signifi-
cance and acquiring a new one – appears as often as elsewhere 
in evolution. Kreslavskij (1977, in Komárek, 2003), for example, 
described various types of transformation in the patterns on 
the tectrices of leaf beetles, where longitudinal stripes break 
up into isolated dots, which subsequently link up in transverse 
stripes. Given that patterns are relatively dispensable to the or-
ganism and have a low “degree of responsibility” for the func-
tioning of the organism (“Bürde” in Riedl’s sense, 1975), they can 

“play around” with a degree of freedom that few other struc-
tures have, even though, unlike other structures, they are basi-
cally only two-dimensional. 

Three-dimensional Structures 

Three-dimensional structures which are not functionally so im-
portant to organisms (weapons for ritual battle, leaf shape) be-
have in a similar way. Deer antlers and the horns of cavicorn 
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ruminants, especially if we also consider extinct groups, fulfil 
practically every possibility which their “aesthetic canon” af-
fords. In the first case, deer species realise every sort of branch-
ing imaginable, with the repression of growth in certain branch-
es of the antlers, as in the branching of various types of plant 
inflorescence, or widening and flattening. Secondly, they rea-
lise all possibilities of forming non-branching horns, from com-

Above, three basic types of patterns of snail shells; below, three concrete, complicated 
patterns from members of the genus Voluta, formed by a combination of basic motifs. 
(After Portmann)
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pletely straight (Oryx), to coiling along a long axis (Capra falcon-
eri), corkscrewed (Tragelaphus strepisceros) and twisted (Addax) 
forms, various angles of offset or pointing (Connochaetes, Ovibos), 
and spiralled coiling of the entire horn (Ovis). 

It is this way with plants, in which form plays only a small func-
tional role (e.g., the absence of wide leaves in steppe and desert 
habitats, drip tips on leaves in rain forests, and a few other “nec-
essary” forms); therefore we find on plants leaves of all shapes 
(even those difficult to imagine). The group with the greatest 
“creative freedom” is comprised by the sporocarps of higher 
mushrooms, whose forms are far from necessary – a number 
of higher mushrooms either do not have sporocarps at all, or 
have only imperceptible ones, and still reproduce and prolifer-
ate successfully. Sporocarps themselves represent a sort of “free 
style creation” from water and mycochitin, with an unpractical 
anatomical structure (a mesh of hyphae) which is not meant for 
any functional necessity. Mushrooms encompass an entire pal-
ette of sophisticated forms, of colour and scent, although these 
properties are completely non-functional, and their colouring, 
overall, is only to be found on visible surfaces. Especially strik-
ing examples of the “unaddressedness” of a phenomenon can 
be found in certain inkcaps of the genus Coprinus, beautifully 
designed, “one-night” mushrooms, growing up after dusk in 
times of increased humidity and collapsing toward dawn in an 
unsightly ink-coloured puddle (the spores here do not even fall 
from the sporocarp, which does not assist in their proliferation – 
the phenomenon is similarly “purposeless” as the colourful and 
fragrant spring flowers of the violet, whose seeds are produced 
in its completely inconspicuous cleistogamic flowers, produced 
in summer).

The Creative Canon and Exaggerated Structures

Arthur Koestler (1978) talks about how the aesthetic canon of 
particular animal or plant groups significantly resembles the 
aesthetic canon of classical, “pre-avant-garde” art – musical 
compositions, for example. This involves sundry variations on 
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a single theme, played out almost always on the surface struc-
tures of animals, though the theme varies according to species 
(lengthening various feather clusters in birds of paradise, vari-
ous types of branching or flattening of antlers in deer, different 
types of design in the mandibles of male stag beetles, etc.). It al-
ways involves parts which serve in the self-expression of a given 
group – self-expression in its own canon. All birds of paradise 
have more or less similar beaks; on the other hand, toucans have 
not only hypertrophic, but quite differentially coloured beaks, 
somewhat along the lines of knightly coats of arms on shields 
from the times of the crusades, but they do not have elongated 
plumage. The case of toucans strikingly displays one notable 
aspect of the living world – the combination of the principle of 
wild fantasy, of riotously irrational purposelessness and loss of 
proportion, with the principle of maximal economy and expe-
dience in overall implementation. It seems that the beak “has 
a toucan,” rather than vice versa – as if one organ had assumed 
power over the entire organism; as we know, only means can be 
rational, not ends – this is true also for human society and hu-
man goals. An enormous beak, not particularly useful for tak-
ing in miscellaneous foods (the food must be thrown into the 
air and caught in order for the toucan to swallow it), must, in 
order for it to be bearable at all, be of minimal weight and rein-
forced by a sophisticated bone structure, not unlike the system 
of pillars in a gothic cathedral. Moreover, this innovation indi-
cates a number of other anatomical and ethological changes, for 
example, the possibility of tilting the tail above the backbone, 
so that the bird can fit into tree hollows. The entire resulting 
surface (beak plus breast) serves as a canvas for species-specific 
designs and colours. It is also noteworthy that self-representing 
hypetrophia in beaks developed again in hornbills (Buceroti-
dae), whose bills often also contain bizarrely shaped extensions 
and protrusions. 

Here we arrive at the question of exaggerated (excessive, lux-
ury) structures. These are structures in living organisms which 
in some way “exceeded their dimensions” and have basically 
become a liability to their owners, for whom any further growth 



the contribution of adolf portMann / 211

would mean an early grave. This concerns, in part, structures 
representing so-called secondary sex characteristics, present 
only in the male (deer antlers, similar structures on the head 
and scutum of beetles of the Scarabaeidae family, the mandi-
bles of stag beetles, peacock tails, the elongated wings of argus 
pheasants, etc.), and to a lesser degree, structures found in both 
sexes which do not play a role in such ceremonies, or play sec-
ondary roles (toucan bills, the fantastic, bizarrely shaped pro-
notum of treehoppers of the Membracidae family; it can also 
involve excessive enlargement of some offensive weapon, as in 
sabretooth “tigers”). The intellectual world of orthodox Dar-
winism has no concept of “excessive” structure, as, according to 
it, every structure is precisely of the size which selection estab-
lished for it, and hence is “proportional” to its purpose (this is 
similar circular reasoning as “survival of the fittest” – the fittest 
are per definitionem those who have survived). 

A concept close to excessiveness is that of hypertely (from Greek 
telos) put forth by Brunner von Wattenwyl (1873, 1883, 1897). 
This is an “overshooting of the goal” in adaptation – Wattenwyl 
had in mind the excessive cryptic adaptation of tropical grass-
hoppers and butterflies resembling not only leaves but leaves 
bitten by caterpillars, burnt leaves, mouldy leaves, leaves with 
spore sacks on them, leaves with wormholes including simulat-
ed droppings, and other extravagant refinements far from “rea-
sonable” – a neo-Darwinist interpretation of these phenomena 
is the same as with exaggerated structures. 

As previously mentioned, in addition to the possibility of se-
lective establishment of secondary sex characteristics, there 
must have been a sexual selection contrary to this natural se-
lection. Where, precisely, the “Platonic idea” of the exemplary 
male (from our perspective, sometimes beautiful, sometimes 
bizarre) is carried in the minds of females was not an issue for 
Darwin or his followers – the “ideal” male is to an actual male 
as the ideal “super egg” is to a real egg. It was eventually shown 
that a large role is played by the taste of other males, who must 
be imposed upon and with whom collective mating ceremonies 
might be performed; Darwin, and later Hingston (1933), showed 
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that excessive weapons used in ritual conflict have a primar-
ily psychological effect – Hingtson speaks directly of “psycho-
logical warfare,” especially, for example, in connection with the 
enormous tusks of pigs of the genus Babyrousa or the excessive 
claws of crabs in the genus Uca. 

Darwin had no doubt that aesthetic taste in animals and hu-
mans was a phenomenon of the same nature (Darwin, 1871). 
There is no doubt that many excessive structures are a hin-
drance to their owners, greatly restricting their movement – it 
would be difficult to imagine, even in one’s wildest fantasies, 
a deer – an animal from whose head grows something like an 
osseous bush, which falls off and grows back every year. Com-
ing up with up to 15 kilograms of calcium phosphate every year 
is certainly a great burden for an organism; in other forms, it 
was even more – the enormous antlers of the extinct Irish elk of 
the genus Megaloceros weighed as much as the rest of the skele-
ton, i.e., approximately 50 kilograms (Gould, 1974). The possibil-
ity of flight or evasive movement in the jungle is, compared to 
females, greatly reduced in peacocks and argus pheasants. The 
entire phenomenon shows just how much a living organism 
can “bear” and how far the “chord” can be stretched from the 
direction natural selection would take. It also demonstrates the 
enormous power of an established “formal idea,” which does 
not allow itself to be deflected by any retroaction and can even-
tually lead a species to extinction. Rensch (1947) points out that 
exaggerated structures have a tendency to grow positively allo-
metrically, i.e., that during the enlargement of the body (which, 
according to Cope’s law, will occur over time in non-flying ani-
mals), they grow faster than the rest of the organism – among 
the exceptions are species with the most excessive growths and 
those of the largest bodies within the bounds of their taxonom-
ic groups (lamellicorn beetles, deer, etc.). From a sociomorphic 
perspective, Zahavi and Zahavi (1975, 1978, 1997) see a “handi-
cap” in excessive organs and life with such organs, which for 
their ancestors in the ghettos, meant various vexations and po-
groms. Individuals who survive with such a burden must be es-
pecially able-bodied and therefore worthy of selection from the 
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An example of exaggerated structure in animals – 
a male argus pheasant in courtship posture. (After 
Darwin)

A detail of an argus’ flight feather.  The “eyes” are 
shaded so as to give the impression of being convex 
half-circle formations.  (After Darwin)
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side of females (that the majority of species do not know this 
method of “testing” and are still well alive they somehow ne-
glect). In certain species – for example, birds of paradise of the 
Paradisaea genus (Beehler, 1987) – the males are completely en-
grossed in courting rituals –(they almost do not do anything 
else; in all such species, they cannot take part in nesting and 
raising infants), which take place collectively in a tree – only the 

“head” male will have offspring, while up to fifty others “assist” 
him (even though it would not be at all difficult to found their 
own mating grounds a bit further off). Courting rituals take 
place regardless of whether any females are present or not (sex-
ual selection is not so fervid for male birds of paradise, as the 
occurrence of interspecific hybrids in nature is relatively com-
mon). Courting, then, becomes an end in itself, in which the 
goal is to impress other males (it is difficult to avoid the some-
what sinister comparison with a university and the reciprocal 
spreading of colourful displays of publications and conferenc-
es, comparing the size of citation indexes, and other activities 
which run on sublimated energy originally designated for mat-
ing rituals). Kipp (1942) interprets similar phenomena on the 
basis of the principle of compensation, expressed as early as 
Cuvier and Goethe (1790). This concerns the reality that in an 
organism, there exists a certain correlation – no mammal has 
both strongly developed teeth in the upper jaw and large horns 
or antlers on its head – it is always either one or the other. The 
larger the head protuberance on lamellicorn beetles, the smaller 
the eyes; this does not so much involve an “economy of materi-
als” as the correlation of parts in the overall scope; in the case 
of excessive sexual dimorphism, the whole is not constituted by 
a single organism but by a pair. Kipp sees in this phenomenon 
a basically degenerative process, wherein one sex is completely 

“absorbed” by one polarity, exotic colouring, excessive form and 
ritual, which removes the male from the reproductive process 
and gives him certain characteristics of a mechanical toy (a ca-
percaillie on a branch gives the impression of a wind-up toy), 
that is, there occurs a sort of morphological and ethological ex-
teriorisation, at the expense of centricity. The female, saddled 
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with caring for the offspring and their own cryptic behaviour, 
tend to the opposite pole. 

The Contribution of Hingston

Another original exegesis of the exterior habitus of living or-
ganisms is given by Hingston (1933). A major in the British Ar-
my and an excellent field biologist, Hingston (1928, 1933), per-
haps uniquely, saw living nature in a decidedly sociomorphic 
way, through the eyes of the military. He understood the colour-
ing of animals in the framework of his hypothesis of “colour 
conflict” – as a concrete position between the semantic pole of 

“threat” and the cryptic pole of “fear,” which enables one to in-
terpret “combined” colouring in animals, which actually ac-
counts for the majority of cases in nature (a European robin’s 
breast is semantic, everywhere else, it is cryptic – for total con-
cealment, this usually is not enough). Hingston’s concept better 
fulfils the principle of parsimony than that of Wallace and Dar-
win, yet it did not catch on. 

Hingston interprets all conspicuous structures and modes of 
behaviour as means of “threat” and “psychological warfare”; he 
differs from Portmann only in his narrowed understanding of 

“self-representation” as “threat” (neither Portmann nor Lorenz 
knew Hingston; Hingston, earlier than Lorenz, recognised the 
process of ritualisation in animal behaviour and the mutual ho-
mology between related species, as well as the correlation of 
copulative and aggressive behaviour). Another thesis of Hings-
ton’s is that biological organisms with excessive forms (includ-
ing, for example, fossilised elephants, dinosaurs, etc.) represent 

“target” forms. Hingston, along with a number of earlier palae-
ontologists (Cope, Osborn), emphasised that the establishment 
of formal possibilities was the work of evolution. These forms 
achieved maximum self-presentation – their inventiveness was 
exhausted and they could “rest” in extinction (it can generally 
be said that the fate of living beings, including humans, is fa-
vourable at those times when they realise all of their inherent 
possibilities to the greatest degree; this is more or less obvious 
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and generally accepted in the case of humans, but never in ani-
mals). The “victors” of evolution, then, would not be those who 
survived and somehow endured all past adversities, but those 
who experienced the “fullness of being” and achieved maxi-
mum self-realisation. It is noteworthy how the atmosphere of 
the last two world wars, with their great peril, established “sur-
vival,” at all costs, as the highest value. The veneration of Gior-
dano Bruno well into the 20th century is not understandable to 
most people today – if he had survived by some scholastic loop-
hole and returned from Rome unharmed (and perhaps secretly 
attended to his own reproduction somewhere), he would hardly 
have become the figure he is today. The path to maximal self-
realisation either leads to the threshold of death or passes close-
ly by it. Those who have survived can be seen as those whom 
a similar process awaits, and who meanwhile must trudge on 
through history, generation by generation. 

“Biopower”

“Fullness of being,” as the Czech biologist and philosopher 
Zdeněk Neubauer stresses, is the aim of life, whether we per-
ceive it in terms of Marxism, Freudianism, racial politics, neo-
Darwinism, or otherwise – the goal of living beings has al-
ways been describable by words like “power,” “glory,” “wealth,” 
“splendour,” “fertility,” “expansion,” “victory,” “growth,” etc., 
though every conception favours a different aspect. When we 
imagine “power’ in this sense, we do not think of pallid manip-
ulators such as Himmler or Yagoda (such are cases of “power-
lessness,” however destructive), but beings in some way vibrant, 
spontaneous, uncontrollable, and ravishing not with the help of 
some powerful mechanism but by their own gravity. This “full-
ness of being” moves about in the manner of medieval knights 
at tournament – it tries to be an exemplary being and establish 
its own form (physical or intellectual; in some languages the 
words for form and beauty coincide, as in the Latin formosus). 
The goal, then, is a perfection of forms; The Italian biologist Ser-
monti concisely says that birds guard their territory against ri-
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vals with song, after all, but sing significantly better when they 
are not threatened. The goal is not a fight about food and sourc-
es of energy, which, of course, also exists and is disproportion-
ately accented in the Darwinian tradition. The goal is to be in 
ideal standing – it does not involve establishing oneself alone, 
but a number of realities – altruism, then, is a form of help in 
such an order. The strategy for such help could be to survive or 
to die; alternatively, having offspring or students are merely al-
ternative strategies to the same end. Power consists, as Nietz-
sche said, in the ability to interpret the outer world and one’s 
own past; such “biopower” consists in the ability to interpret 
one’s own genetic heritage. 

Typical “Portmannesque” species with excessive external habi-
tus, often very distant from the “formal archetypes” of the bee-
tle, butterfly, bird, or mammal, are also very fragile and vulner-
able beings, wherein even a small change in external conditions 
can cause extinction (they often also give the impression of some-
thing artificial – more of a product than an animal). It is as if it 
involved the usurpation of a living organism by a corresponding 

“ornamental idea” and its “assault” – whatever direction it goes, 
it is in some way leading to death (the same is true of domesti-
cated animal races extreme in form and colour, as Darwin noted). 
Something similar can be observed in people who are extremely 
taken with some idea (meme) as Koestler wonderfully demon-
strates in his Darkness at Noon – this “mortification” appears in 
more moderate cases in the retreat of some persons to monaster-
ies, scientific laboratories, and other similar “demi-lives,” as dis-
cussed previously. From a Jungian perspective, it is as if we were 
seeing creatures completely absorbed by their “persona,” not 
only in appearance but also in “extreme” ethological situations: 
a bird of paradise in its mating grounds, a priest on the pulpit, 
and a judge in a gown have almost too much in common. 

Rank

Portmann carefully considered the question of the rank (Rang) 
of animals (the word was originally associated with military 
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value) the intuitive feeling of “high” and “low” in the human 
experience of the world, including the world of living beings, 
is among the fundamental categories of our perception. What 
is it, however, that connects living beings considered “higher” 
as opposed to “lower”? It is not only a greater complexity of 
structure, but primarily their relation to the outer world (Welt-
beziehung, Weltzuwendung), especially via sense organs and their 
relative autonomy from the environment in which they live, ex-
pressed, for example, by movement vs. sessility, overcoming the 
cold by warm-bloodedness vs. lethargic stupor, relative inde-
pendence vs. parasitism, etc. On the other hand, rank is not re-
lated to the size of geographical distribution or number of off-
spring, or even with endurance in the face of any number of 
factors – i.e., with the “success” of a species (the rat vs. the mon-
key). Rather, it is related to the complexity of psychological pro-
cesses, sense perceptions, and inwardness in general (all evolu-
tion, especially that of vertebrates, seems to be generally aimed 
at ever greater interiorisation). Living beings of higher rank are, 
from a certain perspective, more fragile and vulnerable, though 
inwardly more rich and complex, as greater and more valuable 
things generally are. If it is at all possible to express rank quan-
titatively, in vertebrates it is by the weight ratio of evolutionari-
ly younger parts of the brain to the brain stem, known as the 
cephalisation index. The greater the index, the higher the rank of 
the particular species (humans have the highest cephalisation 
index); in invertebrates, a similar measure can be taken by the 
degree of coalescence of originally separated ganglia. In ani-
mals, groups containing species with higher rankings tend to 
more expressive colouring, which, moreover, is concentrated 
at the cephalic and anal poles of the body, as opposed to the 

“all-over” colouring of lower-ranked species. Characteristics in 
plants which humans perceive to be of “higher” rank include 
woodiness, especially arborescence, over herbaceousness, dis-
tinctive over indistinct flowers, and, in temperate zones, being 
evergreen (mistletoe, holly, ivy) over deciduous. A good approx-
imate measure of rank is considering whether a species would 
be suitable for use in heraldry (eagles, lions, bees, oaks, or roses 
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are suitable in coats of arms – mice, snails, tapeworms, cabbage, 
and grass not nearly as much). It is interesting how with the 20th 
century decline of social stratification and distinction of “high” 
and “low” art, the division (earlier often reflected even in the 
organisation of laboratories) of “higher” and “lower” in bota-
ny and zoology are also disappearing, as if considering “lower 
fungi” “lower” were degrading to their personal honour and 
made them inferior.

Biochromatics

Colours and their uses in nature is an interesting theme. Lu-
cas Peterich’s works on biological chromatography (1972, 1973) 
are especially significant, backed up by years of study of colour 
combinations, mainly in butterflies and birds, and to a lesser 
degree in the flowers of higher plants (there are a few excep-
tions to this rule, but, in general frequency, it usually holds 
true). Both works are unusually remarkable, bulging with de-
tailed observations on this theme, and a summary here can-
not compensate for the original studies, accompanied by exten-
sive colour plates. Peterich comes to the conclusion that “strong” 
warm spectral colours (from red to yellow to neutral green) and 
cold spectral colours (blue-green to blue to violet) on the bod-
ies of animals are always separated by zones of either black, 
neutral green, green, brown, and, rarely, white (this zone can 
be very narrow) – one of the few exceptions is the head of the 
green peafowl, Pavo muticus. To a lesser degree, the rule holds 
for broken and weaker shades of these colours; for brilliant 
spectral colours, it is always true. At the same time, colouring 
and patterns are never formed from several “strong” colours 
but usually from “half-colours” (various shades of ochre, earth 
tones, wood tones, etc.). More rare are black-and-white colour 
patterns or combinations of one of the “strong” colours with 
black; white is rarer; and the most uncommon are patterns 
of two “strong” colours – where they are found, they are al-
ways separated by neutral zones, usually black. The affinity of 
“strong” colours for black or colours close to black (dark browns, 
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very dark violet, etc.) is generally conspicuous; Portmann calls 
this the “jeweller effect,” as the jeweller exhibits sparkling jew-
els on a piece of dark velvet, and demonstrates its wide use in 
the natural world as a contrastively aesthetic principle. Peter-
ich understands these principles to be immanent to the living 
world, irrespective of the concrete ability to distinguish colours 
in individual species or in humans. Peterich takes the reality 
that colours are arranged precisely this way in the majority of 
cases as a sign that the principle of contrast allows for the op-
timal manifestation of colour. His notion of optimal manifesta-
tion is in no way focused on the biological function of colour – 
optimal colour manifestation is “functionless,” it simply exists 
of its own accord. The opposite combination – “strong” colours 
on a white foundation – practically does not occur, and if it does, 
the shades are somewhat weakened or else framed in black. Pe-
terich emphasises that colour combinations which do not exist 
in nature would be very useful as warning signs or for inter- or 
intraspecific communication (many of them are used on flags, 
for example), yet still are not found in nature. In evaluations of 
colour in human artefacts, combinations which accord with Pe-
terich’s rules are usually seen as “tasteful” and significantly pre-
vail over combinations that do not, which are seen as “gaudy,” 
suitable more for flags or signalisation than clothing designs, 
for example. People in experiments give subjective estimations 
of temperature 3-4 ºC higher in rooms painted with “warm” 
colours than in rooms painted with “cold” colours, though the 
temperature in both rooms is the same; warm colours activate 
the autonomous nerve system and raise pulse and blood pres-
sure to a demonstrable degree (Eibl-Eibesfeldt, 1984). Much has 
been written on the psychological effects of colour on the hu-
man and animal psyche. It seems that a special role is played by 
the colour red, unambiguously preferred by small children and 
uncultivated adults (the Russian word krasnyj means both “red” 
and “colourful” and is very close to one of the words for “beau-
tiful” – prekrasnyj – literally, something like “especially red”). 
Red often occurs in nature as the colour of pulpy fruits meant 
for birds (at the same time, as the colour of blood it is excit-
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able and often frightening). The combination of red and black is 
felt in most cultures to be unlucky, linked with the underworld 
and daemonic powers. Black and red are used to signify warn-
ing and forbidding on traffic lights; in nature too the combina-
tion of black and red is the most common aposematic colouring, 
and a number of birds have inherent inhibitions about eating or 
even touching organisms with this colouring (Komárek, 2003). 
The combination of yellow and black has a similar, though 
somewhat weaker, effect – it is no coincidence that the uni-
forms of the Papal Swiss Guard, designed by Michelangelo, dis-
play the same colour combination as that of hornets – red with 
black and yellow (in both cases, one does not joke around with 
them). Green, as the colour of vegetation, has a generally calm-
ing and relaxing effect (on traffic lights, it is the “favourable” 
colour); blue and golden yellow, as the traditional “heavenly” 
colours come off as festive and “religious.” The “non-colours” of 
black and white also have a “festive” effect, though in a differ-
ent sense of the word – more serious and ceremonial; they are 
often, individually or in combination, part of ceremonial cos-
tumes and vestments with a certain undertone of sorrow (black 
is the traditional colour of mourning in Europe; in China, it is 
white). Black gives the impression of being prohibitive or with-
drawn, though not so much as in its “aposematic” combination 
with red – people desiring a greater distance from others (e.g., 
widows, formerly) favour black clothing. De Candolle (in Rádl, 
1930) sees two transformational orders of colour in flowers: cya-
nic (white, light blue, blue, violet – they cannot make a nice tone 
of orange – e.g., irises) and xanthic (white, yellow, orange, red 

– these cannot make a nice blue – e.g., roses, chrysanthemums, 
dahlias); for animals, Hingston (1933) proposes the transforma-
tional sequence of green—yellow—red, in which the first colour 
represents the “pole of fear” and the last the “pole of anger and 
aggression” (it is interesting that gold is intermediary between 
green and red in wavelength and is placed between them also 
in traffic lights). 
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Birdsong and Natural Musicality 

The richness and musical quality of birdsong, perhaps the 
most complex vocal self-presentation in the animal kingdom, is 
found in an indirect proportion to intensity of plumage colour-
ing. Moreover, birds with differential songs are usually rela-
tively small and live in northern temperate zones. The degree 
of musical complexity and variation in different motives of bird 
songs is difficult to apprehend, even with the aid of musical no-
tation. Human aesthetic judgements on birdsong varies accord-
ing to the tendencies of the age – whereas the 19th century saw 
the peak of perfection in the almost “orchestrion-like” regular-
ity of nightingales or the “mechanicalness” of canaries, today 
we would probably consider the song of the woodlark or black-
bird to be the most beautiful. Despite differences in judgement, 
there is a certain “hypertely” in the songs of all the above-men-
tioned species, “overshooting” by far the simple target of indi-
cating their territory; the songs of tropical species are usually 
less rich – among European birds, the oriole produces a typical-
ly “tropical” song. Birdsong is passed down from generation to 
generation not only genetically, but also through imitation and 
imprinting during the “susceptible” period of youth for young 
males. The parasitical African widowbird (Viduidae) copies its 
host, the estrildid finch (Estrildidae), not only in the appearance 
of its young and juveniles, but also in song. Imitating the song 
of other species is a phenomenon so widespread that it requires 
closer attention. The phenomenon itself has been recognised for 
a long time, and more recently, it was discovered that Europe-
an birds “interweave” sequences which they hear in their Afri-
can wintering grounds into their songs (a similar phenomenon 
is the imitation of other, “non-musical” sounds by certain birds, 
including the human voice, for example, as dealt with previous-
ly). It is difficult here to give an expressly “functional” expla-
nation, at least one which would not be completely far-fetched 
(the only significant “functional” case of vocal mimicry, known, 
for example, in jays of the Cyanocitta genus, is the mimicking of 
predator voices, in this case buzzards, for the purpose of scar-
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ing conspecifics away from a food source; this is also a good ex-
ample of the relatively widespread phenomenon of “purposeful 
lying” in animals). It is most likely the case that birds simply en-
joy vocal imitation and do it for entertainment, similar to their 
various games and luxuries of movement, pointed out by Dar-
win, 1872 (the idea that the gene, in place of the organism, does 
not do anything which would not contribute to the fulfilling 
of the “Fundamental Transcendental Commandment,” i.e., its 
own propagation in the maximal number of copies, came on-
ly with neo-Darwinism: life is not fun – it is a serious affair). 
Many frogs sing “in concert,” for similar reasons, well outside 
of mating time (this theme will be taken up again in the chapter 
on ritualisation). Another peculiar phenomenon is the duets of 
certain birds – African boubous of the Laniarius genus, for ex-
ample – who sing as pairs, when both partners are “tuned” to 
each other, and in the case that it is necessary to form a new pair, 
they must “retune” (Thorpe, 1973); Australian eastern whip-
birds (Psophodes olivaceus) make noises, as pairs, which sound 
like the cracking of a whip – one member of the pair makes the 

“swoosh” sound, the other makes the “crack.” 
Humans are, no doubt, the most musical mammals, and no 

human culture has been found which did not produce music. 
Among primates, the vocalisations of gibbons come closest to 
human musicality, though to us it sounds like something be-
tween screaming and singing; further, there is the drumming 
of male chimpanzees on hollow logs for the purpose of achiev-
ing individual dominance (instrumental music-making is quite 
widespread in the animal kingdom – woodpeckers’ drumming 
on resonating stumps, for example). The link between music 
and poetry in earlier ages is often discussed – it seems that this 
combination was very common, if not exclusive (even today, 
lyric poetry still takes its name from the accompanying instru-
ment). Human musicality is a fundamental expression of a liv-
ing, and generally cosmic, tendency toward rhythm and repeti-
tion – essentially creating time and phrasing the cosmos. It is 
not only a matter of music and poetry, but also the set patterns 
of science and bureaucracy, the rituals of humans and animals, 
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the regular repetition of patterns in colouring and morphology 
– metameria, daily, yearly, and other cycles, and any other sort 
of stereotype and its algorithmic expression in general. The per-
ception in living beings of regular rhythms is universal, as pre-
viously mentioned in the chapter on poetry. Playing repetitive 
musical sequences can put one in a trance, just as repeating the 
same verbal “mantric” sequence (both are favourite practices 
of Dervish orders); the same result is achieved by scanning re-
peating visual patterns such as arabesques. Music is perceived 
by the right, “emotive” hemisphere of the brain, and the link-
ing of various emotions and moods with volume, tempo, mel-
ody, etc., whether in instrumental music, or written or spoken 
language, can be relatively easily formulated and tabulated (see 
Eibl-Eibesfeldt, 1984). The significance of music in the regulation 
of psychological processes and human “tempering” (Greek to-
nos – “tension”) and inner rhythmicity (Greek melos), and hence 
for therapeutic aims, has been known and understood since an-
cient times. Only an utter lack of musical talent and education 
(which often accompany certain types of intellectual interest in 
the world) prevents the author from devoting himself to a more 
detailed discussion of this theme, which is otherwise especially 
relevant to this book.

The Significance of Portmann’s Legacy

The contribution of Portmann’s understanding of nature ba-
sically consists in his recognition, though on a different level 
than is usual, of analogies between humans and other living 
beings, especially as concerns their share in “subjectivity,” cre-
ativity, autonomy, and creative freedom. The realisation of this 
deep analogy between humans and other living beings can lead 
to a relation with non-human organisms more considerate than 
that taken by industrial civilisation. Portmann emphasises the 
value of individual beings – not just humans, but, for example, 
cuttlefish, mushrooms, or trees, and he resists the otherwise se-
ductive possibility of the exaggerated “falling in love” with ab-
stractions such as intellectual concepts or money. This allows 
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for a sophisticated and cultured consideration of “amateur” ad-
miration of living organisms and guards against a division of 
the relationship to animals into “hard science” and “zoophil-
ia” with no intermediary positions, such as Lorenz and Tinber-
gen’s classical ethology was. Portmann’s “thoughtful reduction” 
takes up a wisely balanced position between both extremes, 
which, according to the principles of Orwell’s doublethink, are 
practiced at the same time in contemporary society, in the abso-
lute differentiation between the human and non-human world 
by modern humanitarian theories and most schools of philos-
ophy, and the total identification of them by sociobiologal and 
other neo-Darwinian concepts. Anyone who has eyes can see 
that man (and his world) is an exceptional being and, at the 
same time, a legitimate part of a “singular” world, including all 
life. It is both strange and disconcerting that Portmann’s ideas 
have not somehow been incorporated into environmentalism, 
which instead prefers a combination of economic argumenta-
tion (how much a hectare of rainforest costs), emotional black-
mail, and apocalyptic vision. 
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naTuRe and culTuRe

Practically all human societies have differentiated the human 
world from the non-human world as something independent 
and antithetically other (though for some – classical China, for 
example – the distinction is rather weak, or nearly nonexistent). 

“Fine Tuning” the Human Body and Psyche

A number of human societies see man, even from a physical 
perspective, as something incomplete and imperfect which, to 
acquire fully humanity, requires various interventions into his 
bodily integrity, sometimes seriously damaging, from a func-
tional point of view. Many societies, for example, practiced 
various dental manipulations – colouring teeth black or other 
“unnatural” colours “so that they wouldn’t be like dog teeth,” 
incrusting them with gemstones, grinding them down, or re-
moving the front incisors (in some Australian tribes, this takes 
place during male initiations). Also widespread were various 
deformations of the as-yet soft skulls of children by bandag-
ing – flattening the forehead or forming narrow, tower-shaped 
heads or “horns” by allowing the free growth of the tubera pari-
etalia; in Europe, this custom vanished in the beginning of the 
Iron Age. A very mysterious practice, no longer practiced in the 
current age, is skull trepanation, which would often heal and be 
repeated several times, known from the Bronze Age in Europe 
and from many other regions – Peru, for example. It remains 
a question whether the aim of trepanation was “magical,” neu-
rosurgical, or therapeutic, following some injury to the skull, or 
something different. A completely peculiar phenomenon was 
the binding and deforming of women’s feet in China, which, 
beginning with the Ming Dynasty, spread from the aristocrat-
ic classes to the whole population (the Far East has a relish for 
monstrosities and crippling deformations such as bonsai, gold-
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fish, long-tailed cocks, etc.). This intervention, allowing no other 
walking than painful mincing around the house and its close 
environs, is sometimes interpreted as a measure to guarantee 
a woman’s fidelity and prevent cuckoldry. It should be realised 
that in doing this, the enormous and densely populated region 
de facto lost half of its workforce and that poor Chinese peas-
ants would certainly be more welcoming of help in the fields 
than an absolute guarantee in the fatherhood of their descen-
dents. The motive for this tradition, on the conscious level, was 
aesthetic – miniature, artificially formed feet, called “golden lil-
ies,” were considered “beautiful,” while naturally formed feet 
were seen as “ugly.” A very common practice in various ethnic 
groups is that of circumcision. Female circumcision, practiced 
northeast Africa, is an explicit mutilation resulting in anorgas-
mia, and the more common male version is definitely not pri-
marily motivated by “hygienic” concerns, as is often claimed 
(even in the desert, where many litres of water are drunk every 
day, one can always find that extra decilitre; the incessant wash-
ing and scrubbing done in Islamic cultures puts extraordinary 
pressure on the water supply, yet it is always supplied). A more 

“moderate” form of bodily intervention is tattooing, sometimes 
considered a basis of “culture” in general; in abundantly pig-
mented races, it often consists in scarring, and even various 
perforation are common for the purpose of inserting decora-
tions (in the earlobes, nose, lips, etc.). Sometimes facial hair is 
removed, especially in places where there is naturally little, and 
certain Paraguayan tribes pull out their eyelashes, so that their 
eyes “won’t be like rhea eyes” (hair and beard fashions will be 
discussed later). The process of becoming a human, then, often 
brings with it a necessary “denaturisation,” even physically. In 
the majority of cultures, there was a completely “obvious” con-
viction that people are not born full-fledged humans, but must 
become so through initiation or education (the Greek concept of 
paideia). Even some biologists (e.g., Portmann, 1960, 1966, 1970) 
share this opinion – human nature is not a given but is realised 
in the process of enculturation. The human world, according to 
the general consensus, is in need of constant care to prevent it 
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from dissipating and to make it distinguishable from the natu-
ral world. Stories which describe the opposite process (ferali-
sation, animalisation) have always been popular. In this way 
arose the true stories about “wolf children” or the legends about 
St. Onuphrius, in which he remains in the desert to meditate so 
long that he becomes covered in hair and is scarcely recognis-
able as human. 

The Origin of the Dichotomy of “Nature” and “Culture”

The above-mentioned feeling of an essential difference between 
the human and non-human worlds was gradually strengthened 
after the Neolithic agricultural revolution, when the forest was 
changed from something magical, though basically ambiva-
lent, into a dark, frightening, and threatening space, expanding 
into hard-won fields, and inhabited by predators who threat-
en the lives of Little Red Riding Hood and domestic animals. 
The world of the Grimms’ fairy tales records this outlook – the 
association of “free” nature with uncontrollable wildness and 
evil was interestingly embedded in old Germanic law: any-
one walking through the forest without singing could be killed 
without warning, as his intentions were undoubtedly wicked. 
This perception of the world is reflected in the Latin term cul-
tura (something to be cultivated – originally a term for agricul-
tural land and its crops, and later for the phenomena of civilisa-
tion in general, apparently as Cicero’s neologism for the Greek 
epimeleia, care). The word comes from the verb colo, colere, cultum, 
meaning to inhabit, cultivate, educate, till, care, as well as to 
worship (hence cult); the word cultura – cultivation, education – 
signifies something which does not occur naturally or as a mat-
ter of course, but which requires care and must be considered 
as extraordinary. The word natura was understood as its polar 
opposite (that which is native, which arises naturally, is born 

– from nascor, nasci, natus sum – to be born). This was basically 
the Latin translation of the Greek word physis – nature, natural-
ness (including human: “what is his nature?”) – which comes 
from the root phyo – to grow, to increase; to the order of phy-
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sis belongs everything which arises naturally and dies away, in 
all the abundance and variability of the universe. The concep-
tual polar counterpart to physis and natural beings (physei) in 
the Greek world were nomoi – entities which arise through con-
vention and agreement, such as laws, customs, traditions, geo-
metrical entities, and abstract concepts. The word derives from 
nomos – pasture – given that the first prescriptive conventions 
concerned “pasture law.” Human products also did not belong 
to the order of physis. 

Cultivated and Natural Landscapes

The primary meaning of the word “culture,” inscribing man ag-
riculturally and as adopted and domesticated by the land, is 
beautifully reflected in the studies of the Czech botanist Sádlo’s 
(personal communication) of landscapes as independent for-
mations with strong elements of autonomy and self-regulation – 
especially in his study on Korean landscapes (in Korea, a sharp 
division between wooded “wilderness” and completely ratio-
nally managed farmland, with an almost obsessive agricultur-
al usage and cultivation down to the last inch). Sádlo indicates 
cultivated landscape as one of the expressions of the “collective 
unconscious of a nation.” Whereas rationality and geometrisa-
tion had to be consciously implemented in modern Europe, in 
Asia (and in ancient Peru, we should add), they were, and are, 
a part of the “unconscious” facilities of even uneducated peas-
ants; it is somehow “hard wired” and practically never surfac-
es on the conscious level, materialising only through the land-
scape and other activities. Landscapes which people perceive 
to be “graceful” or “harmonious,” are usually those of old cul-
tural regions with a slow and gradual introduction of human 
elements. Landscapes with no traces of human influence – the 
northern forests of Canada, for example, or several untouched 
rain forest or desert regions – have a strange effect on people, 
apart from enthusiastic biologists and conservationists, and are 
set off against the mosaic of cultivated landscapes as monoto-
nous wasteland. The landscapes of Central Europe, originally 
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predominantly covered by deciduous forests, have, thanks to 
the activities of man, areas of taiga (coniferous forests), steppe 
(fields), forest steppe (fruit orchards, gardens), boundary zones, 
and lacustral zones (ponds), as well as the remains of wetlands 
and bogs and a few rocky steppes. Still today we can see a great 
difference between the lands of the former Austrian monarchy, 
where a combination of aristocratic monopoly on hunting and 
the Theresian Forest Ordinance created the appearance of the 
landscape as we know it, and other regions – in the former Ot-
toman Empire, where logging and hunting were relatively un-
restricted and available to the peasants (except for the Sultan’s 
hunting grounds), forests and larger animals remain only in re-
mote places. Landscapes which are completely cultivated – The 
Netherlands, for example – give a somewhat strange impres-
sion, looking like a sweeping extension of residential gardens; 
the vast, overbearingly monotonous fields of corn and wheat in 
the American Midwest are another example. It seems that hu-
mans, by their ancestral psychological disposition, are attached 
to savannah-like landscapes with free-standing trees, proba-
bly the inheritance of their distant East African origin. A sig-
nificant role is also played by human “phytophilia” – a love of 
green and flowering plants, which is to be expected in primates 
(Eibl-Eibesfeldt, 1984). Deserts or extremely dry steppes epito-
mise landscapes with an air of “freedom,” but one more suitable 
to occasional meditation, mystical exercises, and withdrawal 
from the world than to enduring affection – Arabs call the des-
ert the “Garden of Allah,” but at the same time the favourite 
colour of the Prophet was bright green. 

From ancient times until quite recently, it was cultivated land 
and other cultural products which were considered fundamen-
tal, valuable, and worthy of every care. A good example is the 
European Middle Ages – an era which definitely did not have 
a problem with devastating extensive areas of the environment 
and had little sense for the non-human world (though the ques-
tion did occur as to whether it was not immoral to extract min-
eral deposits, even though it was believed that they slowly re-
generated). That which is prevalent is rightly considered as less 
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valuable – that of which there is enough. Whereas the tendrils 
of the natural world grew spontaneously and luxuriously, right 
up to the monastery walls, Aristotle’s Organon, for example, had 
to be laboriously copied and cherished as a cultural treasure; 
there was, moreover, a great reverence for authorities and for 
the past and a certainty that anything lost from the cultural her-
itage was lost forever. Medieval children would certainly not 
wish for some animal (perhaps with the exception of a “presti-
gious” domestic animal) or a trip to the forest for their birthday, 
but for some artificial product such as a knife, ribbon, or a reli-
gious icon (the original meaning of art/skill is still reflected in 
the word “artificial”; the pejorative sense of “not real, synthet-
ic” was acquired much later; from the perspective of “material-
ism,” the phrase “artificial material” is the deepest blasphemy). 
There was a similar “dearth” of other civilised phenomena: to 
get a better, cultivated apple or to be able to listen to a sermon or 
to musicians was really a festive occasion. Only the poor trades-
men in his workshop who could not afford a piper or harpist 
allowed himself to be entertained by the song of a caged bird. 
Deserted places such as the peaks of the Alps were practically 
never visited (most peaks were not climbed until the 18th cen-
tury) – there was no trace of appreciation for the beauty of land-
scapes not influenced by man. Apart from the modern era, only 
Late Antiquity and cultures of the Far East have had an aesthet-
ic appreciation for such landscapes. The Middle Ages, of course, 
also had a sense for the charm of animals and the enjoyment to 
be had with them, but this practically involved only domesti-
cated animals (horses, dogs) or tamed individuals (falcons, ra-
vens, monkeys, etc.). They also certainly had an appreciation for 
decorative flowers like roses or various aromatic herbs, but me-
dieval and Renaissance gardens (as well as Baroque, Enlighten-
ment, and Islamic gardens) are characterised rather by their un-
naturalness, cultivatedness, and essential otherness, more like 
a geometry textbook than wilderness; for the same reason, Is-
lamic gardens abound in “wasteful” amounts of running water. 
It is not completely surprising that “French” parks, with pre-
cisely trimmed trees and ornamental flower beds (conserved 
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still today in Versailles or Schönbrunn, for example) sudden-
ly gave way in the 18th century to the  English park – basically 
a “cultivated forest steppe.” 

The Dream of Natural Innocence and the 
Beginnings of Environmental Sentiment

The idea that culture is deforming, arresting, false, distorting of 
human nature, and needing to be kept within certain bounds 
and resisted first arose in 18th century France – the most culti-
vated European country at that time – especially in the works 
of J. J. Rousseau (1712-1778). This is basically a modernised echo 
of the archaic idea of an original “golden” age of harmony be-
tween man and nature, when there was no hard labour, discord, 
falsehood, or power of one person over another – when people 
lived in a state of “original” innocence. This motif is mirrored 
in the first chapter of Genesis, just as it is in Ovid’s Metamorpho-
ses, Columbus’s letters from the Caribbean, or Bougainville’s ac-
count of his journey to Tahiti; more prudent individuals – the 
Gnostic Basilides, for example, or the Ophites – saw value in the 

“plucking of the fruit from the tree of knowledge” and the sepa-
ration of man from the common course of natural phenomena 

– value lined with hardship, but worth it, in the end. While ear-
ly industrialisation was beginning not only to seriously dam-
age the non-human world but, to a certain degree, to distort 
human nature, voices were crying out for the protection of the 

“original,” “natural,” “untouched” world, to which a great deal 
of attention became fixed. This attention soon brought about 

The geometrically precise plan of a French park 
from the 17th century. (After Herout)
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the demise of its object, as the care and attention focused on 
the threatened natural world meant that it was no longer “orig-
inal” and “untouched.” It seems that the signal to this move-
ment, generally known as Romanticism (1780-1850), was more 
of a change in human nature than the damaging of the exter-
nal world. The latter could be achieved even by pre-industrial 
means – a combination of burning forests, the charcoal trade, 
and clearing pastures can turn entire regions into semi-deserts, 
and the deforestation of the Mediterranean already was very 
advanced in Antiquity, as noted by Plato and Pliny the Elder. 
Early industrialisation damaged the natural world much less 
than it did man. Endeavours to treat the natural world “spar-
ingly” here went hand in hand with a general effort to protect 
monuments and folk traditions. The Josephinian Enlighten-
ment in Austria had no scruples about selling off monastery li-
braries for wrapping paper, and revolutionary Paris tore down 
several dilapidated Gothic churches as useless barns and sym-
bols of superstition. Before Herder, it did not occur to anybody 
that what the peasants were singing or telling of in their pied-
mont cottages could be of value and worth listening to or re-
cording (more on this in the section on folklore). At the same 
time, as previously mentioned, there was an increasing taste 
for past ages (medievalism) or earlier cultural or geological eras 
(the origin and development of archaeology and palaeontolo-
gy) – basically a sense for the independence of historical phe-
nomena and their value. It is not the aim of the book to describe 
further the history of this branch of European thought, which 
saw civilisation as a “boil on the face of the planet” and eventu-
ally culminated in environmentalism as a political movement. 
It is characteristic that this concept occurred in a culture with 
a markedly “polarised” thought. In the thought of China, for ex-
ample, the dichotomy of nature/culture never arose – as in all 

“cosmic” empires, the Chinese Emperor was not only the leader 
of the Han, but also of the forests of Mount Emei and the fish 
of the Yellow Sea – he was simply the “master of the universe,” 
his job description being “to ensure harmony between heaven 
and earth.” In such a system of thought, the idea of a dialectic of 
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nature and culture cannot arise. If we were to discuss the prob-
lem in terms of our usual concepts, it would be most apposite 
to say that culture is a “continuation of nature by other means,” 
and both processes are deeply analogous, though not complete-
ly identical. The classic European dichotomy of nature against 
culture (or vice versa) is a crude misunderstanding of the unity 
of the world and man’s place in it, as man is an essential element 
and legitimate member of the living world (if termites held con-
certs in their mounds, an examination of them would fall un-
der the field of entomology, not musicology – it would by much 
more sensible to divide science into the study of living things, 
including man and his epiphenomena, and the study of non-
living phenomena, such as geology, astronomy, chemistry, etc.). 
Precisely because the above-mentioned conceptual dichotomy 
is possible, it is necessary to reject a simple adequation of the 
cultural and natural worlds, such as is maintained, in accented 
form, by sociobiology. Snails do not ask about the relation be-
tween nature and culture, simply because they cannot. It is not 
that various schemes particularly dear to sociobiology are miss-
ing in human society (their latent presence can be felt in cer-
tain undercurrents – many countryside old women behave as 
faithful pupils of E. O. Wilson), it is rather that they are uncul-
tured and non culture-creating. Human culture and the human 
world are, from a certain perspective, opus contra naturam, but 
only to a certain degree. The “cardinal” question of the essential 
difference between nature and culture, or the total identifica-
tion thereof, is a classic “non-question,” where answers are not 
so much expressions of cognition but of future ideological/po-
litical orientation and implication. The discussion of this issue, 
then, is more a matter of “professions of belief” than anything 
else. It is not at all surprising that the environmental movement 
displays para-religious characteristics and that a number of its 
adherents secretly yearn for martyrdom, if not totally. The pro-
tection and conservation of natural resources and huntable ani-
mals always had the nature of religious prohibitions and taboos 
in hunter-gathering groups. It is clear that the thriving expan-
sion of the human world is in some way oppressive of the natu-
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ral world – it could be said that the issue of every postage stamp 
is accompanied by the disappearance of a butterfly and every 
compact disc by the silencing of a cicada. To look down on the 
non-human nature as a “valueless substrate,” as modern eco-
nomic theory does (a flower has no value in a meadow, but does 
in a flower shop – i.e., the cost of picking and delivery by hu-
mans), is barbaric; just as barbaric, of course, is to reject the val-
ue of the human world and see value only in a world restored 
with forests full of bison and wolves. Humans are basically the 
only creature which is capable of doubting itself, which is one of 
the foundations of their great success and their cultural and in-
tellectual innovation; radical self-hatred is something unusual 
in the living world. It is worth noting how different epochs ac-
cented opposite aspects in the relation to “nature” – Antiquity, 
for example, saw in nature primarily a loving mother and pro-
vider for man; the late 19th century saw in nature only struggle 
– teeth and claws and the necessity of remorseless battle with 
“the elements” and for “living space.” 

The Nature of Civilisation

It is interesting briefly to remember what culture and the pro-
cess of civilisation consists in. From a certain perspective, it con-
sists in bringing forth, in space or time, something which under 
natural circumstances would not be. The whole matter begins 
with the nature of human language, which makes it possible to 
refer (note the etymology: re-fero, “bring again”) to something 
which is not actually present, whether spatially or temporally. 
Among animal communication, as previously mentioned, on-
ly the “dances” of bees have this property – much of what will 
be said here of humans could also relate, in a lesser degree, to 
bees. Individual cultures differ only in their degree of techni-
cal refinement, not in actual principles; from this perspective, it 
is all the same whether we dry rose hips for winter or import 
mangos (today, fetching strawberries in winter is no longer the 
whim of wicked stepmothers, but a reasonable task for adoles-
cents, who need only go to the supermarket). If we were to try to 
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define the difference between humans and animals, the best we 
could say is that humans, of all living beings, least like to set-
tle for the actual, though bees, ants, and hamsters also do it, on 
a lesser scale. The agricultural revolution represents a momen-
tous turning point here – the significance of the transition to ag-
riculture is generally underestimated, as is the fact that ethnic 
groups which did not make this transition are not capable of the 
combination of planning, scheduling, and conservation found 
in more technologically advanced phases of civilisation. Con-
servation, on all levels, is an integral part of this aspect of civili-
sation: a piece of dried meat will last long after the rest of the 
mammoth decays; the son, now grey-haired, still looks like a ba-
by from the old photograph; an amphora in a museum or grain 
in a sill look good long after their brothers went to ruin. Cults 
of the dead and memories of the dead also belong to this catego-
ry of phenomena. Representation (i.e., to make something pres-
ent) in time and space is the common denominator of industrial 
and post-industrial civilisation – e.g., the telephone, television, 
as well as modern transportation and the long-distance convey-
ance of products. It would take several years and many difficul-
ties to walk to Singapore, but we can be there in twelve hours 
by plane. We also do not need to despair that Plato is long dead 
and that we will forget him – we have the Dialogues preserved 
like conserves in the pantry. This relates to other fundamen-
tal characteristics of civilisation: the artificial “mortification” of 
something which is part of the process of civilisation, whether 
material or psychological – Plato’s Dialogues are similarly “fro-
zen” like vegetables in a supermarket. In this way, the substanc-
es of civilisation are separated from the usual cycle of materi-
al – frozen cauliflower for a few months, an oak table for a few 
decades, silicon and aluminium in glass and bricks for centu-
ries, if not longer – likewise for the above-mentioned museum 
collections. In texts also, the recorded words are as if “saved 
for harder times,” taken out of their usual independent and un-
written “circulation.” We need only dip into a library, we find, 
“conserved” for us, the diaries of Captain Cook. Physis, of course, 
gnaws on the “dead” goods of civilisation with the teeth of time 
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whenever they are left unguarded. It is also worth mentioning 
that, in its late phases, civilisation is producing a number of ar-
tefacts of relatively short durability, as opposed to archaic ages, 
when a stone axe or a flaxen shirt often outlived its owner. This 
tendency, imitating, in a way, the natural “flimsiness” of leaves 
or flower petals, as opposed to old European “heftiness,” was 
to be found long ago in Far Eastern culture, though even there 
it is gradually deepening. With the use of biodegradable mate-
rial this process is coming even closer to nature – even books, 
songs, and scientific publications are not written today “for the 
ages,” but for a single season, and whatever does not directly 
catch on drops below the horizon like dead birds. The rediscov-
ery of a forgotten genius like Roger Bacon is something typical 
only for the early stages of civilisation. 

Disposability and repeatability are also integral parts of 
civilisation – a light bulb should illuminate after every flick 
of the switch, perhaps one hundred times (this aspect in some 
ways resembles the disciplinary exercises of the military; and 
modern science places the requirement of repeatability on ex-
periments – Koestler humourously points out that sexual in-
tercourse and storms are not less real because they are not in-
definitely repeatable, if at all). Nature, as opposed to culture, 
is somewhat “softer” and weaker, but, on the other hand, has 
a greater degree of freedom – a Jeep can easily overtake an an-
telope on the plains, but it cannot follow it in the forest. Like-
wise, technology is “hard,” and of all manipulative disciplines, 
it is the most liberated from context – penicillin works for good 
as well as ill, regardless of the personality of the doctor or phar-
macist, the spirit of the age, the position of the planets, etc. 

Another fundamental characteristic of the process of civilisa-
tion relates to the separation of things earlier connected. Apart 
from joining things that were earlier unconnected (breeding 
mules from donkeys and horses, placing “Indian” chicken steak 
and “Peruvian” potatoes on the same plate, etc.), the process 
of civilisation consists mostly in separating things originally 
conjoined, for which a significant amount of energy is needed – 
both for the act itself and for maintaining the separation. From 
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swamps, civilisation makes a combination of ponds and dry 
land; from limonite, it separates out metallic iron; from cows 
it produces steak and Emmental cheese; it colours brown hair 
blond or black. The formation of ideologies or of the modern 
European nations is of a similar nature, releasing an unprec-
edented energy – warfare between New Guinean villages was 
indeed permanent, but it was not enough to create a sub-equa-
torial Verdun. Every human action representing a functional 
utilisation of human potential blocks energy within it and pre-
vents the world from coming to a unity which, paradoxically, 
at its full extent, would mean the heat death of the universe. In 
continuing the trend of simpler technologies (and life, in gen-
eral) and creating many polarised dividing lines, science and 
technology are contributing to their diversity and variety, but 
also to instability. Whereas it is necessary to distil and trans-
port fuel for an automobile, a horse can graze even in a ditch; 
while there is always the danger that our fields will be over-
grown by weeds, and eventually forest, the forest is fundamen-
tally more stable for hunter-gatherers; while the forest could 
burn down or dry out, this is no danger to rock, etc. Technol-
ogy creates dividing lines through the separation of polarities 
and, eventually, through sophisticated new connections on an 
unprecedented scale. From all the available possibilities, our 
civilisation, with unswerving certainty, always chooses the one 
most technologically, energetically, and financially demand-
ing, and which most closely concurs with the above-described 
trend. Energy demanding processes actually began long be-
fore civilisation – life is more energy demanding than non-life, 
warm bloodedness more than cold bloodedness (a crocodile’s 
food requirements are several times less than those of a tiger 
of the same weight, but there are no Siberian crocodiles), etc. – 
we have merely furthered these trends ad infinitum. True to the 
Gospel appeal to be hot or cold but not lukewarm, the comput-
er world knows only plus and minus – no gradients, just binary 
crossroads (the opposite appeal – an anti-technology one, so to 
speak, is also found in the gospels: Jesus in the desert resists the 
temptations of the devil to miraculously turn rocks into bread, 



nature and culture / 239

even though it would be a harmless and useful act). A distinc-
tive and very energy-demanding attempt at a perfect separation 
of something which was at least somewhat inclined to be mixed 
was South African apartheid. Polarisation and the segregation 
of polarities in various areas has clearly progressed in the life 
of our generation as well. While in traditional societies all do-
mestic animals were sometimes suffered and were somewhat 
protected and even loved by people, the situation has become 
polarised in the last fifty years into the nightmare of factory 
farms and the “paradise” of house pets to an unprecedented 
degree (more on this in the box “Mute Creatures”) Literature 
has also split into the “realistic” branch, portraying naturalis-
tically described sex and bouts of drinking, and the “fantastic” 
branch, depicting pseudo-medieval chivalry and dreamlike 
landscapes with archetypal images. The diction of “entertain-
ment” genres has achieved an unprecedented fatuous nonsense, 
while that of specialised literature is more and more affected 
and estranged from everyday language. The pole of “danger” 
has moved toward adrenaline sports and motoring, and that 
of “safety” toward the insurance business and the social state 
(Auschwitz, the “anus mundi,” was a frightening display of how, 
with the aid of technological finesse, the pole of horror can be 
separated from the continuum and concentrated in one place: 
all of those murdered there would have died anyway, but prob-
ably much later in life, individually, without the accompanying 
terror, and of natural causes). Interest in the natural world has 
separated, on the one hand, into colourfully-illustrated publi-
cations for biophiles among the general population or pitifully 
sentimental stories about animals and, on the other, the world 
of cladistic molecular taxonomy and computer models. The 
classical ethology of Lorenz’s era was still a successful attempt 
at joining scientific scholarship with a general interest in life. 
It is worth noting how in the present era we have the polar-
ity of extremely mechanical neo-Darwinism on one side, and 
on the other, a primitive and unrelenting creationism – more 
considerate and sophisticated forms of both evolutionism and 
creationism would be unmercifully swept under the table. In-
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terest in history and in the past have been separated into mysti-
cal/pseudo-historical films and books and to theories of history, 
showing interest in nothing other than texts and demonstrat-
ing a pretentious lack of interest in the world around them and 
a contempt for the naivety of wanting to get to know the past. 
The mass media still operate mostly on the principle of the con-
frontation of extreme opinions (they interview, say, an eco-ter-
rorist together with a fanatical economist), and more sober and 
measured voices lose the hope of being heard at all. To an un-
precedented degree, the “guts” are being torn out of a once-uni-
fied world. 

Environmentalism and its Intellectual Roots

The main motivating power of the environmentalist move-
ment is essentially the feeling of estrangement, put into motion 
by Romanticism, and not the actual decline of human living 
standards. This mood arises only in times which “allow” for it, 
whether from an economic or political perspective – therefore 
it arose in the 20th century during the prosperity of the 1960s in 
the U.S.A. Material living conditions are not a sufficient balm 
for the feeling of uprootedness; today’s conditions are “objec-
tively” better than ever before (even the economic conditions 
of workers in the factories of early capitalism were better than 
those of the countryside poor – the reasons for their discon-
tent was the “inhuman” environments of the world of manu-
facturing, and the loss of a sense of purpose – one of the most 
important things for man). Concern about the pollution of the 
outer world, felt more personally than a mere technical prob-
lem, is basically a projection of the fear of pollution of the inner, 
psychical world. Such a devotion, therefore, has a number of 
characteristics reminiscent of the obsession connected to ritual 
cleanliness in many religions such as Judaism or Islam; we es-
sentially react the same whether it is a curse or chlorinated hy-
drocarbons applied to an apple. These feelings primarily evoke 
the contamination, denaturation, and deformation of the con-
tents of our psyche, which are transferred, in accentuated form, 
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onto the world around us. The phenomenon itself is related to 
the activity of the mass media, through which strange and ob-
scure content flows into our psyche. Not coincidentally are in-
dividual television stations called “channels.” Mass media, and 
especially television, have their undeniably positive sides, of 
course – with their continual saturation of the viewer’s psyche 
with “archetypal” contents, they are an appropriate substitute 
for otherwise absent fear, love, struggle, various passions and 
aggressions, and this, it seems, has prevented a new world war 
more successfully than all disarmament commissions, though 
at a very high price, which, of course, always comes with “peace,” 
or the absence of war, like, in former times, paying tributes to 
the Tatars – life is essentially paid for with life itself. 

Environmental fears are rooted in another inborn human 
idea – the nearby end of the world, which will be obliterated be-
cause of its sinfulness (gradually coming to be identified with 
industrial civilisation). This idea is found in nearly all cultures, 
either in the form of periodic cycles of destructive cataclysms 
or various forms of a Last Judgement, already knocking at the 
door (Late Antiquity liked to imagine ekpyrosis – the destruc-
tion of the world by fire). This evidently involves the projec-
tion of the unconsciously felt human finitude of individuals on-
to the universe as a whole (to a certain degree, we always have 
an impression that the universe, at least the “best” of it, begins 
and ends with us), and there essentially has never been an age 
which was not convinced that the degree of iniquity is already 
flowing over and that the world will soon be obliterated, and 
that this is basically for the good. Thus preachers of eschato-
logical tidings have always found doors open for them and al-
ways have a guaranteed audience, and the Apocalypse of John 
has always been among the most commonly read Biblical texts. 
That the world is now believed to be headed for destruction by 
human activity is basically an expression of modern hubris and 
is the polar opposite to the idea that the world will be “saved” 
by human activity; even in the case of the world, as in daily life, 
the rule holds that whatever we cannot love, we hope to at least 
destroy. This is not a totally insignificant danger, but it arises 



242 / nature and culture

mainly from intensive expectation of a catastrophe by masses 
of people and the fact that they secretly look forward to a Great 
Ecological Catastrophe, which would immediately solve many 
of their personal problems, or that they expect it to obliterate in-
dustrial civilisation, “cleansing” the world and bringing about 
a return to some age of paradise, which most fantasise as hav-
ing many medieval, or, rather, Tolkienesque, characteristics. The 
danger is that what we imploringly “wish for,” even though we 

“fear” it, usually comes – in this case, primarily as a societal ca-
tastrophe, not generally an environmental one (it is noted that 
the apocalyptic tradition is completely foreign to the Far East, 
though in practice there is no lack of catastrophe there). 

The anti-civilisation movement was especially intensive from 
the end of the 19th century in Germany, which, probably trauma-
tised from the violent Christianisation of the early Middle Ag-
es, periodically tries to separate itself from southern and west-
ern centres of civilisation and cope with the “contamination” of 
something of vital importance – in the Reformation, the origi-
nal Christian faith was seen as having been defiled, in the era 
of Romanticism, it was the German language, in the Nazi era, it 
was the German genome, and in the era of the “Greens,” it was 
the German soil, atmosphere, and forests. In-between periods, 
on the other hand, the custom is to take on the achievements 
of western civilisation and perfect them. Around the turn of 
the 20th century, German thought distinguished culture (Kultur) 
and civilisation (Zivilisation), wherein the former encompasses 
primarily psychological achievements, and the latter, those of 
technology and urbanisation (e.g., Wagner’s opera as compared 
to the Krupp factories). Culture was seen as “proper,” and civili-
sation as foreign, destructive, and undesirable; there was a pro-
nounced aversion to cities as centres of degeneration, iniquity, 
and all manner of unnaturalness – this idea stretches back to 
the Middle Ages, if not to Antiquity. A similar style of thought, 
which can be easily observed in the works of Konrad Lorenz 
(1973, 1983), for example, or in the German-Jewish political writ-
er Max Nordau (1892), and recognisable also in the Nietzschean 

“hunger for myth,” led in the 1930s to the eruption of archaism 
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during the Nazi era. Jung rightly discerned in German culture 
a heritage combining “barbarian” vitality and creativity with 
an oppressive, and quite recent shell, or, more accurately, perso-
na, of civilisation (see the essays, “Wotan” and “Nach der Katas-
trophe” in the Collected Works). 

Catastrophic vision generally underestimates how “deeply 
rooted” the natural world and human nature are. Despite vari-
ous alarm signals, total catastrophe is still far off – though it 
is somewhat gloomy that we are slowly sending the Siberian 
tiger and literature, for example, to the grave to rest with the 
mammoth and the pyramids. The world need not be organised 
by some “central committee”; like raking leaves in a park: left 
alone, they will nearly disappear on their own by spring. Self-
regulation and indomitable vitality are among the fundamen-
tal, hopeful, and formidable aspects of physis. Existence is true 
in a deeper way than is truth, in the sense of “adequation” – we 
understand the full extent of the truth of snails or dandelions 
only when we try to eradicate them from the garden. 
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aRTefacTs and TheiR evoluTion

We can label as an artefact (from Lat. ars = art, and facere = to 
make) every “artificial” object which originates from human 
activity and is not directly a part of our own bodies (which 
we form our body parts ourselves as well, but it belongs to the 
sphere of physis – we, at most, “adjust” them, as will be shown 
later). The notion of “artefact” is sometimes also used for objets 
d’art such as soup cans (if displayed in a gallery) or for the emer-
gent, man-made components of various biological preparations 
not otherwise found in nature (“that isn’t a vacuole, it’s just an 
artefact …”). 

Animal Artefacts

Of course even animals, as previously mentioned, create all 
kinds of objects outside of their bodies, and it is merely a ques-
tion of taste whether or not we designate them “animal arte-
facts.” Usually they are of a purely utilitarian nature – spider 
webs, honeycombs, burrows, bird nests, anthills and termite 
mounds, beaver dams, etc, and very few of these have an un-
mistakably aesthetic aspect. Apart from the ornamentation of 
the edges of the nests of a few species of birds, recorded by Dar-
win and always suspected as rather a case of refined camou-
flage, the extreme example is the constructions of bowerbirds 
(Ptilonorhynchidae), a bird family of Australia and New Zealand, 
which build self-presenting structures and courtship arbours 
from twigs and grass. It is the male who does this, the instinct 
branching from the potential behind the original instinct to 
nest, which he does not otherwise participate in. The bowerbird 
then decorates the structure with colourful stones, blossoms 
(blue is usually the favourite colour) and other objects which 
they nowadays often find in landfills. Some species even paint 
the interior of the construction with berries containing the blue 
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colouring anthocyanin, into which they dip “brushes” of frayed 
eucalyptus bark (one of the remarkable cases of tool use among 
animals, such as chimpanzees and other primates or various 
other birds – Egyptian vultures use small rocks to crack open 
ostrich eggs; woodpecker finches extract insects from crevices 
with cactus needles, etc.). For the bowerbird, its entire construc-
tion is a kind of “extension of the proper phenomenon beyond 
its own body,” serving to allure females, perhaps as humans do 
with their cars. 

Human Artefacts and their Evolution

Human artefacts can be divided into material (glass jars, trains, 
canals), immaterial, even if always involving some material medi-
um (songs, novels, computer programs), and animate, whose “ma-
terial” is some naturally occurring species which is then modi-
fied through selection or within a short time through genetic 

The bower and courtship cer-
emony of the western bower 
bird (Chlamydera guttata). 
(After Veselovský)



246 / nature and culture

manipulation (the bulldog, carrier pigeon, full-bloom chrysan-
themum). The material of artefacts always comes from nature, 
be it the gold in a necklace or the wolf in a Maltese terrier. With 
human artefacts, we can always distinguish a functional and 
decorative aspect; in traditional societies, though, there were no 
purely functional artefacts without aesthetic value, and artefacts 
today have a higher aesthetic value than is generally supposed. 
We can also speak about their evolution, even if the source of 
their creativity – humans – is not located within them. The evo-
lution of artefacts shows, on the phenomenal level, all the types 
of regularity we see in organismal evolution: the development 
from humble origins to gigantic forms, the propagation of or-
namental and purposeless structures, the transition from “full 
function” to semiotic or symbolic value, and the accompanying 
estrangement from the original significance and the acquisition 
of a new one, of which there are plentiful examples in the liv-
ing world (for example, the transition of an axe from its practi-
cal use to a ceremonial use). In late evolutionary stages, there 
also often follows the production of “pathological” forms and 
more-or-less sudden extinction. The Austrian ethologist Otto 
Koenig demonstrated these tendencies beautifully in his books 

The transmission of overall design of coaches and first-class train carriages in the 19th 
century (After Montelius)
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(1970, 1975), which consider the evolution of military uniforms, 
carriages, and train wagons, as did his younger countryman Er-
ich Pucher in his work on the evolution of locomotives (1999). 
Creative freedom in artefacts, as in the forms of living creatures, 
is limited by their necessity of functioning – a building must 
stand, a vase must be able to hold water, etc., and in purely rep-
resentative objects merely by the necessity of their physical ex-
istence. To the human creative enterprise in general, one can-
not apply the “shopkeeper coefficient” in the sense which Early 
Modern capitalism, probably under the influence of Calvinism, 
discovered it and projected onto nature in the sense of “maxi-
malisation of material success.” The riotously wasteful Baroque 
saw the world completely differently: the Turkish siege of Vien-
na in the year 1683 rather resembled, on both sides, an excessive 
fashion show with a few attributes of warfare. All kinds of ru-
diments and atavisms appear in the evolution of artefacts: first-
class compartments in early trains had windows designed like 
those in carriages, even though the construction did not require 
it; the twine above the visor on military caps is a remnant of 
the one-time functional strap used to secure it under the chin, 
etc. Also striking is the taking over of formerly functional ele-
ments by semiotic functions – the hypertrophy and the colour-
ful revelry of epaulets, button holes and their hems, or collars 
on military uniforms. These are rewarding objects of study in 
general, with their extreme similarity to the dominant habitus 
of males in many species of birds, for example – these parallels 
have been noticed and minutely analysed by Hingston (1933). It 
is not without interest that the fundamental reduction of deco-
rative elements on uniforms and the transition from bright “se-
mantic” colouring to camouflage took place only just before the 
First World War. At the same time, previously brightly coloured 
warships began to use “concealing” colours, complete with 
a line painted on to mimic the horizon between sea and sky. Nu-
merous convergences and developmental confluences also occur 

– for example, in the shape of car bodies from different manu-
facturers. Car bodies, including those already “extinct,” can be 
compared to the exterior morphology of beetles – both groups 
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can be accurately classified, their evolutionary dendrograms 
can be determined, specifications can be drawn up, etc. Analo-
gous convergences are similarly abundant in many locomotives 
of different technical construction – this phenomenon transi-
tions fluently to “mimicry” among artefacts – for example, elec-
tric train engines resembling those of steam locomotives. In the 
world of artefacts there are also to be found such cases of “mime-
sis” as medicaments imitating candy, not to mention “intention-
ally prankish” objects such as the “snake nut can.” Parallel to the 
living world, but essentially more common, culture uses “dum-
mies” – for example, the richly curled rococo wigs on the heads 
of bald or balding men of that epoch; there are almost as many 
dummies and “false” objects in the human world as “real” ones. 
It is hard not to think of male hamadryas baboons, who imitate 
the oestrous swelling of the females. 

What we call “fashion trends” represent, in traditional soci-
eties, relatively slow pulsations in the transformation of arte-
facts, finishing with the near “extinction” of the particular line 

Examples of the Romanesque style: 
building, portal (After Herout)
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Examples of the Gothic style: 
vaults, tracery, and the but-
tressing system of a cathedral. 
(After Herout)

Examples of the Renaissance 
style: arcades, gable. (After 
Herout)
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(something like Dollo’s law applies to artefacts as well). In Eu-
rope, from the rather sober, geometrically regular Romanesque 
style, the Gothic style developed through the gradual tapering 
of arches and further complicated the system of rib vaults, trac-
ery, and other decorative and ornamental elements during the 
contemporary enlargement of building structures. This tenden-
cy went to the extreme and then suddenly went extinct (in con-
crete regions, that is – not suddenly all across Europe). Then 
came the sober and geometrically regular Renaissance which, 
in turn, underwent a transition via the gradual degradation of 
right angles, bending of cornices, and increase in purely deco-
rative elements, culminating in the excessive forms of the Ba-
roque. The “extinction” of the Baroque was followed by the 
(again) geometrically sober Classicist movement (in a reduced 
analogy, a similar tendency can be seen, to a certain point, in 
furniture). Individual fashion trends make their way across 
many branches in the varying shapes of artefacts before hitting 

Example of the Baroque style: 
gable and portal. (After Herout)
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on some apparent causal connection with the function of these 
products. The dark, high, square designs of automobiles, type-
writers, and telephones of the 1920s were eventually replaced 
by brightly coloured, low, streamlined designs (for cars, this 
had a bearing on aerodynamics; for typewriters and telephones, 
not so much).

Human Self-design

On a certain level, it is somewhat difficult to distinguish what 
actually is artificial and what is not. This especially concerns 
the designation of man himself (various rather drastic “altera-
tions” to the human body have already been discussed above). 
The styling of hair and beards are also significant bearers of 
meaning (Bedeutungsträger). In general, hair has always been 
considered a seat of individuality, independence, and person-
al strength (as illustrated by the Biblical story of Samson), and 
shaving it off or cutting it short has always been understood as 
a voluntary resignation of these. Therefore groups who require 
the resignation of one’s individuality and incorporation into the 
society traditionally shave their heads (and beards), either en-
tirely or for the most part (e.g., the well-known haircuts for new 
military recruits or prisoners, ostensibly for “’hygienic reasons,” 
Buddhist and Catholic monks and nuns, and skinheads and cer-
tain other militant groups). The shaving of hair and beards was 
also often used as a means of disgrace and dishonour. Long hair 
and beards, on the other hand, suggest an insistence on individ-
uation, nonconformity with the collective, and exclusivity (e.g., 
Persian dervishes and Indian ascetics, European Romanticism 
and the nonconformist movements of the 1960s). It is also inter-
esting to observe the changing trends of beard length in mod-
ern Europe – shaving “rejuvenates” the face, which takes on ad-
olescent, if not feminine characteristics. After the bearded and 

“masculine” fashion of the Renaissance (which was also practi-
cally the only one to draw attention to the primate phallic over-
awing with the padding and visual emphasis of genital regions 
in clothing), facial hair shrinks to the small Baroque beards 
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and moustaches, and in the 18th century disappears completely. 
At the same time, there is a parallel emphasis on hair in men’s 
fashion, even by means of wigs and queues – this artificial hair 
disappears during the French Revolution and Napoleonic wars. 
In the first half of the 19th century, facial hair makes a modest 
reappearance, mostly in the form of moustaches and sideburns, 
and the second half of the 19th century becomes the most beard-
ed period since the Renaissance – beards here are again linked 
with the fields of science, literature, government, etc. Bearded-
ness often seems to be associated with those historical periods 
which most accented “masculine” virtues, especially all forms 
of “expansion.” After the First World War, full beards disappear 
completely, and until the end of the 1950s, facial hair survives 
only in the form of moustaches, often miniature (it is surpris-
ing how nearly all dictators and sinister persons in this period 
had them). It can be said that great wars, especially World War I, 
often bring about the “extinction” of excessive displays in cloth-
ing fashion, hairstyles, and exterior exhibition in general – it 
is as if societies go through an overall bottleneck. A sort of re-
naissance of facial hair was seen in the 1960s and 70s, though 
not as a dominant fashion. Head coverings are also especially 
significant – more often than being used to protect the head 
from cold or sunlight, they usually involve a purely semiotic/
symbolic act, usually expressing membership in some religious 
or political movement or professional status (in the current age, 
there are fewer head coverings as any other time in history). It 
is the same with the primary function of clothing, which devel-
oped in practically all differentiated human cultures, includ-
ing tropical cultures, where clothing is rarely a matter of pro-
tection against the cold. The author will not discuss in detail 
the phenomenon of the loss of fur in humans, but it would cer-
tainly be interesting to look at how the opposite situation, i.e., 
the existence of a thick coat (certainly of no value in temper-
ate zones), would have influenced human culture, from love 
poetry to social distinctions by various fur colours or cuts, etc. 
The most relevant interpretation of the lack of fur in humans is 
Portmann’s theory about the permanent juvenility of humans 
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– a preservation of the pattern of pubescence found, for exam-
ple, in newborn gibbons. Some consideration can also be given 
to Darwin’s theory of hairlessness as a result of sexual selec-
tion, this time from the side of males; the existence of an aquatic 
phase in the human past, on the other hand, does not seem very 
probable. It is not the goal of this book to give a cross-section 
of the history of clothing, but a few remarks here are necessary. 
Clothing basically involves a form “self-representing” regard-
ing one’s societal function (or nationality, in multinational soci-
eties). Even tropical ethnic groups usually make a clear distinc-
tion of the boundary between a “clothed” and “naked” person, 
with the relevant expressions of scandal, though the boundary 
is markedly different for them than for us – “clothing” can con-
sist of a gourd or loincloth (there exists something analogous 
to human clothing in animals, known as allocrypsis – an organ-
ism’s covering its own body with other objects, such as the el-
egant “coverings” of caddisfly or bagworm larvae, etc.). There 
usually exists a definite difference between the clothing of the 
two sexes, sometimes a very extreme difference; some societ-
ies have differentiated children’s clothing, and in others, chil-
dren’s clothing is just adult clothing in miniature. In the ruling 
and upper classes, there is often “hypertelic” clothing such as 
various petticoats, hoop skirts, trains, excessive headwear, etc., 
and several servants are needed to maintain such clothing and 
often even to help the wearer move in them. These outfits dem-
onstrate the wearer’s distinction from “regular” people, who 
must work in their clothes and cannot afford such luxury. After 
the First World War, there was in clothing and many other as-
pects of society a perceptible shift from hierarchy and ceremo-
nial pomp to “Gleichschaltung” – a sort of move “from peacock 
to sparrow”; the present age minimises the formal differenc-
es in the clothing of individual social classes and differentiates 
clothing only by “brand.” 

Comfort, practicality, and the health considerations in dressing 
are often sacrificed to self-representation (e.g., miniskirts in win-
ter; even Roman togas were only suitable for strolling through 
the forum) and this state is maintained for decades and centu-
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ries. The clothing of every society represents an interesting mix 
of clever adaptation and pompous disregard for local condi-
tions in relation to climate. Clothing allows people to artificially 
adorn their relatively sparse “proper phenomenon” (even a cur-
sory glance into the bathroom mirror shows us how meagre it 
is compared to a swallowtail butterfly or a mandrill) and to let 
others know from afar their situation in society, in ideological 
and religious questions, and, in traditional societies, their family 
status – an unmarried girl, a married woman, and a widow all 
dressed differently. Clothing often also reflects the inner state 
of a person or events in the family (mourning clothes), as does 

“ceremonial” attire such as wedding dresses, judicial and aca-
demic gowns, monastic robes, military, police, and school uni-
forms, etc. The current era is relatively lacking in these means of 
expression – it does not so easily allow cases such as the “Cap-
tain of Köpenick” (Wilhelm Voigt was a Prussian cobbler who 
scrapped together a captain’s uniform, commandeered a group 
of soldiers, and perpetrated an elaborate hoax on the city, ar-
resting the mayor and treasurer and confiscating thousands 
of marks). The proper phenomenon in humans has also, since 
time immemorial, been augmented olfactorily with various per-
fumes or, conversely, the suppressing of natural scents, whether 

A rococo lady from the second half of the 
18th century – an example of excessive 
representational clothing of the upper 
classes. 
(After Herout)
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by washing or with antiperspirants – this “scent mimicry” al-
lows us to eliminate situations in which we do not “smell good” 
to someone, which is a very emotional experience. Makeup and 
body painting are also used to supplement the proper phenom-
enon – in part, these represent older forms of social differen-
tiation. But more than social stratification, body painting is an 
indication of mood, situation, or intention (war, mourning, cer-
emonies, etc.), and is thus something analogous to the “tempera-
mental” changing of colour in chameleons. Body painting also 
represents perhaps the oldest, though non-extant, works of “fine 
art.” This relates directly to the use of ceremonial masks as “sub-

Motifs from the 
body paintings of 
the South Ameri-
can Caduveo tribe.
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stitute faces,” or in the recent European context, theatre and car-
nival masks, comprising, through “exaggerated” mimicry, one 
of the most emotionally powerful instruments there is. 

Paintings

Painting beyond the body is found in practically all cultures, 
though there are some exceptions (Eskimos); there also exist 
prohibitions of painting living beings in “eremial” religions, 
though these are not always adhered to. Paintings are essen-
tially a means of self-expression parallel to verbal expression, 
very effectively catching that which cannot be expressed in 
words. Painting is basically a cognitive activity – Leonardo da 
Vinci emphasised that many people paint poorly not because of 
a lack of training but because they do not know and understand 
the thing they are painting. In this sense, art is as good a symp-
tom of humanity as is speech – or, from a practical point of 
view, even better, as it is preserved in historical findings: we can 
easily find an engraved bone in a cave, but we will never find 
a fossilised pluperfect. The majority of cultures do not paint the 
world how they see it but how they “know” it. Realism of the 
“photographic” type was born only in Renaissance and modern 
Europe; there were certain inclinations toward it in Late An-
tiquity and in China, though more pertaining to details than 
overall composition. The paintings of hunter-gatherer groups 
varied from completely abstract to (only slightly stylised) real-
istic, as in the paintings of animals by the Magdalenian hunters, 
whose purpose is usually thought to be magical. This is certain-
ly the case, but then the deep impression one gets upon seeing 
them must also be called “magic” (considering their placement 
in the depths of the cave, an “aesthetic” function is out of the 
question; the majority of these paintings represent large mam-
mals, only a few portray birds, humans, or human-like beings, 
and only one portrays a grasshopper with a human face). The 
process of the “abstraction” of figurative models, almost geo-
metrically, is demonstrated by Wickler and Seibt (1982) with 
the example of the stylisation of birds in the decorations of an-



artefacts and their evolution / 257

cient Ecuadorian spindle whorls. Learning to “decode” realistic 
painting is difficult for ethnic groups which do not practice it 

– Grzimek (1963) describes how a West African tribe perceived 
pictures of animals known to them: they were first indifferent 
to the group of coloured dots, then, after achieving “insight,” 
they were excited, believing that they were seeing an antelope, 
but a small, flattened one. In abstract pictures, preference is giv-
en to patterns that are somehow symmetrical, though this sym-
metry need not be totally simple or complete, as can be seen on 

Decorative motifs from Minoan ceramics (ancient Crete).

Eye markings on the wings of various representatives of the Saturniidae family of moths. (After 
Koenig).



258 / nature and culture

the body painting of the Caduveo tribe. It is interesting to com-
pare the ornamental motifs of Minoan ceramics with the mo-
tifs of the patterns on butterfly wings. Not just human, but also 
animal perception (monkeys, racoons, birds) gives preference, 
when given a choice, to symmetrical over asymmetrical shapes 
(Rensch, 1957, 1958). Distinct asymmetry in the human face (e.g., 
a missing eye) has a repulsive and horrifying effect on people; 
human perception, naturally, has a tendency to fill in or over-
look small asymmetries in anything and to give preference to 
regularity of any sort over irregularity. Koenig’s second work 
(1975) has many suggestions regarding the question of painting 
and folk art in general, though it suffers from a certain “mono-
mania” in its effort to deduce, at all costs, the motif of the eye 
as the basis for nearly all graphic manifestations (the observa-
tions of Eibl-Eibesfeldt, 1984, are also relevant to graphic art and 
the interpretation of graphic works, including the paintings of 
captive chimpanzees). The topic of the eye as one of the main 
archetypal shapes of human and non-human perception is con-
sidered in detail in another book by the author (Komárek, 2003). 
In view of this, it is necessary to mention something also about 

Box: Art 

The English art comes from the Latin ars, which originally denoted, 
among other things, activity which required discrimination, sensibility, 
and skill, as in the Greek techne .  Earlier ages did not divide skill into the 
categories of “artistic,” technical, and intellectual (e .g ., rhetorical, med-
ical) .  Therefore these labels related, basically, to all kinds of sophisti-
cated activity requiring some training and planning (this is somewhat 
reminiscent of the word “philosophy” in its current inflated form – “the 
philosophy of the production of deodorant is as follows …”) .  It was 
a certain kind of romanticism which first brought about the idea of the 

“artist” as a vivacious and unconventional personality, as opposed to an 
especially skilled artisan (it was no coincidence that the title “master” 
was used both at university and in the spheres of craft and art – a mas-
ter was someone who knew something and could impart it to others – 
a teacher, magister) .  The famous Hieronymus Bosch was in no way an 
eccentric but rather a respected citizen, a member of a religious broth-
erhood, and an organiser of banquets for its members .  The image of 
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the artists got its “shamanic” connotation of madness and unpredicta-
bility only in the 19th century .  Given that art, in some way, always works 
with the emotions, every culture values different types of “inspiration” 
and disapproves of others .  Thus in Islamic culture, music was tradition-
ally considered as something low and suspect, perhaps on the level of 
the art of jugglers and bear-handlers, and was totally excluded from 
orthodox religious services .  Even more suspect was the portraying of 
living beings, especially people, harbouring the latent temptation of 
idolatry .  In the Levant and in China, the highest art was traditionally 
calligraphy, valued much more than literature, whose social prestige 
was often not much greater than the work of the scribe .  The Levant, 
unlike China, Japan, and India, had no theatre, if we exclude the Irani-
an “passion play” on the death of Husayn ibn Ali (earlier periods in Eu-
rope also considered theatre to be low – “comedians” were rehabilitat-
ed only in the 19th century; “high” theatre was always religious, whether 
in Greece or in the Middle Ages) .  China considered even the produc-
tion of seals as an independent form of art, as did Japan with martial 
arts, flower arranging, and sophisticated forms of torture .  Indeed, it is 
evident that nearly any refined activity with at least a remote emotion-
al effect can acquire the prestige of “art .”  Not only is there much dif-
ferentiation between individual cultural spheres, there can also, in the 
course of time, be shifts within individual spheres .  Rhetoric, for exam-
ple, was an acknowledged art par excellence from Antiquity to the Early 
Modern era, but today is regarded more as demagoguery and bom-
bast .  The Renaissance considered fireworks as art, Immanuel Kant sug-
gests ornamental gardening as art, and in the Soviet Union, circus per-
formers and animal tamers were regarded as artists .  These examples 
aside, all earlier ages had a very similar approach to what fit into the 
framework of a recognised form of art and what did not .  Traditionally, 
there has always existed not only an artistic canon, but also a canon 
of human beauty (or even equine beauty), and a work was judged ac-
cording to whether it was complete or if something was missing .  The 
weakening of this canon in Europe began only at the end of the Mod-
ern era, and its eventual deformation from the last decades of the 19th 
century (especially in music and the fine arts – much less so in litera-
ture, which merely lost its significance); the criterion of artistry has late-
ly become success – in its most drastic form, purely commercial (best-
sellers) .  This apparently abstruse development appears necessary in 
a society which measures the quality of a politician by the number of 
votes cast and the quality of scientific work by the number of citations 
it has (it is typical that there is no longer any use speaking of beauty 
or wisdom – the criterion is success, whether it be commercial or the 
acquisition of privilege) .  Artistic forms, then, are those entrepreneuri-
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al forms which local tradition regards as art (e .g ., a gallery as opposed 
to a steel mill) .  Surely there still exists some residue of “Maecenatism,” 
the old system of support of the arts and sciences – in the form, for ex-
ample, of literary journals supported by grants or artistic stipends – but 
it always feels vestiges with no great future (even science still has some 
characteristics of a medieval confraternity of sages in the form of vari-
ous commissions who are supposed to make decisions based on quali-
tative criteria, but this also seem to be disappearing) .  It appears that 
the only space left for art in the traditional sense is the desire for indi-
vidual expression as a sort of autotherapy – this, incidentally, is how art 
was traditionally understood in Japan .  

the evolution of non-material artefacts, which evolve according 
to the same laws as the evolution of organic objects or material 
artefacts – myths or philosophical schools experience differen-
tiation in various directions just as in the “adaptive radiation” 
of new species from a common ancestor. 

Linguistic Evolution and Language as Artefact

Considering that language is a very specific sort of “artefact,” it 
is appropriate here to comment briefly on the evolution of lan-
guage (see Renfrew, 1998, for Indo-European), which has sev-
eral points of contact with the evolution of material artefacts 
and biological evolution (the idea itself is not new – the Darwin-
ian principle was applied to linguistics by August Schleicher in 
1863). Because languages can be conserved by writing, this pro-
cess can be observed in some of them over millennia. In general, 
languages have a tendency to become simplified, from a gram-
matical point of view, in the course of evolution; all preserved 
stages of early Indo-European languages have an unusually 
florid grammar, in which, however, there is an absence of solid 
rules and a number of exceptions and “new grammatical forma-
tions” (regularised grammars were the creations of grammari-
ans, not the reflection of a realistic state of language; conceiving 
of logic in Attic Greek was especially difficult, even for a genius 
like Aristotle – in later languages it was easier). Linguistic evo-
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lution, then, gradually leads to simplification, a reduction of in-
flection, and possibly even to an isolating structure (it was simi-
lar with Chinese, in which this process went much further). The 
diversity of language and the possibility of nuance are gradual-
ly disappearing – speech was earlier generated somewhat ad hoc, 
to particular occasions, like amoeba’s pseudopodia engulfing 
their prey. This process of reduction is somewhat reminiscent 
of the transition from unbridled organic flourishing of life to 
mechanicalness, though language always retains a certain “or-
ganismic” character. It also seems that agglutinative languag-
es, with their almost “machine-like” structure, are much more 
aggressive in establishing themselves than are inflecting lan-
guages – Hungarian and Turkish, despite a historically small 
number of speakers, eventually displaced all Indo-European 
languages in their region. Given the difficulty for speakers of 
these languages to learn inflective languages, there was prob-
ably no other possibility. Surprisingly, using written language 
slows down or nearly stops the process of evolution – languag-
es with a large number of speakers and writers develop more 
slowly than smaller languages (the phenomenon is similar to 
the formation of new species from small, isolated populations 
as compared to large populations). The speed of change in the 
vocabulary of the literary languages of small groups can be un-
usually great – the Czech explorer A. V. Frič repeatedly visited 
several Indian tribes in the region of Gran Chaco at intervals of 
twenty years or more and, to his surprise, found that the same 
group, whose older members recognised and enthusiastically 
welcomed him, spoke a completely different language, wherein 
fifty percent or more of the words had changed. The Indian lan-
guages of South America appear to be especially prone to rap-
id dissipation – Darwin describes the meeting of three mem-
bers of the Patagonian Ona tribe who travelled with him on the 
Beagle (they had spent two years in England and had learned 
broken English) with their fellow tribesmen – they recognised 
them, but had meanwhile completely forgotten their native lan-
guage. Here we see the importance of writing not only for pre-
serving the works of the past, but also for stabilising the lan-
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guage of the present; not for nothing is the learning of one’s 
own literary language toilsome work – language is actually rec-
reated by its literary form and “reinforced” by its system of in-
ner structure. 

In a way, it seems that the languages of ethnic groups who 
have lost their independence have a tendency to retain archa-
ic characteristics (from Slavic languages, for example, Bulgar-
ian or Sorbian), and that arctic and subarctic conditions have 
a “conservative” effect – of the Germanic languages, the most 
archaic is Icelandic, “frozen” in the Arctic Circle; the Eskimo-
Aleut languages are also rather consistent over time. Unlike liv-
ing beings, languages have an “unlimited ability to cross-breed” 
and, when they come into contact, can not only mingle vocab-
ulary but “copy” grammar and syntax from one language to 
another. Even completely unrelated languages in a common 
region can form a sort of union, in which they mutually con-
taminate each other – known as a Sprachbund (e.g., the languag-
es of the Balkans, the Caucuses, etc.). 

A wholly independent phenomenon is that of “sound changes,” 
which happen over time in language. This involves a change 
in the quality of vowels or consonants (in English, for exam-
ple, the shift from gos to goose or hring to ring), or sometimes 
even reversals in lexical roots, which include all “analogous” 
cases within the framework of the language, often according to 
quite complicated rules (Freud, 1910, points out the strange phe-
nomenon of these root transpositions, wherein one of a pair of 
words in related languages or languages of the same family is 
reversed – German Topf, English pot; Germanic reuk, Slavic kuer, 
etc.). It is probably unnecessary to add that these changes oc-
cur spontaneously, with no central initiation or direction. This 
phenomenon is probably the best example of the autonomy and 

“freedom” of languages (or their distinct dialects), representing 
language as an organic whole, developing by its inner dynam-
ics without regard to exterior circumstances. Regarding sound 
change, the occasionally suggested reason of facilitating pro-
nunciation often does not hold up, as forms of words which are 
more difficult to pronounce than the original frequently arise, 
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and, moreover, we always need to ask the question of “easier to 
pronounce for who”? Another hypothesis – that sound change 
occurs with the integration of another ethnic group who cannot 
manage the original phonetics – is also misguided, as it usually 
happens even without this circumstance. Basically, it involves 
something like “non-adaptive radiation” with a tendency to di-
versify; it is thus even more interesting that language, unlike 
living organisms and artefacts, does not have a single source 
of creativity and innovation, whether within itself or without, 
but is, even though immaterial, linked to a number of speak-
ers scattered over a large area – something like a labyrinth of 
mycelia in fungi (even material artefacts – ceramic, for example 

– undergo simultaneous changes in fashion, at the hands of dif-
ferent creators, but they are much less sophisticated and more 
consciously created than language). 

Folklore as a Phenomenon

It is probably not necessary to emphasise that the concept of 
a nation as a linguistically homogenous community is histor-
ically very recent, originating from the ideas of the Prussian 
theologian and cultural theoretician Johann Gottfried Herder 
(1744–1803). It must have been a relatively toilsome process to in-
troduce the idea in Europe, and the movement spread, basical-
ly, like a secular religion (an initial investment of energy must 
be made, explaining that Mister Novák is a Czech and there-
fore should not write Nowak, should not speak German, should 
read only Czech books, should not associate with Germans or 
Prague Jews, and has a “historical right” to the entire region 
from the Ore Mountains (Krušné hory, Erzgebirge) to the Mora-
va (March) river. Herder always emphasised national specificity, 
the “soul” of individual nations, which can be seen in nearly all 
of their efforts, but their most crystallised expression is to be 
found in their creations – folklore. Herder, and after him Jacob 
(1785-1863) and Willhelm (1786-1859) Grimm, first brought the 
attention of the educated public to oral folk literature and even-
tually material expressions of folk culture. From a certain per-
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spective, folklore represents something on the border between 
the artefacts of “high” culture and original “products of nature.” 
It generally has a regional distribution and can be collected and 
“preserved”; by the early 19th century, it came to be, along with 
nature, valued in itself and, at the same time, threatened. As 
previously mentioned, focusing attention on some object which 
is “dying out” always accelerates its destruction; as with vari-
ous plants or animals which are extinct in the wild, folklore 
can also be cultivated in “skanzen-like” reservations and sus-
tained for a time in a tolerable, artificial existence. Romantic sci-
entists and literati often collected folklore and natural objects 
together in the “field” of remote districts, and records of songs 
and flower specimens could often be found in the same ruck-
sack. The idea of the Grimm brothers that folk tales faithful-
ly preserve a pre-Christian worldview and mythology (uncon-
firmed, in the end) was a great stimulus to this activity. The 
migration of individual fairy-tale motifs across the Old World 
can then be observed with the eyes of an historical zoogeogra-
pher (the earlier discussed possibility of generating archetyp-
ally strong themes de novo is somewhat marginalised here). The 
idea that everything must have come from somewhere is an ex-
pression of an ultimate doubting of human creativity and raises 
the question of where cultural phenomena came from in their 
countries of origin. Religious, scientific, and administrative 
concepts also migrate in this way, of course – the hierarchical 
system of Russian nomenklatura was an import from Sweden, 
where it had already died out. The themes of folk tales can be 
classified relatively easily, and any new ones can be “inserted 
in the system” without difficulty. A subject of much discussion 
is the question of the relationship of “high” culture and “folk” 
culture, in which it seems that the adoption of motifs works 
in both directions, somewhat along the lines of the cultivation 
of plants and their subsequent reversion to a wild state. The 
transfer from “high” culture to “the folk,” however, is the more 
common route – e.g., “peasant baroque” forms, “folk” costumes 
as variations on city fashions in the Biedermeier era, etc. The 
themes of written literature “break free” and “run wild,” sim-
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ilar to how Himalayan balsam spreads out from the Chateau 
gardens. There is no doubt that folklore also contains a num-
ber of very archaic mythologems, but it is such a multi-layered 
phenomenon, that some discretion is needed. One of the fairy 
tales collected by the Czech folklorist J. Š. Kubín speaks in the 
same breath about photography and being turned into stone by 
a magic spell; a Gypsy fairy tale with an archaic plot, evident-
ly originating in India, can end with a vanquished dragon be-
ing doused with gasoline and burned. The release of an idea, in 
the sense of Dawkins’ memes, can be as significant and pesti-
lent as the release of rabbits was in Australia. The Romantic, or 
also Marxist, idea that folk literature is generated by “the en-
tire people” is misguided, though certainly the “entire people” 
strongly influence continual selection, for a song which is not 
written down and is not sung by the following generation will 
be lost forever. An indispensable role is played by the extensive 
indoctrination of the people, not only from the pulpit (over fifty 
percent of the “folk” proverbs of European nations, excluding 
Russians, are of Biblical origin), but by selected and prepared 
folklore such as “national” songs and fairy tales. This is remi-
niscent of the joke about the ethnographer gathering bits of in-
formation from an old Indian informant about the ancient cer-
emonies and songs of his tribe. The old man remembers only 
snippets and occasionally goes into a nearby tepee, from which 
he returns full of cogent and reliable information. The ethnog-
rapher eventually goes to look into the tepee, hoping that he 
will find there an even older and better informant, but instead 
he finds the Manual of American Ethnography laying there. Culti-
vated landscape, to an even greater degree than folklore alone, 
mirrors the collective consciousness and unconscious graft-
ed onto a biological and abiotic base and is itself fundamen-
tally similar to an organism, as previously mentioned. Culti-
vated landscape constitutes something which German authors 
would most likely call a Gesamtkunstwerk, with great memory 
and persistence, which retains the local colouring and structure, 
despite the peripeteias of history, and even withstands transi-
tions of ethnic groups, religions, languages, and crops. Egypt, 
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though everything has changed since the time of the pharaohs, 
still retains a certain “Egyptness,” and those lands which Pau-
sanias designates in his ancient “Baedeker guide” as “orderly” 
or, conversely, dark and dangerous, are still thus today. 
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doMesTicaTed aniMals

The Nature of Domestication

Domesticated plants and animals are a special case of artefact 
– on the one hand, they belong to the order of physis, and on 
the other, they incontrovertibly represent a human creation, 
the cause of their appearance being located outside themselves 
(voluminous compendia can be found in Herre and Röhrs, 1990, 
and Mason, 1984). A direct analogy between artificial and nat-
ural selection, as employed by Darwin, is certainly a nice met-
aphor to model and clarify natural selection on the basis of 
something which is more or less well known, but like all com-
parisons, it is somewhat faulty – although artificial selection 
is a very effective method to quickly change the habitus and 
characteristics of domesticated animals, it practically does not 
change their “functional optimum.” Forms which have devi-
ated furthest from the point of equilibrium, usually represent-
ed by the appearance and proportions of its wild ancestor, are 
also the most precarious and least viable, and in the event that 
they are left alone without continual selective governance, they 
very quickly return to an earlier form, or something near it, 
through a combination of reapplied natural selection and in-
terbreeding – feral urban pigeons are often indistinguishable 
from wild rock pigeons; in dogs, oddly, the resulting form is 
not a wolf, but a “mongrel” like a dingo or pariah or feral dog 
(all of the domesticated forms are contained in the wild ances-
tor in a “convoluted” or “dissolute” form, similar to man and 
his fates and life courses, which without some fatal jolt will not 
be realised). Artificial selection is not suited to the production 
of new biological species, and it can be said that only two free-
living forms have arisen from human efforts: the dingo and the 
New Guinea singing dog (formerly Canis hallstromi) – stabilised 
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wild variants of domesticated dogs. All other forms which 
have arisen from artificial selection are completely dependent 
on constant human intervention for their existence and contin-
uation, and even in these conditions they do not have the clas-
sical properties of biological species – their potential inability 
to interbreed originates, at most, through a sheer incompatibil-
ity in bodily proportions (e.g., a St. Bernard and a Chihuahua). 
Only rarely is the viability of domesticated animals roughly 
comparable to their wild ancestors, as is the case with carrier 
pigeons, for example. The equation of artificial selection with 
natural selection is therefore merely an intellectual expedient, 
if not a superstition. 

It is interesting that the majority of cultures have imagined 
domesticated animals (and plants) as having been domesticat-
ed, or created in their domesticated forms, since the beginning 
of the world, even though it is completely evident that human 
activity is involved and certain domestications are still with-
in cultural memory. While in some cases the domesticated and 
wild forms are referred to by the same word (domesticated 
cat / wild cat), in other cases it is different, as in the case of 
dogs, where every culture emphasises, through differentiated 
names, their essential distinction from wolves (the phenome-
non is completely analogous, as previously mentioned, to the 
apparent opposition of the criminal underworld and the police, 
which in certain circumstances “fruitfully interbreed,” and it is 
good to remember that one basically represents a “tamed” vari-
ant of the other, which then tries to hunt it down and overthrow 
it). It is surprising that the apparently trivial problem of the ori-
gin of domesticated animals was for a long time practically un-
solvable and took no less a person than Darwin to solve it (1868). 
The phenomenon itself has one clear analogue in nature: so-
called ant and termite inquilines, or “guests” – several insects, 
especially beetles, which live, being fed and cared for to differ-
ent extents, in ant or termite nests and often mimetically resem-
ble their hosts. 
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Domestication and Selection

It is important to realise that domestication is a mutual phe-
nomenon, i.e., it is not totally clear who is wrapped around 
whose finger – human civilisation is as dependent on hens as 
hens are on it. Whereas even small children could manage the 
domestication of wild geese, in the case of many animals (cam-
els, horses) it is difficult to imagine how it happened – the cap-
turing of Przewalski foals required several domesticated hors-
es to chase and catch them, as well as mares to nurse them – if 
these are not already at our disposal, then we find ourselves in 
the situation of Baron Münchhausen, pulling ourselves out of 
a swamp by our own hair (there is a similar problem with the 
beginning of metallurgy – the tale of a “coincidental” lining of 
a fire pit with bits of ore are far-fetched even in terms of etiolog-
ical myth). Domestication differs from symbiosis in that one spe-
cies, i.e., humans, plays a more dominant and conscious role in 
the process, and the second willingly or unwillingly resigns its 
freedom and becomes the creative “material.” A number of spe-
cies – pigeons or cats, for example – joined humans completely 
voluntarily, or even imposed themselves on humans; it is also 
necessary to distinguish domesticated animals from synan-
thropes – e.g., sparrows and animals regularly kept in captiv-
ity – which are undomesticated and usually non-reproductive, 
such as hunting falcons or elephants, and feral animals, domes-
ticated animals which have become wild again, such as cam-
els in Australia. In the animal kingdom there even exists an 
analogy of human agriculture: ants of the genus Atta cultivate 
in their underground gardens their “ambrosial” fungus from 
a substratum of chewed leaves. We can, of course, claim that 
the “domestication” undertaken by ants is unconscious and that 
their “guests” intrude upon them under the guise of mimicry; 
it is a question whether both phenomena are not more similar 
than we think. Wasmann (1925) postulated his so-called “ami-
cal selection” – a type of selection of the guests by the ants “in 
their own image,” in which, he believed, the ants know well 
that the guests which look like them are not really ants but still 
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find their appearance (perceived complexly by scent and touch 
as a “Geruchsform”) “charming.” Therefore they tolerate them 
in their midst and even take care of them; the ants only rare-
ly have a direct use of these guests – some are outright para-
sites, though many discharge secretions which the ants vora-
ciously eat; the phenomenon is often compared to alcoholism or 
drug addiction. However difficult it is to verify or refute Was-
mann’s theory regarding the distance of ants’ psyches to our 
own, the analogy is undeniably striking. A Pekingese, with its 

“ape” or human face, is also not mistaken for a human, yet it is 
still pampered despite its obvious uselessness. Even the anal-
ogy of pink, blue-eyed German pigs with fair bristles, or the 
small, dark brown Vietnamese pig with almond-shaped eyes, 
with their human masters is evident; the phenomenon did not 
arise from “deliberate” selection, but through unconscious at-
traction on the principle of similarity – “that’s a nice looking 
pig – we’ll keep that one for breeding.” In small lapdogs of vari-
ous breeds we also see further characteristics of many domesti-
cated animals – the maintaining of juvenile characteristics into 
adulthood (in some, the cranial fontanelle does not even close), 
including an “immature” temperament, with their clinginess, 
amiability, ability to be commanded and taken care of, plus 
some mischief here and there – none of this, of course, can be 
the case with an adult wolf. Such dogs are a sort of dwarf, mi-
metic/parasitic form of wolf, which have tapped into the parent/
child emotional bond and thus after centuries ensured a life-
long existence of comfort, without having to do anything else. 
To a certain degree this is true of all dogs – the Romanian dic-
tator Ceauşescu waged several campaigns, in vain, to extermi-
nate them, probably because the relationship between dogs and 
people was among the most uncontrollable in his reign of ter-
ror; villagers would always hide away some dogs, which would 
then reproduce further. (The deep and fateful alliance of hu-
mans and wolves is an interesting topic. This feared and hated 
predator played a key role in many mythologies, and among 
the “men’s clubs” of ancient Iran, Dacia, and Germania were 

“lycanthropic” brotherhoods – Eliade, 1970. Wolves are also the 
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only animal which has tried to “domesticate” people, more or 
less “for fun.” The best documented cases are those of the “wolf 
children” of India – Singh, 1942, Portmann, 1970 – and a num-
ber of cases are mentioned by Comenius in his Didactica magna, 
1633-1638.) Mimicry, specifically in dogs, is especially common 
– in some remote villages of Mexico, women to this day enjoy 
breastfeeding Mexican hairless dogs (which are not only hair-
less but nearly toothless), sometimes to the severe neglect of 
their own children (there is also evidence that the meowing of 
domestic cats, which noticeably resembles the whimpering of 
breastfeeding human infants, is also such a mimetic phenome-
non, by which cats successfully “intrude” into human goodwill 

– wild cats meow only when they are kittens, to communicate 
with their mother). Some breeds of shepherd dogs (the Slovak 
cuvac, the Pyrenean shepherd) resemble sheep in their exterior 
habitus), and the Finnish spitz is deliberately cultivated to re-
semble a fox so that it will draw the attention of birds, who then 
do not notice the hunters. 

The Auto-domestication of Man

In this context, it is necessary to note that humans themselves 
display a number of characteristics typical of their domestic ani-
mals, as observed by Darwin (1871) and Lorenz, in his controver-

Changes to the skulls of pigs during domestication: A – domesticated form; B – wild.
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sial and well known works (1940, 1943). As opposed to their wild 
ancestors, humans exhibit a more graceful skeletal frame (espe-
cially the jaws), shortened facial bones, a tendency for slackened 
muscles and weight gain, an extension of the reproductive peri-
od to the entire year, combined with increased fertility, the abil-
ity to co-exist in a small area with several members of their own 
species, the allowing of themselves to be easily manipulated, 
etc. (the relation of domestication with juvenile characteristics in 
adulthood has been discussed above, as well as Portmann’s con-
cept of man as a permanently juvenile being). There is no “wild” 
form of humans, of course, but comparing them to anthropoid 
apes shows in what direction the changes likely went (in extreme 
hunter-gatherer ethnicities, such as Australian Aborigines, these 
processes are somewhat less advanced than in members of “es-
tablished” agricultural cultures; “auto-domestication” has prob-
ably gone the furthest in southern India, with its moderation, as-
sociated with vegetarianism, a lengthening of the small intestine, 
the ability to tolerate an abundance of members of one’s species 
in close proximation, etc.). 

Domesticated animals can easily be placed in the schema of 
Kretschmer’s typology (Kretschmer, 1921), in which on one end 
of the scale of variability is the pole of “leptosomic” (or “asthen-
ic”) body types – long and slender with thin limbs (in humans, 
usually associated with reserve, principle, fanaticism, fanta-
sy, nonattachment to worldly goods, the ability to build “cas-
tles in the sky,” etc.), and on the other end, the pole of pyknic 
types, with stocky or fat frames and short limbs (in humans, 
associated with practical “groundedness,” self-indulgence, vi-
tal realism, and a certain intellectual shallowness). A literary 
representation par excellence of these types is Don Quixote and 
Sancho Panza (Portmann, 1958). If we transpose this to the an-
imal world, in the even more distinct form of extreme breeds 
of domesticated animals, we can see “leptosomic” vs. “pyknic” 
characteristics in greyhounds vs. St. Bernards, for example, or 
Brunner pouters vs. king pigeons. 
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The Purpose of Domesticated Animals

It is good to realise that domesticated animals and plants are 
complicated artefacts and that their wild ancestors would be of 
only mild use, if any. The useful properties are the product of 
targeted selection, often taking thousands of years to achieve 
(the solid spikes of cereals and especially corn, the growth of 
wool on sheep, the excessive milk production of cows or eggs in 
hens, etc.). Less well known are the many ethological changes 
which have taken place in domesticated animals. Dogs, unlike 
wolves, do not communicate primarily optically but acoustically, 
like people; wild sheep cannot be captured or herded, as they do 
not flock when in danger, but disperse; wolves guard their terri-
tory against other wolves, but not against people – and barking 
is basically the beginning of a howl repeated many times; the 

“setting” of many hunting breeds is based on their remaining si-
lent and stationary during the beginning of an attack; in various 

Box: Mute Creatures 

In their relationship with animals, practically all cultures made a di-
vision between “close” animals – appreciated, loved, and even pam-
pered – and “distant,” with whom anything could happen .  Even with 
hunter-gatherer groups, whose relation to animals is, by our standards, 
exceptionally brutal (An Eskimo who sees a dog which is not his will 
shoot it or at least kick it; tropical hunting groups, as there are no re-
frigerators in the rainforest, preserve their game by keeping the ani-
mals alive and immobilised through various techniques of tying them 
up or breaking their bones), there has always existed various domesti-
cated pets, whether they be various tamed birds and animals or care-
fully looked-after domesticated animals with whom members of the 
tribe share their food even in times of hunger and which upon their 
death are often mourned and buried as people are .  Also in this catego-
ry of phenomena is the discovery of Austrian archeozoologist E . Pucher 
of an Austrian Bronze Age settlement containing, in addition to bones 
of common domesticated animals, the buried remains of old and even 
arthritic hares, deer, and wolves, apparently kept in captivity until their 
natural deaths (admittedly, the skeletons of a pair of wolves each con-
tained evidence of over thirty healed fractures – the remnants of some 
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kind of regularly repeated sadistic orgy – something like “revenge for 
Little Red Riding Hood”; the dark recesses of the human psyche have 
not changed much since the Bronze Age, though the nature of this 
event was likely ritualistic) .  The situation was probably very similar in 
ancient Rome, where on the one hand, there was an abundance of lux-
urious lap dogs, parrots, and monkeys, and on the other, the circus ex-
hibitions of hunting wild animals went beyond anything that had ever 
been done to animals; even after the establishment of Christianity as 
the state religion, only the killing of human gladiators was banned – 
the “games” with animals continued until the fall of the Empire, when 
it was no longer possible to import them .  The situation in the Cen-
tral European countryside was not much different, up until the Second 
World War – a favourite horse would be festively attired and pampered, 
and songs would be written about it (East African pastoral tribes such 
as the Maasai also composed songs about their favourite bulls or oxen, 
which they even sang to them in order to entertain them); bats and 
owls, on the other hand, were nailed to barn doors .  This traditional 
division of animals into “good” and “bad” is nearly universal, and the 
modern dichotomy of “useful” and “harmful” is a secondary rationali-
sation of it (Zoroastrian Iran, for example, venerated or at least exces-
sively protected cattle, dogs and domesticated animals in general, as 
well as otters, but put to death scorpions, snakes, frogs, turtles, etc .) .  
Western industrial civilisation, of course, also has this dichotomy in the 
relation to animals: on one pole, psychiatric clinics for dogs and cats, 
and on the other, the hidden infernos of factory farming and labora-
tories .  

It is slowly fading from general memory that still up to the mid 20th 
century, the sadistic manipulation of small animals was a common and 
regular form of entertainment for children, which nobody discoura-
ged .  The transition to a less drastic and repressive style of raising chil-
dren probably played a role in the disappearance of this phenomenon, 
as there was less violence for them to “pass on,” although I suppo-
se that the prevailing cause was the introduction of television, satia-
ting children’s need of extravagance and cruelty through spectres on 
the screen, whether in the war films of the 1950s or the bloody action 
films of today .  It is good to know that every such film saved the legs 
of many a fly and that perhaps it is not simply a matter of “poisoning 
the minds of innocent children,” but of satisfying one of their most 
basic needs .  Freud spoke of the “sado-anal” stage of development in 
child sexuality, and long before him, American Protestant theologians 
knew of this connection (the idea of protecting animals came unusu-
ally late), denouncing the hunting of animals for entertainment in the 
second half of the 18th century – partly because it invoked dark “para-
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sexual” passions, and partly because it was a use of creatures which 
the Creator did not intend .  We find the first mention of the abjectne-
ss of children’s “games” with animals, specifically with insects, in Briti-
sh clergymen (and entomologists) William Kirby and William Spence’s 
textbook on entomology from 1817 (they see the “dark colours” and 

“terrific appearance” of ground beetles, stag beetles, and other beetles 
as aimed at frightening away these child “predators”) .  In the same age, 
Clemens Brentano finds such practices all right in his books for children 
(“oh, how the young ones play!”  We might be surprised at the docility 
of the small, “tamed” birds in Renaissance or Baroque paintings – it is 
because they were blinded, partly so they would not fly away, partly so 
they would sing better) .  Only in the mid 19th century does kindness to 
animals become a part of children’s moral literature; the first laws pro-
tecting animals were passed in England around this time (mostly con-
cerning the baiting of badgers and bears, then regarding horses and 
cattle, and also canaries used as indicators of gasses in mines – these 
were granted a sort of “retirement pension”) and in the 1860s in Prus-
sia .  It was an age in which the protection of people from torture was 
a fresh innovation on the continent – some states did not do away wi-
th it until 1815 .  Humans, it seems, are the only ones who at least occa-
sionally exhibit empathy toward species other than their own; while in 
primates there is relatively a lot of compassion and helpfulness toward 
members of the same species, toward the prey which some species 
hunt (chimpanzees, capuchin monkeys) there is not a trace .  

It is true that the relation to animals and to people is generally in 
a sort of correlation, but it is not nearly as straightforward as animal 
conservationists present it .  It is also true that in ages of mass tyran-
ny against people, animals are regarded even less, but there are plen-
ty of exceptions .  The Third Reich had very strict laws, which were for 
the most part observed, regarding the protection of animals – its hi-
ghest leaders were very partial to animals (Hitler loved dogs, Himmler 
loved poultry and fowl); at the same time, the phantasmic culture of 
the Aztecs was very friendly toward animals .  We cannot see an inver-
se relationship in it, but it is a sad truth that the most militant protec-
tors of animals, despite the virtue of their cause, are often individu-
als with maladjusted relationships with their own species, which is 
always an alarming sign .  The European Middle Ages saw animals as 
legal subjects, endowed with rights and responsibilities .  Germanic law 
acknowledged animals as legal subjects up until the strict implemen-
tation of Roman law, and in the Middle Ages, there were court cases 
against animals, whether against individuals who committed some 
offence such as killing a human or who somehow “trespassed against 
God’s law” (a cock who apparently laid eggs), or collectively against 
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mice, grasshoppers, etc .  All formal customs were retained in these tri-
als, down to minute detail – for example, condemned mice were sen-
tenced in absentia and were informed of the verdict, as customary, by 
its being written on a “black board” hung on the courthouse; the ver-
dict ordering them to vacate the field within 14 days was rather mild, 
considering that young, elderly, and pregnant mice were exempted 
(see Lacassagne, 1882) .  Animal trials greatly decreased toward the end 
of the Renaissance, and the last one took place at the beginning of 
the 18th century in Spain, the most conservative country at the time (it 
involved a misalliance between a young man and a mare – the man 
was executed, while the mare, whose good character was attested to 
by a number of witnesses, got only a strict admonition and a few lashes 
of the cane) .  Following the Cartesian revolution and the adoption of 
a mechanical outlook, such actions began to seem absurd – it is diff-
icult to try a mixer in court for not mixing .  The trials of grasshoppers 
and mice mentioned here are not so much evidence of medieval obs-
curantism as they are a final attempt in Europe to take non-human life 
forms seriously and negotiate properly with them .  St . Francis of Assi-
si, who, parallel to the Buddhist tradition, understood animals as his 
brothers (he also understood trees and abiotic phenomena like the 
sun and wind in this way), did not hesitate to preach to birds and fi-
sh, or to punish arrogant and malicious animals .  The Cartesian revo-
lution meant a radical revaluation of the relation to animals, seen now 
merely as perfect machines without souls, whose components are 
so small that they are not visible to the eye, even with a magnifying 
glass .  Descartes said that when an animal howls upon being beaten, 
it means no more than when an organ sounds a note upon our pres-
sing its keys – it would be difficult to find a more absurd view, and one 
more contrary to experience .  This concept opened the doors wide to 
vivisection experiments (e .g ., Harvey’s illustrations make it difficult to 
believe that his motives were purely a desire to learn), often carried out 
in public and for entertainment – vivisectional demonstrations of the 
ingenuity of the circulation of blood were among the favourite activi-
ties of the heterodox Catholic monastery in Port Royal, France, in the 
17th century .  Campaigns against vivisection began only in the 19th cen-
tury (see Bretschneider, 1962; Teutsch, 1983); before this, vivisection to 
a certain degree represented the “public dimension of science,” just 
like displays of Van de Graaf generators, Magdeburg hemispheres, or 
Leyden jars .  It is not that earlier ages did not practise vivisection at 
all – it was performed in Hellenistic Alexandria, even on cheap, “dis-
carded” slaves .  Interhuman relationships were highly differentiated 
in earlier ages, which had to work for a long time to arrive at univer-
sal humanism – Roman slaves were thought of as “talking machines,” 
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parallel to “howling machines” and “mute instruments .”  Archaic nati-
ons dealt with people outside of the tribe very roughly – consider only 
the methods of extermination used by Prairie Indians on captives .  Nazi 
Germany also carried out experiments on humans, as did Czechoslova-
kia in the 1950s .  

There are also inclinations toward the protection of animals in cultu-
res outside of Europe, of course – the universal protection of all living 
organisms in Hinduism and Buddhism is well known, although in prac-
tice it is often problematic; less well known is that Islam also prohibits 
the unnecessary killing of animals – attitudes in this sphere in Turkey 
or Iran are reminiscent of those of the 1960s in Europe .  The idea of 
a coup de grace for seriously ill or invalid animals would be complete-
ly foreign to all of these cultures – the animals are left to trudge along 
with their fate, modestly supported and fed by people .  In addition 
to a number of seemingly strange practices (including the previous-
ly mentioned taste for deformities and abnormalities, from goldfish 
to the deformed feet of Chinese women), China, where even people 
are looked out for relatively little, also has tendencies in the opposite 
direction – for example, the Buddhist custom of buying live fish at the 
market and releasing them .  

It can be said that some progress has been achieved in human/ani-
mal relations in the Industrialised West from the beginning of the 19th 
century, and especially since the boom in the 1960s .  The results, how-
ever, have been paradoxically uneven .  If something was being done 
behind closed doors in Great Britain in the 1960s, it was most likely of 
an erotic nature; today, it more likely involves the killing of animals – 
most consumers today could not bear the sight of how their steak din-
ner was produced .  Since the beginning of the 20th century, the situati-
on has probably improved most for dogs and cats – much more than it 
has for people (sayings such as “a dog’s life,” “in the dog house,” “sick as 
a dog,” “a dog’s breakfast,” and “gone to the dogs” clearly demonstra-
te that the situation has changed in the last few decades) .  It is also not 
often fully appreciated how significant the introduction of motorised 
vehicles for transportation and in agriculture has been to the fate of 
the animals who earlier worked in these capacities .  In advanced indu-
strial nations like the Netherlands, for example, a significant portion 
of the population does not eat meat or consumes very little, and birds 
can make their nests in parks right next to pathways without the sligh-
test fear .  Of course, animals are protected according to their degree 
of similarity with humans .  Fish and invertebrates today (unlike in Nazi 
Germany, for example) are not protected by any law, and the poiso-
ning of rats in a sewer is unlikely to move anyone .  And the grinding of 
coffee beans is totally outside our centre of attention .  
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pigeon breeds there has been hypertrophy of nearly all compo-
nents of behaviour, including phenomena not otherwise known 
in birds – the looping during flight of rollers, the completely 
changed courtship ritual of ringbeaters (Ringschläger), etc.

It is fairly certain that usefulness did not play a primary role, 
if any, in the early phases of the domestication of animals (as 
opposed to plants). If we exclude the possibility of killing and 
eating an animal in times of hunger, early domesticated ani-
mals, as previously mentioned, were not suited to the majority 
of the uses we have of them today – even horses, which volun-
tarily let themselves be saddled, are the product of thousands 
of years of selection. The primary incentive for breeding them 
was partly curiosity and a desire for animal “companions,” and 
partly various cult and magic purposes (both rationales were 
originally merged in one). Several settlements of South Ameri-
can Indians still swarm with various birds, monkeys, and other 
animals, which are captured in the wild when young and be-
come house pets, playing, in a way, the role of “ambassador” of 
their species to humans (Orwell’s doublethink has been valid in 
the relationship with animals since ancient times in the oscilla-
tion between two modes: animals as our younger and smaller 
brothers and animals as plunder for us to exploit or for vari-
ous sorts of “entertainment”; on the ethical aspects of relations 
with animals, see the box below). Early domesticated animals 
were only exceptionally killed (at most, birds were plucked of 
their colourful feathers; they were rather, as previously men-
tioned, “members of the family.” Cults played a significant role, 
especially with cattle (bullfights in Spain are the last remnant 
of previously widespread ritual games with bulls in the Medi-
terranean) and domesticated chickens – cocks beckoned the sun 
and scared away demons, and ritual fights were arranged with 
them as well. A number of domesticated animals in ancient 
Egypt, for example, basked in religious adoration, and in prac-
tically all cultures animals played a role as sacrificial creatures 
(filling in for the original human sacrifice – this is an interesting 
foreshadowing of how animals now “sacrifice themselves” for 
humans in medical experiments). 
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Animals and People as Objects of Representation

From the very beginning, domesticated animals had a signifi-
cant representative and symbolic function – for example, as an 
expression of the social status of their owner. The cultivation of 
animal and plant species with a clear symbolic role in a given 
culture is far from being profitable, and is often not a reason-
able option (e.g., grapevines in Christian Central Europe or the 
horses of the originally steppe-dwelling Yakut in the far north, 
who used them only for ceremonial riding games and, given 
the landscape, had to create and maintain artificial meadows 
for them in river floodplains). This role was most strongly as-
sociated with horses, but for almost every type of domesticated 
animal there exists an ornamental, representative breed (one of 
many great examples that of Dalmatians, whose one task was 
to accompany, in packs, the coaches of Italian aristocracy, and 
in whom all the knowledge of breeding was focused on their 
beautiful black and white spotted coats). Breeds of odd shape 
play a fundamental role here (it is similar with full-blooming 
plants and plants with varied morphological structures); such 
breeds can only be designated as “freaks” (the Far Eastern taste 
for such forms has been mentioned, but it is true also of Eng-
land and other countries, especially with pigeons). These as-
sorted fantails and 

pouters, basset hounds and bulldogs, goldfish and demekins, 
etc., clearly demonstrate the latent human tendency to admire 
the non-standard and pathological (the peculiar position of 
non-standard persons in society has already been mentioned); 
older societies enjoyed displaying human abnormalities – the 
Spanish Court had a large group of achondroplastic dwarves 
(perhaps only the condition that they cannot normally repro-
duce prevented their being “bred”), and the Aztec leader Mon-
tezuma kept various human freaks in his “zoo” for his own 
amusement. 

It is noteworthy that no human society ever practiced large-
scale “breeding” of people, clearly due to the fact that genera-
tion length has to be much shorter in the selected organisms 
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than in the selectors (this is true of all domesticated animals; 
in fruit trees, the problem is circumvented by grafting, and we 
can also note that there is no fast and straight growing breed 
of oak, or one which produces sweet acorns, even though they 
would come in very handy). The only case known to the author, 
apart from the infamous German Lebensborn, is the “breeding” 
of tall grenadiers in 18th century Prussia, where veteran soldiers 
were married to girls of above-average height and lodged in 
special villages; although artificial selection would work just 
as well in humans as it does in any other species, and though 
much greater perversions have happened in history, it is not 
proper to them. From time immemorial it has been conclud-
ed that domesticated animals, as opposed to wild animals, are 

“refined,” and even Darwin was convinced that a dog is more 
“genteel” than a wolf and that domesticated animals are “more 
human,” – i.e., better and more beautiful than wild species. The 
reversal of this trend began at about the same time as the envi-
ronmentalist movement; the first to label domesticated animals 
as freaks was Wallace, in the second half of the 19th century (e.g., 
Wallace, 1889). Italian fascism and German Nazism in particu-
lar saw the aim of human development as “wildness,” original-
ity, and spontaneity and saw domesticated animals as less valu-
able. An interesting phenomenon is the “concurrence” between 
individual species of domesticated animals (not plants, in this 
case), when one species and its product attain a monopoly in 
certain regions (ancient Europe did not drink milk from cows, 
but goats; in Europe, the main producers of eggs are hens, in 
Asia, ducks; the Angora rabbit, despite having better wool than 
sheep, did not become established, etc.). It is as if people were 
engaged in this “competitive struggle” through dispersion of 

“libel” regarding the adverse product (goat’s milk causes a re-
duction in red blood cell count, duck eggs contain salmonella, 
etc.). With a change of conditions, the situation can very quick-
ly reverse (e.g., the enormous propagation of non-taxed domes-
ticated ducks for egg production in Europe during both world 
wars). 
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Flowers

 The previously mentioned human “phytophilia” takes on an 
even more significant form in relation to the flowers of higher 
plants and the cultivating of ornamental plants generally (also 
in the amount of flowers and plant themes in decorative art). 
The relationship to blossoms and flowers – understandable from 
a practical perspective in the case of bees and hummingbirds, 
but not of people – is distributed transculturally, in archaic so-
cieties as well as advanced (aesthetic experience has an unprac-
tical foundation – the joy of spotting food or sexual partners 
and beholding children or defeated enemies does not belong 
to this category of feeling; on the other hand, the joy of certain 
tones or combinations of colours or shapes, which are “useless” 
in practice, is its essential expression – and the flowers of high-
er plants, rarely edible creations of water, a bit of cellulose, and 
pigment, are a crystallised example of this). It is true that there 
are, or were, cultures with an extreme love of flowers (ancient 
Crete, the Far East, the Netherlands, the Aztec Empire, Poly-
nesia) and those who were little interested in flowers (ancient 
Greece, Sub-Saharan Africa), but in one form or another, practi-
cally every nation has a relationship to flowers (according to hu-
man archetypal perception, sea anemones, sea lilies, and coral 
would be “flowers” rather than animals with radial symmetry). 
It can be said that the cultivation and selection of ornamental 
plants evolved independently in three centres – the European 
Mediterranean, the Far East, and Mexico, each with their own 
traditions of cultivating and arranging ornamental gardens 
(we have earlier discussed changes in the European tradition 
of gardens). Flowers have always been seen as something “eso-
teric” and “pure,” and at the same time, sexual, in a sublimated 
and “decent” way (long before Camerarius and Linnaeus pro-
vided proof of the sexuality of plants, ancient Greek authori-
ties always emphasised that plants, because of their moderate 
and unimpassioned nature, can have colourful sexual organs 
situated above, whereas humans and animals, in their sensu-
ality, have ugly sexual organs, situated below). For this reason, 
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plants were (in practically all derivative religions) used as sur-
rogate offerings, both for gods and for the dead, and metaphori-
cally as sacrificial victims standing in for people, often with an 
erotic subtext (typically cut plants, i.e., killed, rather than grow-
ing; although a piece of dried meat, full of protein and nutrients, 
would be much more appropriate, the object given is a flower; 
and, as already mentioned, certain species of bowerbirds deco-
rate their bowers with flowers). 
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The naTuRe of RiTual

A ritual can be said to be a process which has lost its original 
function, which is more or less signified in a merely convention-
al way, and whose meaning is somehow redesignated, usually 
as a communicative or semiotic/symbolic function. A prototype 
of this sort of ritual in humans is, for example, the Christian 
Mass, representing in symbolic stylisation the original supper 
through the eating of bread and drinking of wine. Ritualisation 
is a phenomenon which permeates the entire living world, and 
humans are by no means the only life form in which it is found. 
In processes of communication, animals use various rituals de-
rived from their original, “meaningful” acts and redesignated, 
as we have already seen in the evolution of artefacts (it is all the 
same if this stylisation takes place on a material/structural or 
an ethological level). One example among many is that of flies 
in the Empididae family, whose ethological repertoire includes 
the custom of males bringing “wedding gifts” – usually small-
er flies which the male kills and brings, sometimes wrapped in 
a silky material of his own production, to the female before cop-
ulation; the female then eats this welcome source of food during 
copulation. In some species, this has been ritualised, so that on-
ly an empty “ball” of silky material is brought, with no prey in-
side, which fully satisfies the female (the bringing of ritualised 
gifts with no utilitarian value is quite widespread in the animal 
kingdom – e.g., some cormorants bring pieces of seaweed as this 
kind of “surrogate” gift). Human ritualisation, understandably, 
has been known for a long time, but animal ritualisation, clearly 
formulated, has been recognised only in recent times – Darwin 
(1871) makes a suggestion regarding this, and the first a gener-
ally accepted theories of the mutual evolutionary homologisa-
tion of equivalent forms of behaviour in related species were 
proposed by Lorenz (1941, 1966) and Wickler (1970). (In a way, 
animal embryogeny can also be seen as a “ritual”; Haeckel’s law 
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that ontogeny is a recapitulation of phylogeny is probably true 
on the ritual/symbolic level: an embryo forever resembles its 
ancient ancestors in the same measure that ritualised washing 
of the hands does actual washing – the meaning of this “cere-
mony” is, of course, the ceremony itself). The tendency toward 
stylisation and the creation of stereotypes is deep-rooted in hu-
mans, as previously mentioned (whether they are of a religious, 
scientific, official, military, or other nature is a question of con-
text). This tendency is most apparent in the games of young 
children; what comes out of the procedure, by whatever sort of 
rationalisation, depends on the culture and cultural sphere into 
which it is integrated (e.g., whether ceremonial digging through 
entrails is the gutting of prey, divination, a religious sacrifice, 
an act of black magic, a medical operation, scientific research, 
an official autopsy, or an artistic happening depends on the 
temporal and spatial context and represents, in rough outline, 
a smaller variation of an inborn schema). There is a finite and 
relatively small amount of these ceremonial schemata, which 
explains the generally recognised reality that, from a phenom-
enological perspective, all world religions are remarkably simi-
lar, as are “secular” rituals (in Vienna I saw a moving scene in 
which a three-year-old boy, who certainly never seen the Catho-
lic liturgy before, spontaneously generated a ceremony, lasting 
more than an hour, which he was totally captivated with and 
which contained a number of elements of the liturgy – these 
are clearly pre-Christian, basically archetypal). In connection 
with the use of unconscious symbolic acts, Jung speaks of idols 
which represent, though not on a conscious level, fallen, “worn-
out,” and misused symbols, as was mentioned in the first chap-
ter – he gives the example of the liberal citizen of Zurich who, 
at the time of the Enlightenment, refused to participate in any 
religious rituals; when he was seen placing figures of rabbits 
and coloured eggs in his garden at Easter, he replied that it was 
merely an old custom. Even beach holidays have many charac-
teristics of an unconscious imitation of ancient mystery rites: 
immersion, rubbing oil on the body, warming oneself in the sun, 
etc. I do not want here to get bogged down in religious excurses, 
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but I cannot pass up an analysis of the university commence-
ment ceremony from this perspective. It involves an immensely 
archaic ceremony, generally known, but now fallen to the lev-
el of idol – it is basically about the transfer to the candidate of 

“power,” which represents higher study as a whole, from the 
university insignia – its locus and mana object – but also from 
the promoter and his board (at Cambridge, a number of ancient 
customs have been retained; a number of Continental universi-
ties refuse to send diplomas by post, and without the “magical” 
ceremony, nobody can graduate). Also of interest is the black-
magic aspects of physiological and vivisectional experiments 
performed not so much in the interest of “discovery,” but, espe-
cially in the form of school “labs,” rather to educate society or 
allow it to “get its hands dirty” – in each case, it is a ceremony 
which solidly unites its participants. The well known experi-
ment on the automaticity of heart chambers using a Stannius 
ligature, which fell from the vanguard of science to an initia-
tion ritual over a century ago and which originally required 
the heart of a turtle, seems absolutely like something from the 
magic papyruses of ancient Alexandria. A similar experimen-
tation with the heart was institutionalised at large in the Aztec 
civilisation and was typical for this society. 

Elements of dance and theatre are very significant to the ritu-
al invocation of “initiatory” events, usually in patterns of repe-
tition (one could say that the situation which crystallised in Eu-
rope in the 19th century represented, both in dance and theatre, 
the most extreme form of “de-sanctification” possible). Dance 
holds a position of significance in various religions, especially 
in their heterodox branches; it is a fundamental part of cults not 
only in Hinduism but also in Hasidic Judaism, Dervish ceremo-
nies in the Islamic world, and in Christian feasts until it was 
banned in the 12th century (in the cathedral at Chartres, the cer-
emonial dance was lead by the local bishop). Although dance in 
modern Europe was practically just a means of sexual self-rep-
resentation, the world of today’s discotheques, with their “sha-
manic” rhythms and the consumption of psychotropic substanc-
es, appears to be a return to a very archaic condition (movement 
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is an alternative means of expression just as speech or pictures 
are, only more archaic – animals are not able to speak or draw, 
but they can make “ceremonial” kinetic creations). 

Religious studies, with its comparative study of rituals and 
the question of the origin, development, geographic dispersal, 
and eventual transformation and extinction of divinities (dei 
otiosi are not so different from trilobites), or their survival in 
various refuges, is very near to biological disciplines. The “exis-
tence” of gods is basically the extent to which they occupy the 
human psyche, and the more intense the consciousness of them, 
the more they exist and intervene practically in the world, just 
as with abstract concepts (this was discussed in the in the in-
troduction to Jungian psychology) – expressions such as “the 
Greek gods do not exist and never did” is, on this level of per-
ception, just as absurd as saying “genes do not exist and never 
did”

An interesting question is that of proto-religious notions in 
animals. Darwin supposed that the group howling of wolves is 
a para-religious ceremony, similar, for example, to the singing 
of campfire songs – a human para-religious ceremony (Darwin 
also saw a religious dimension in the relationship of a dog to 
its master). Greek authors saw proto-religious activity in bees, 
and indeed it is difficult to say whether they do not experi-
ence swarming in the presence of the queen more as a pilgrim-
age with mystical ecstasy than merely as the moving of half of 
the colony (social insects’ experience of the world is so far re-
moved from our own that it is all the same whether we label it 

“sacred” or “profane”). An interesting phenomenon in this re-
gard is the habit of shrikes of impaling their prey on thorns or 
sharp branches, usually interpreted as creating food “reserves.” 
Considering that these “reserves” are practically never eaten, 
the question arises as to whether this does not rather involve 
something like a ritual arrangement of their bloody sacrifices 
or parts thereof (we find similar behaviour not only in tribes of 
hunters from the Neanderthal era and in young children, but 
also in wolverines, who like to install the gnawed heads of their 
victims on the branches of specific trees). 
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There is a basically seamless transition from religiously en-
acted rituals to those enacted as “social entertainment” (the “so-
cial” extension of courting rituals far beyond the bounds of the 
mating period has already been discussed). The Russian anar-
chist P. A. Kropotkin devoted a lot of space to the collective en-
tertainment of animals in his notable book (1902), which is one 
of the few attempts to “overturn” the interpretation of nature 
so that “altruism” is a fundamental and constitutive element 
and “egoism” is a secondary element. This, of course, is as mis-
guided a theory as in the case of sociobiology, but it is interest-
ing as a counterpoint – it also nicely demonstrates the general 
agreement of such opinions with the majority worldview. The 

“ceremonial” drinking (“mud-puddling”) at the muddy edges 
around puddles of a number of diurnal butterflies is of a sim-
ilar nature. Butterflies have a well developed proboscis (they 
could drink from the water much faster and more effectively), 
but they often sit for hours in ceremonial flitting, in which in-
dividuals already on the ground display the surface of their 
wings by flapping them to butterflies who are landing; the over-
all ceremony does not involve a search for sexual partners – this 
happens outside of the “drinking society” (the human custom 
of ceremonial drinking for hours, whether in a European pub 
or an Oriental teahouse, is notably similar to this). Also of great 
significance are rituals which support the cohesion of the pack 

– for example, the group circling of pigeons above the dovecot 
or of storks before take-off, or social conglomerations similar to 

“parades” which have no concrete utilitarian purpose: the cir-
cling of ravens, for example, on rising air currents; the gather-
ing of bats at the mouth of a cave on late summer evenings; the 

“hill-topping” of diurnal butterflies, where they swarm at the 
tops of hills and other dominant features in the landscape, etc. 
Difficulty arises only for those who assume that nothing can 
happen “just because” or “for fun” in nature. We might also ask 
whether the collecting of rocks and bones by viscachas, South 
American rodents (Lagostomus viscaccia), often explained as re-
sulting from their need to sharpen their teeth, is not rather akin 
to the gathering and installing of mana objects (the collections 
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of children and modern museums are two further forms of the 
same phenomenon). 

Conclusion

If this book has at least somewhat succeeded in mediating the 
experience of the unity of the human and non-human world 
without losing sight of the differentiation in perceiving them 
and without losing a sense of their differences as well as simi-
larities, then it will not have missed the purpose for which it 
was written. The unfortunate rupture of natural science and 
the humanities has stigmatised the entire modern European 
cultural heritage. It cannot hurt, then, to stress again and again 
that the source of creativity in us and in nature is the same, and 
that, along with plants and animals, we are all members of the 
same order, which in our case simply has a somewhat specific 
form. At the same time, it is necessary to emphasise that a ba-
nal and one-sided “biologising” view of the living world, such 
as we usually profess, strains the truth even in relation to snails, 
and so much more in relation to people. Although it would not 
be possible to create the sort of summary mass-media slogan 
common today for the perspective presented here, it seems, in 
the end, to be the only “reasonable” one, if we understand “rea-
son” not as the simple application of algorithms, but in the an-
cient sense – as the ability to take in the “scope” of the universe 
and ponder over it. 
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