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Preface

Look inside

‘At one point, midway on our path in life, I found myself in a dark wood, the right way blurred and lost.’ The first line of Dante’s Inferno is powerful and engaging. Immediately, the reader is immersed in the story. What will happen next? The nineteenth-century French artist Gustave Doré produced an atmospheric engraving of this opening scene. It shows Dante, located in a cavernous nightmare of branches, foliage and serpentine stems, looking nervously over his shoulder. He stands next to a bank of exposed tree roots and ahead of him are tenebrous depths that recede into blank, featureless infinity. Bathed in a strange luminescence with no obvious source, he seems small and vulnerable, alone in a sinister universe of shadowy entanglements.

Dante’s symbolism is intended to represent a common experience: reaching the middle years, feeling that one might have lost one’s way, and recognising that decisions must be made to proceed along ‘our path in life’. Like Dante, most of us have an intuitive understanding that the midpoint is highly significant. Since the 1960s, psychological problems arising in the middle years have been given a special designation. The term ‘midlife crisis’ appeared for the first time in a paper written by the Canadian psychoanalyst and polymath Elliott Jaques. Jaques identified several symptoms associated with the midlife crisis, and these ranged from the relatively mild, such as insomnia and memory problems, to the severe, such as alcohol dependence and depression. The midlife crisis has since generated innumerable magazine articles and it is routinely employed as a plot device in novels and films. This kind of exposure has resulted in the slow erosion of its scientific credibility. Yet, there are many reasons why the middle years might become troubled: increased awareness of mortality, fewer occupational opportunities, accumulated regrets and perceived irrelevance in a culture that overvalues youth – to name but a few.

Psychotherapists have never suggested that the midlife crisis is a universal phenomenon. Nevertheless, a recent working paper produced by the National Bureau of Economic Research in the USA, based on a sample of half a million individuals from ‘rich nations’, found evidence consistent with Jaques’ original description of the phenomenon. Relative safety, material comfort and access to good medical care do not protect many citizens living in the West from middle-aged angst.

Dante tells us that he entered the dark wood when he was midway along the path of life. He is of course referring to a notional rather than a mathematical midpoint. None of us are aware of when we are passing through the midpoint, because none of us know when we are going to die. For most people, it will very likely fall in the fourth or fifth decades. It is where the second half of life begins and, naturally, the second half of life presents very different challenges from those typical of the first half. How we negotiate and adapt to these challenges will be a key determinant of our ongoing mental health.

Dorothy L. Sayers (who in addition to being a very successful author of detective fiction produced a landmark English translation of The Inferno in the 1940s) explained the deeper meaning of Dante’s first line by suggesting that once lost in the dark wood, a ‘man’ can only escape by descending into himself. After the turning point, the path proceeds as an inner journey, and it is only by choosing this inner path (as opposed to an external, worldly path) that one can hope to find a way through the darkness. For Dante, whose world view was shaped by fourteenth-century godliness, the ‘right way’ (also translated as ‘the straightforward pathway’) was strongly associated with religion and religious ideals. Only religion could provide answers to the big questions, invest suffering with meaning, and neutralise the threat of oblivion. The devout were (and still are) well equipped to make healthy adjustments in later life, because they expected to be rewarded with a blissful existence in paradise. Faith dispels existential unease.

Unfortunately, the panacea of religion has become less effective in the twenty-first century, particularly in the West. The majority find it difficult to believe in a perfect, omniscient God, and the average person is inclined to reject religious ‘answers’ because they seem implausible. Renunciation, prayer and atonement are no longer very appealing. They are too encumbered by outmoded concepts such as grace, unction and the remission of sin. If we wish to follow Dante through the dark wood, we must travel in roughly the same direction – that is, inwards – but we will probably find it easier to take a slightly different route.

On reaching the midpoint, many are drawn to the writings of philosophers, particularly the Stoics and existentialists, who urge us to cultivate acceptance when faced with the inescapable prospect of ageing and dying. Their guidance is predicated on logic rather than faith, and it is therefore more in accord with modern values. However, philosophy, even when carefully argued, is frequently experienced as an intellectual exercise. We can read an explanation of why we shouldn’t fear death, we can accept its precepts and conclusions – and still feel frightened of dying. It seems that for intellectual truths to be translated into personal, felt truths, a closer connection is required between head and heart. Something must happen first. As the German philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel attested, ‘The owl of Minerva takes flight only at dusk.’ The acquisition of wisdom takes time. It tends to appear rather late in life.

Psychologists who have written about personal development over the course of the human lifespan, most notably Carl Gustav Jung, tend to agree with Dante: the midpoint is frequently associated with uncertainty, and ‘inner descent’ is recommended as a means of achieving clarity and a renewed sense of purpose. Notions of ‘inner descent’ vary, and range from the systematic examination of thoughts, feelings and memories (as one might in psychotherapy) to engaging with the contents of the unconscious as they manifest in altered states and liminal experiences. Inner descent is encouraged not only because it promotes beneficial change, but also because the alternative, doing nothing, has been identified as a significant mental health risk. In some accounts of the life cycle (for example, the ‘life-stages’ model proposed by the psychoanalyst Erik Erikson), a failure to achieve healthy psychological adjustments after the age of sixty-five will result in persistent feelings of despair.

Increased awareness of one’s internal world promotes closer intellectual and emotional integration, and this will have many positive consequences, including the ability to internalise philosophical truths. Such truths become the owned, felt truths of the wise, rather than just the mechanical reproduction of wise words.

One of the most consistent findings to emerge from the practice of psychotherapy over the last 140 years is that minds can be divided and that there is a relationship between the magnitude of these divisions and the amount of distress and dissatisfaction a person experiences. The classic confirmation of this relationship is hysteria, as described by Sigmund Freud in his early case studies. Freud’s patients suffered from symptoms that were caused by unconscious memories, and these memories could only be retrieved – that is, raised into consciousness – with the help of psychoanalysis. Freud’s treatment bridged a divide that had ‘widened’ between the conscious and unconscious regions of the mind.

A corollary of this general understanding of how minds work is that unity – or ‘wholeness’ – is beneficial. People who have achieved ‘wholeness’ have greater transparency. They can look inwards and see more of themselves, their inner vision is clearer, and they are less likely to be ‘stressed’ by internal contradictions; they are more self-knowing (a characteristic that we commonly ascribe to those who have attained wisdom and within whom philosophical truths resonate deeply); they are ‘ontologically secure’ (their sense of self is stable) and they experience life as a coherent series of connected events. By contrast, the ‘ontologically insecure’ are unsettled, unsteady, and tend to experience life as episodic or fragmented. Wholeness is also associated with ‘ease of being’, an important aspect of which is feeling ‘at home’ in one’s body. The common expression ‘to be comfortable in one’s skin’ exemplifies the largely intuitive understanding that minds and bodies can differ with respect to how well they are integrated.

There is a close relationship between the unconscious and the body. This is what Freud discovered when he was treating his ‘hysterical’ patients. Distressing memories in the unconscious can produce physical symptoms. Today, when unpleasant memories are repressed, we might not develop symptoms typical of hysteria in the nineteenth century – for example, phantom pains or inexplicable paralyses – but we frequently experience other forms of physical disturbance, such as elevated heart rate, muscle tension and stomach problems. Repression creates an inner division. ‘Closing the gap’ between conscious and unconscious regions of the mind – that is, achieving greater levels of wholeness – promotes somatic comfort, and a person who is snugly embodied is usually relaxed and spontaneous in the presence of others. Ease of being not only affects how we feel in our skins, but how we feel in social situations.

Wholeness is a concept that appears in the writings of psychologists whose theories vary significantly. It has been a feature of psychology from the late nineteenth century to the present. This suggests that when the human mind attempts to understand itself (its dysfunctionality and functionality) thinking in terms of underlying divisions and unity feels natural. People were thinking about the mind in this way long before the advent of modern psychology. For example, in the sixteenth-century Jewish mystical tradition Kabbalah, human qualities are represented as branches of a symbolic ‘tree’. The evolution of the person over time involves the integration of these qualities – an ongoing process that gives life purpose.

Not everyone agrees that the mind can be divided and integrated. Some have rejected this framework because it involves visualising the mind as a ‘structure’. The most famous structural model of the mind is Freud’s trio of id, ego and super-ego, three agencies that are roughly equivalent to the unconscious, the autobiographical self and conscience. Freud’s model is problematic – for some, at least – because it is a hypothetical ‘object’ that we cannot observe directly. When Freud introduced the structural model, he provided an egg-shaped diagram – with a partitioned interior – to help his readers imagine the mind ‘objectified’. In reality, there are only brains, neurotransmitters and subjectivity. To talk about agencies such as the ‘id’ can be judged to be groundless. However, this kind of criticism misses the point somewhat. Structural models are a way of thinking about the mind and if they help us to understand what is going on in our heads then they have served their purpose.

Structural models are, in fact, much more than airy abstractions or conceptual tools. They can be mapped on to the brain. The ego, for example, is very probably supported by a complex neural system known as the default mode network. It has been suggested that the beneficial effects of psychedelic drugs are mediated by powerful experiences of ego-dissolution. Patients being treated with drugs like LSD or psilocybin remain conscious, but their ordinary, everyday sense of self is significantly attenuated. This temporary weakening of the ego creates an opportunity for the self to be ‘renewed’. Rigid and unhelpful beliefs are more easily revised. In practical terms, someone with a tendency to see the world negatively might recalibrate their beliefs in favour of a more accurate and less biased view. This could, for example, result in reduced levels of depression and anxiety. Temporary weakening of the ego has been associated with improved mental health across a broad range of clinical conditions. Brain scanning studies have shown that psychedelics disrupt the default mode network, and when this happens, at least for the duration of the ‘trip’, the everyday, autobiographical self shrinks or disappears. Structural models – which divide the mind into parts – make sense, both psychologically and biologically.

Determined critics argue that ‘wholeness’ (a concept predicated on ‘structure’) is impossible to quantify and therefore of limited scientific value. This isn’t strictly true. Scanning technology can be used to measure connectivity in the brain and this can be expressed in mathematical terms. Brains can be ‘cross-stitched’, as it were, either tightly or loosely.

The self-evident utility of viewing the mind as something that can be divided or unified has ensured the survival of ‘wholeness’ in the vocabulary of clinicians. It surfaces, in one form or another, in treatment approaches as diverse as integrative counselling and Lacanian psychoanalysis.

The term ‘wholeness’ is usually favoured by schools of psychology that have a ‘spiritual’ dimension. Again, critics suppose that this association devalues the concept; however, ‘spirituality’ (as understood by psychologists such as William James, Carl Gustav Jung and Abraham Maslow) has been reclaimed as a subject fit for scientific study since the emergence of sub-disciplines such as transpersonal psychology and neurotheology. Transpersonal psychology is concerned largely with altered states of consciousness and their subsequent effects on the person, and neurotheology seeks to identify the biological correlates of phenomena such as prayer, meditation and our sense of the sacred. These specialisms focus on the pragmatic benefits of ‘spiritual’ experience and no assumptions are made about their religious significance. As a result, much guidance concerning wholeness, personal growth and internalising philosophical truths relevant to maintaining mental health in later life (and previously summarily dismissed as ‘New Age’ or ‘alternative’) can now be reviewed without abandoning a scientific world view. A consistent finding that has emerged in several related literatures is that those who achieve good psychological adjustment beyond the midpoint of life are often ‘spiritual’. This does not mean that they are religious, but rather that they have rejected materialism and have adopted a transpersonal outlook. They show minimal interest in accumulating possessions and feel strongly connected to the natural world and to others.

The title of this book – Wise – encourages the reader to make certain assumptions about the author. I would like to make it clear, from the outset, that I do not view myself as a particularly wise person, nor do I make any claims concerning the possession of ‘special’ knowledge. My objective, stated simply, is to explore how mental health can be best achieved (and maintained) in the second half of life. To this end, I have drawn on the work of several philosophers and psychologists whose writings are valued because they offer guidance concerning how we might live wisely. Similar ideas surface in books written in the ancient world as well as twenty-first-century America, which suggests, perhaps, that there are some fundamental constants. Indeed, there are a surprising number of correspondences. I have favoured the discussion of general principles over the provision of specific prescriptions. People are different. We have unique combinations of preferences and prejudices. It is more useful to consider frameworks that guide thinking than to offer precise instruction, because principles can be applied flexibly in ways that work for the individual. Where I discuss specifics – that is, the practical application of psychological theories – these discussions should be viewed as invitations to experiment. Sometimes, I illustrate points using clinical examples. These are real patients, but I have modified contextual details to ensure anonymity.

Life after the half point has many challenges: loss of direction, physical decline, pain, redundancy, dissatisfaction, compromised authority, bereavement – and all endured in the long shadow of death. Regardless of what has been achieved in the first half of life, no matter how much money you have, or fame or knowledge or love, you will still be obliged, one day, to stand in Dante’s dark wood, uncertain, anxious, troubled, all too conscious of the shadowy depths that lie ahead.

What should you do?

This book explores what the wise can teach us about the acquisition of wisdom and it seeks to explain how neuroscience and related disciplines are confirming their insights. The core of this book concerns the accomplishment of a task – achieving ‘wholeness’ – which could well be the essential condition for good mental health in later life.

This book isn’t a path through the woods, exactly. But rather, a signpost that shows where a path might be joined.

Let’s start walking.
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