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Preamble

This is a book about professional psychologists and the visions they pursue. It expresses a growing dissatisfaction with the self-consciously scientific psychology in which I myself was trained - an activity that, increasingly over the last ten years, has taken on the air of a masquerade. It has been written in the hope that, somewhere behind the paraphernalia of false science and apparent objectivity, there lies the possibility of a more genuinely dispassionate study of human nature and human action.

Such a book is bound to some extent to be autobiographical; and it is bound also to concern itself not simply with the ‘facts’, but with the unspoken assumptions that we all use when deciding which facts are interesting, and which trivial, a bore. For while the husk, the outward appearance of psychological research, is easy enough to describe - the facts and figures, tests and statistics - there remains the question of what it sign​ifies. And here the difficulties could scarcely be more profound. In the search for coherence, some examination of one’s own intellectual history and prehistory is essential; and in the event, this means that one must reconsider the institutions which provide that history: the universities, and the task of shaping young minds that they perform. One must question not so much what university teachers think they teach, nor what students think they are learning, but the mote subterranean traffic in ideals and prejudices that all powerful teaching institutions create, and that governs thereafter the intellectual lives their products lead.

In attempting this, I have set myself to transgress certain barriers that at present hem in academic discussion, and render much of it inconsequential. Each of these barriers takes the form of a distinction, persuasive but false. The first is that between Science and Art: my belief, unfashionable though this may still be, is that all arguments bearing on human life deserve to be heard within the same arena of debate. The second is between the Serious and the Frivolous: we are moving, if the tastes of the student body are any guide, from an era in which wit, like Art, has been seen as an irrelevant frill, into one - at once gloomier and more Teutonic - in which wit is outlawed as an affront to moral rectitude. The systematic, technical and cheerless are automatically preferred to the literate and humane. Although this new Calvinism satisfies simple psychic needs, I have written in defiance of it - also on the chance that the tide of piety is one that can still be turned.

Lying behind these false distinctions, and serving to unite them, is a further and more general distinction, itself false: that between Style and Content. In the entrenched sciences, it is possible to transmit the truth in prose that is as crabbed as it is evasive. But where foundations are shakier, style not merely limits what we find it natural to express; it is, in important respects, the very essence of that expression. For it is through our style, our mode of address, that we transmit all those messages that lie beyond the literal meaning of our utterance. And it is precisely on such ‘meta-messages’ that the focus of this book lies.

My account begins, conventionally, with the circumstances of its own conception. Also, less conventionally, with a foray into literary criticism, and into the history of a particular myth. This may seem at first sight irrelevant, a diversion. But if I have judged matters aright, this brief literary exploration heralds my main theme - Myths, Ancient and Modern - and also serves to identify the metaphorical nature of its own motive force: the spring that moves the mechanism along. My assumption is that human thought, before it is squeezed into its Sunday best, for purposes of publication, is a nebulous and intuitive affair: in place of logic there brews a stew of hunch and partial insight, half submerged. And although we accept that our minds’ products must eventually be judged by the puritan rules of evidence and insight — the strait gate through which they must pass — we seem in practice to draw what inspiration we possess from a hidden stockpile of images, meta​phors and echoes, ancient in origin, but fertile and still grow​ing. This work is no exception. Its energy is drawn from a clutch of human sentiments that, over and again down the centuries, have found expression in potent, metaphoric form. What these sentiments are, and what their relation is to a putative science of human life, should with luck become clearer as the narrative progresses.

To begin with, though, the story is simple enough - in fact, it has about it the beguiling air of a fable. In it, the intrepid young psychologist is packed off by his mentors across the deserts of ignorance and superstition. In mid-journey, with rations running low and a dead-line approaching, this outrider of the rational order is set upon - or so it seems - by the agents of unreason. Bloodlessly, as on the silver screen, his assailants tumble to the ground. But the dead will not lie still. They dust themselves down, and demand to be heard. Our hero finds that parley he must, and around the camp-fire all wax philoso​phical.

Chapter 1

Doppelganger

The story begins in Cambridge, in the spring of 1968; my eleventh year in Cambridge, and my third in the superlative if stagey ambiance of King’s College. Those early months of the year were taken up in drafting my second book, Frames of Mind. This turned out to be a research report of which I am still quite proud; a compendium of the work I had done since joining King’s in 1965. Perhaps it was the prospect of a move from King’s to Edinburgh, from Technicolor to black and white; or of a move from the relatively free-booting world of research to a more respectable-sounding, tenured post. Or perhaps the imminence of the mid-life crisis: I was rising thirty-five, the age, so psychoanalysts tell us, when we discover that we are short of time. Or perhaps, more simply, I was a little stale. Whatever the cause, the last chapter took shape not only as a summary of the eight that preceded it, but of all the research I had then done. I felt an unaccustomed need for a simple, synthesizing statement. In terms of crudest cliché, a chapter of my working life was closing, and I wanted to round it off with a flourish.

Like its predecessor Contrary Imaginations, Frames of Mind is a book about human intelligence. In a series of studies, begun in the early 1960s, I had found that the choice an individual makes of a career, the kind of thinking he finds congenial, is related to a number of other characteristics about him: his freedom of emotional expression, his respect for authority, the masculinity or feminity of his self-perception, and so on. These associations cropped up repeatedly, though in a variety of guises, and were never entirely obscured by my stock-in-trade of tests and statistics. And this, my first effort at synthesis, produced an idea which, if not revolutionary, was at least plausible:

“It may be that a single system of values embraces the individual’s perceptions of academic institutions; his perception of himself; and his demonstrable behaviour. That the oppositions between authority and freedom, self-expression and self-control, and masculinity and feminity are among the basic conflicts around which an individual’s mental life develops, and that they colour his responses to a wide range of logically unrelated issues. These oppositions may be ‘basic’, not for arbitrary statistical reasons nor for explanatory convenience, but because they represent some of the earliest developmental crises through which each individual in this particular culture passes: the impact of parental authority; the demand for self-control, first physical and later verbal; and the establishment of a satisfactory sexual identity. This possibility of a synthesis incorporating work on intellectual abilities and interests, on perception both of self and of context, and on the up​bringing and developmental crises of small children seems distinctly invigorating.”

The suggestion that the developmental crises of early child​hood shape an individual’s later intellectual life is of course quite unoriginal; it is a tenet of much recent psychoanalytic thought, and has been used convincingly, for instance, by Erik Erikson. Relevant factual work has been done, too, at Harvard, for example, in the early 1960s, under the anthropologist John Whiting; in this research, the growth in young men of typically ‘male’ patterns of non-verbal, mathematical intelli​gence was found to be tied to the presence of a father in the home during the early years of his son’s life. And, at the conceptual level, the use of polar concepts - like masculine and feminine - as components of the individual’s mental nature, as determinants of what he can think and do, was already a commonplace among structural anthropologists under the influence of Levi-Strauss. 

Even if not new, my synthesizing idea was new to me and to empirically minded psychologists like me, and I was glad to have it. It made sense where there was otherwise a mess of uninterpreted facts. It was compatible with what men learning about sociology and anthropology. And it may even be true.

In that last chapter of Frames of Mind there were also some loose-knit speculations. It had gradually dawned on me that in their more mature expressions of intelligence, men act in the light not of the brute realities of biology and the social order, but of their own perceptions. Although our genes and hormones, health and opportunities, upbringing and schooling, set limits on what we can do, their influence is filtered in each of us through systems of perceived meaning that, in detail at least are uniquely our own. In 1968, and late in the day, I was up, in other words, to the notion of human identity: the individual’s perception or model of who he is and what he can do.

At the time, my dead-line was near and my energy flagging, and I felt able to do no more than point out some obvious theoretical possibilities - a pleasantly undemanding task; to few quotations; and to move towards a concluding paragraph or two.

Major alterations to the text ended early in April. The rest of April and May were spent in polishing away the worst excresences of the prose; in the drudgery of footnotes, appendices, references; and in the last thankless check through. These rites turned out to be unexpectedly trying. Largely for domestic reasons, the dead-line was fixed: June 4th. We were moving to Edinburgh on June 5th. In the event, the typescript was packed off to its publishers fully eleven days early. Yet this achievement sprang not from efficiency, but from a more subtle form of desperation. For while I was polishing this last summarizing chapter it seemed that I had something quite new to say. Initially, I tried to work these new ideas into the text, but the effect was muddling. Inasmuch as I could articulate them, they served less to illuminate than to disrupt. They persisted, none the less. Through the last fortnight of revision I had in fact the odd sense of quite another book writing itself in the back half of my mind; one that commented upon, complemented, recast, even contradicted, the book I was trying to finish. In the end, this shadow became so obtrusive that I shot its more corporeal double off to Methuen with the final finicking only three-quarters done.

The next step, clearly, was to write this other book down, to see what it looked like. Unfortunately, various causes conspired to produce a delay. Some were practical: a new job, a house to set straight. More pressing, though, was the fear that this doppelganger might turn out to be not merely high-flown, but outlandish. This fear had an obvious source. For the intrusive ideas centred not on a psychological theory, nor even on a prose-borne hunch, but on an imperfectly remembered poem. The poem, in fact, was the only part of this web that my mind could clearly grasp. The rest was more elusive, no more than a sequence of vague images and implications. The poem was Rilke’s famous sonnet about the girl and the unicorn; written towards the end of his life, and part of the astounding outpouring that, within three weeks, yielded the fifty-five Sonnets to Orpheus and the Duino Elegies on which his reputa​tion now turns. I had read the sonnet in English translation from the German as a semi-literate schoolboy, and it had stuck, one of the few snatches of verse my head contained. Here it is, in Leishman’s version:

This is the creature there has never been.

They never knew it, and yet, none the less, 

they loved the way it moved, its suppleness,
its neck, its very gaze, mild and serene.

Not there, because they loved it, it behaved

as though it were. They always left some space.

And in that clear unpeopled space they saved 

it lightly reared its head, with scarce a trace

of not being there. They fed it, not with corn, 

but only with the possibility

of being. And that was able to confer

such strength, its brow put forth a horn. One horn.

Whitely it stole up to a maid, — to be

within the silver mirror and in her.

As a schoolboy, I had reread it several times, and memorized most of it. Thereafter, it resurfaced occasionally, sharing the ride from adolescence to adulthood with one or two scraps of Shakespearean lyric, the first two lines of Milton’s sonnet ‘On his blindness’, odd phrases from Lepanto and The Ancient Mariner, and some of the more obviously evocative fragments of Marvel - ‘time’s winged chariot’ that hurries near, and the ‘nectarine and curious peach’ that ‘into my hands themselves do reach’. Since its last resurfacing in 1968, I have done some delving; dispassionately examining Rilke’s sonnet for the first time, and pondering its relevance to my own work. The product of these deliberations is the present book….

Chapter 2

Oxford Philosophy

In a moment of unaccustomed clarity, Sartre once suggested that the proper function of psychology was to improve the biography of the individual. That is what I now propose to attempt: to dig a little into the intellectual training I myself received.

This began at Oxford. I arrived there from National Service, and carried with me, as we all did, a sense of mild hallucination: a store of recent experience, literally true, but, in any sober context, bizarre. The memory, for example, of marching in the pouring rain through the streets of London in the Coronation ceremony of 1953 a few paces behind the Mounties, and caked halfway up the chest in their horses’ droppings. Young men with recent memories like this are hard to surprise; but they are also docile, prey to whatever pressure an institution happens to exert upon them. My position, though, was in several respects unusually strange. Academically speaking, I was a sham. At that time, Oxford colleges still awarded scholarships to young men who in their view showed signs of promise or flair. Both formally and more subtly, such scholars were treated as an elite. I had won one of these scholarships - in Modern History - to Exeter College; but in circumstances odd enough to suggest clerical error.

At school, I had been bottom of my class for the two previous years, and had failed examinations right and left. Consequently, my success at Exeter College came as an astonishment to myself and my family; and as a moral outrage to everyone else who knew me. Memories of the crucial event, the examination itself, are slight, but I do recall the Latin Unseen. This consisted of a passage in which I recognized, or thought I recognized, only three words: Scylla, Charybdis, littoris. My translation, submitted in desperation, concerned a young man called Scylla, writing love letters, littoris, to his mistress Charybdis. The college authorities were either too polite to mention this piece of witlessness; or, just possibly, they mistook it for arrogance or eccentricity; or, as I have suggested, they may have muddled my own script with someone else’s.

Whatever the cause, there was a sharp discrepancy, indeed, a yawning gulf - between my exalted academic status, bearing a long gown and the scholastic ambitions of my college, and my actual academic powers. This dissonance created scenes of acute personal embarrassment. Again, though, I was lucky. In 1954, the vogue for linguistic philosophy in Oxford was at its height, and there was never a better stamping ground for an earnest, sceptical young man unencumbered with factual information. Our teachers encouraged us to confront philosophical problems head-on, rather than through our knowledge of what previous authorities had said. As a means of educating the already over-educated, this pedagogic device is unrivalled. And it was my salvation. Under- rather than over-educated, direct confrontation was the only tactic open to me. Teachers and fellow students could only conclude that I was either original or exceptionally stupid; and as I was a scholar, then wearing long hair and unconventional clothes, I was sur​prisingly often given the benefit of the doubt.

By the narrowest margin, and at second attempt, I survived my first Oxford examination, the Preliminary Examination in Modern History - a disgrace to scholarship, incidentally, and in that form long since abandoned. Clinging to my scholar​ship, and now married, I was permitted to move from History to Philosophy and Psychology, and found myself awarded a niche on the outermost fringe of the university’s undergraduate aristocracy. I have never been close to people who so success​fully convinced me of my own intellectual mediocrity. It was these young men who defined the context in which my pre​suppositions about intellectual life were formed.

The ethos of this group, or series of groups, is now a little difficult to recapture. Most of them were ex-National Service​men; many of them knew each other before coming to Oxford, having trained together as Russian interpreters. Most, even by the standards of the day, were naive and inexperienced in personal relations. Most were politically alert, socialists of various hues. Above all, they were serious. They accepted without question the academic standards of the university, and their aim was to succeed brilliantly in their examinations. And such success they viewed, not cynically, as a passport to privi​lege, but as a true reflection of their worth. Later they were to discuss, almost without embarrassment, not whether they had gained Firsts, but the precise quality of their Firsts: how many Alphas they had received, how warm the congratulations of their examiners had been.

A small incident recalls this self-conscious intellectuality quite well. I was taken, on one occasion, to New College to meet a particularly prestigious member of this undergraduate world. A tall, lugubrious boy, he had won his scholarship in Classics at the early age of sixteen, rather than at a last forlorn attempt. ‘Come in,’ he said, looking up from his books, ‘I can give you just ten minutes.’ And he did.

Nearly all these young men specialized in the arts: Greats, Modern Greats, History. And uniting them, despite their diverse social and educational backgrounds, was the voice of Oxford philosophy. Since criticized for its triviality and paro​chialism, the philosophy practised in Oxford in the 1950s seemed to us at the time to embody all that was incisive and sane. Its most skilled practitioners we placed at the very pinnacle of the intellectual pyramid: Austin, Strawson, Ryle. And there was no hint in our judgment about them of know​ingness or deprecation. There was no talk, as there is in equiva​lent groups today, of one eminent man being played out, of another being a neurotic, a victim of his background, a fraud. These remarkable men we admired, and admired in terms of their own creation. Their minds we saw as meticulous, and their fastidiousness as extreme.

It was said, I am not now sure with how much truth, that there were more than eighty men and women at that time in Oxford, earning their livings as philosophers. It was their energy and sense of purpose that brought the processes of thinking alive to me. They created in a haphazard way an educational environment of a quality I have never seen rivaled; revealing to us a world in which ideas could be pursued for their own sake, and with formidable intellectual vigour. They offered us the chance - priceless, and accorded only rarely -to express in terms of our work our adolescent ideals of the scholarly life and the disinterested pursuit of wisdom. There was no suggestion of wading through prescribed texts, of covering a syllabus; even if ineffectually, we were grappling bare-handed with what we took to be life’s most knotty problems. Those years spent at the periphery of Oxford philosophy now seem an incomparable privilege: an experi​ence that enables one to survive the more humdrum realities of normal university life - the paper work, the career-pushing, the committees, the almost total lack, except among the young and uninitiated, of respect for knowledge, or pleasure in its pursuit.

Teaching at Oxford centred on the tutorial. Attendance at lectures was voluntary, and I attended no more than a dozen or so in my whole undergraduate career. In the tutorial, one was alone in a room for an hour a week with a man of great intellectual distinction, who bent his own mind to the improvement of yours. Uneconomic, and based on material privilege, this system can none the less perform wonders with those who pass through it. Again, there is an element of luck involved in who your tutor happens to be. And once again I was fortunate, blessed with teachers of unusual gifts and patience: William Kneale and Brian Farrell.

  Perhaps because Kneale was a logician, and a little out of the main stream of philosophical fashion, and perhaps, too, because I worked on my own, Oxford philosophy seems in retrospect more complex and less modish than its critics now imply. Both Kneale and Farrell encouraged their pupils to consider some at least of the perennial problems of philosophy; and neither engaged in sterile word-play. Kneale was both scholarly and kind; the kindest teacher I encountered. Farrell was altogether more combative. Every tutorial followed the same course. Farrell initially quiescent, while I turned on for him his dangerous gas-fire. Then Farrell furiously dialectic, shredding sentences into fragments: words, commas, misplaced semicolons, all about the room. Eventually, often two hours later, Farrell once more quiescent: the moment for me to turn off the gas-fire and go in search of food. As teachers, their resources were daunting. Farrell with his nervous zeal and precision, his wild impatience with what I thought Kant thought, rather than what I thought I thought for myself. Farrell, too, with his willingness to forgo his lunch in argument with a stubborn student. Kneale because, quite inadvertently, he gave his students a glimpse of a world that still allures: that of the scholar’s calm. Two incidents stand out, both to do with Kneale. First, unexpected praise at a college ‘collection’: an alarming occasion in the college hall when tutors gave reports on your progress to the Rector and a few assembled Fellows - the only occasion on which I remember receiving praise from a teacher face to face. The second incident, more pregnant by far, cropped up just before our final examinations. Most of my contem​poraries had identified their examiners well in advance; and, expert examinees, had calculated their examiners’ predilections to a nicety. Plucking up courage, I asked Kneale at the end of a tutorial who mine would be. Half in comfort, half in reproof, he said that he would rather drop a class than worry about things like that. Thrown away in embarrassment, the phrase has lingered. To someone like myself with an intense fear of competition, and a tendency to fail examinations, such dis​interest has a luminous appeal.

The philosophy we imbibed from such men as Kneale and Farrell was predominantly concerned with the analysis of lan​guage; the language, particularly, that other philosophers use in attempting to formulate abstruse ideas — the relation of mind to matter, the basis of morality, the nature of truth, the mean​ing of meaning. It had a characteristically astringent flavour, and was in certain ways stereotypically English. The greatest weight was placed on verbal clarity; the clarity, so one is told, that distinguished the high-placed British civil servant of the old school, well grounded in the Classics. Stylistically, and here Kneale was quite atypical, the Oxford manner was aggressive: brilliant minds in dispute over the nuance of a single word. Even when talking about moral issues, the Oxford philoso​phers used trivial examples; in fact, there seemed some tacit competition to achieve the greatest possible triviality. They teased at the logic of moral statements, but ignored the sub​stance of morality itself. They discussed hypothetical men on hypothetical desert islands, never real gas chambers, real Jews. The element of artificiality in Oxford philosophy was self​conscious, something of a game. Its somewhat narrow rational​ity was likewise all-pervading. We were taught to argue in an orderly way, to examine the paradoxes and dilemmas that language leads us into, but were steered away from the world of feeling; of affection and hatred, impulse and intuition. We dealt with boundaries, and with the test case; with what one could say in principle, rather than with what one wanted to say in fact. Metaphysics, any of the various forms of philo​sophical speculation, were all alike taboo. In a curious sense, too, what we did lacked content. It was an activity; something one did - like swimming or playing the piano. An activity essentially concerned, moreover, with the mouth, with speech. Many of the Oxford philosophers were formidable talkers: their words tumbled with a rapidity that was at times scarcely credible, yet always seeming to fall into syntactically correct patterns. And this emphasis on grammatically correct speech, on speaking ‘written’ sentences, was at times so extreme as to suggest that the mouth had taken on for these men and women 

some especial significance. Even their tones of voice were hallmarked - what now seems an implausible combination of the booming, the staccato, and the slightly nasal.

 Cumulatively, the effect was deeply inhibiting. Few pub​lished; it was said because anyone trying to write already anti​cipated the mocking, mock-serious dissection of his words that would ensue. As a community, these philosophers lived in fear of committing a solecism - especially one in cold print: some irretractible naivety that Professor Austin could pick apart in his lectures for all to see, gaffe upon gaffe, one blunder on another. Looking back, the context they created seems one concerned, almost to the point of obsession, with the question of intellectual control. The concern for logic, the avoidance of A feeling, the ideal of clarity, the hostility to metaphysics, the assumption that confusion dissolves if examined with sufficient dispassion: all these seem to have been carried over into philo​sophy from the classical training that so many of the older philosophers had enjoyed - a training designed by the Victorians as a means of translating tradesmen’s sons into colonial administrators and gentlemen. Also Victorian was the sense that philosophical analysis was a process of cleansing; of purging from the temple of reason all that was alien and sullying. Such colonic imagery is vividly expressed, for instance, in the first chapter of Ayer’s formative work Language, Truth and Logic. This is entitled ‘The Elimination of Metaphysics’; and it begins with the sentiment - as elegant as it is tendentious -which informed much of what I myself was taught: ‘The tradi​tional disputes of philosophers are, for the most part, as un​warranted as they are unfruitful.’-And in the course of his argument, Ayer eliminates not only the traditional disputes of philosophers, but also such harmless creatures as the unicorn and the centaur: ‘The realistic view,’ he claims, ‘that such imaginary objects “have real being”, even though they do not exist, has already been shown to be metaphysical, and need not be further discussed.’

Although he was by then in London, Ayer’s influence in Oxford during the mid-1950s was still considerable. The logical positivism that he introduced from Vienna some twenty years before was philosophy conceived by scientists, and was based on the assumption that all utterances are either true by defini​tion, as in logic or mathematics; or that they are matters of fact; or that they amount - in Anthony Quinton’s excellent phrase - to mere ‘noise or exhaust’. Philosophically speaking, in other words, ideas did not count, unless they corresponded directly to material objects; a view that now seems less than profound - and also self-stultifying, for Language, Truth and Logic is itself nothing if not a work of metaphysics.

It is possible, in retrospect, to distinguish various currents within the main Oxford stream; to distinguish, for example, Ayer’s positivism from Austin’s preoccupation with everyday language; and both of these from the brand of philosophical behaviourism put across by Ryle in The Concept of Mind. The stylistic similarity of such men was overwhelming, none the less; and I can recall, in fact, only one apparent exception to the otherwise consistently sceptical, analytic, reductive pattern. 

It is a telling one, even so: we were taught very little history. Gestures were made in this direction, but my own scant knowledge of the history of Western philosophy was culled from Bertrand Russell’s book of that name, informally banned in Oxford at the time. And a friend of mine could emerge from his final examinations with the highest honours, still believing that, historically speaking, Leibniz preceded Descartes rather than followed him. We found, in practice, that knowledge of Aquinas or Hobbes, Plato or Aristotle, was usable only if fed directly into more contemporary argument. We could refer to Wittgenstein, Tarski, or Carnap, but even these modest gestures were not much prized. And what knowledge we could scrounge of current fashions on the Continent - the work of Sartre and Merleau-Ponty - was of no use at all. An odd result was that eager students like myself could emerge from what was probably the best philosophy course in the world with little sustained reading behind them. I read articles, and skipped to and fro in longer works, but in two years read not a single book of philosophy from cover to cover. Our tutors assumed, I think, that we were reading as conscientiously as they had done; in fact, I sat at my portable typewriter and wrestled with my mind’s nebulous contents, visiting the library only from time to time.

 Despite its subtlety, its energy and its elan, Oxford philosophy seems in retrospect to have suffered a central intellectual confusion: one about the nature of meaning. Time and again, almost ritualistically, we would ask, ‘But what is it to say ...?’ We heard the phrase so often, repeated it so often, that it became our trade-mark. It signalled the dismemberment of a particularly juicy phrase: and we would destroy, not only for the fun of it, but in search of that phrase’s core of sense. In brief, we were doing semantics. And we operated on the twin assumptions that some clear meaning could eventually be wrung from the woolliest phrase, and that only clearly definable meanings were worth the wringing. To help us we had the Wittgensteinian catch-phrase: ‘The meaning is the use.’ To discover the meaning of a word, you examined how people used it. But in the event, to examine the use of words is to plunge into muddle, innuendo, ambiguity, fantasy and internal contradiction. It is to discover words used for private ends, as counters in personal relations, and defined allusively, in the light of the participants’ experience. To examine the use of words is to tackle the whole of psychology, sociology, cultural anthropology and semantics combined; areas of endeavour for which the Oxford philosopher was academically and tempera​mentally unprepared.

An oversight of such magnitude is now a little hard to credit; and my own view is in all probability an oversimplifica​tion of what was happening in Oxford at that time. Stuart Hampshire, for example, has written recently of philosophers who, like himself, turn to philosophy not as an approximation to logic or mathematics, but - quite the reverse - as an ‘escape from literalness’; for whom strict argument is interesting only inasmuch as it represents the working out of an ‘imaginative vision’. ‘Commonsense’, he says, ‘and ordinary language are not the least of the confinements in which one is brought up.’ True enough: yet nothing so adventurous, so confidently metaphysical, filtered down to us as undergraduates, from Hampshire or anyone else. Our perception of matters, in other words, was probably a paraphrase, a caricature, of what our elders and betters thought. Yet beyond serious question, a vein of excessive rationality has run through English empirical philosophy in the last half-century. Both Russell and Wittgen​stein tended to treat problems of knowledge and meaning as though they were matters of logic. And the positivists, too, had assumed that what could not be subsumed to mathematics and science could safely be ignored.

As a student, I was certainly left with the belief that all knowledge consisted of facts: hard little nuggets of reality that one could assemble like building blocks into patterns. It was these patterns that constituted knowledge. This ‘building block’ view, in which all elements are inert and equal, is called, I have since learned, ‘atomistic’; and the English tradition of thought that stretches back to Locke and beyond seems largely to have been atomistic in this sense. Whatever its virtues, the atomistic habit of mind is ill adapted to the elusive, shifting world of everyday meanings.

Our preoccupation with evidence, similarly, made us un​necessarily clumsy. In any argument, was on to ‘the facts’, the evidence, that we homed. The impulse was healthy, in that it short-circuited discussion of woolly generalities. But it was also philistine, in that an appeal to the evidence can easily deteriorate from an attempt at dispassion - a noble venture - into a verbal destructiveness that is both cheap and facile. Only more recently have I realized that the appeal to ‘the facts’ can also herald an altogether less wholesome enterprise: that of rendering ‘scientific’ or legitimate a view that is at heart ideological. But more of that anon.

Despite the strength of its hold on us, Oxford philosophy thus specified its own limitations. Theoretically, and sometimes in practice, we were driven from the plush heartland of Ox​ford, where the philosophers held sway, out up the Banbury Road to a seedy villa then housing the Institute of Experimen​tal Psychology. Yet however correct philosophically, this move was as disappointing in intellectual terms as it was architecturally. For psychology in Oxford was strictly scientific in tone. Issues of perceived meaning played no part in the curri​culum that faced us.

Experimental psychology in Oxford had at that time much in common with analytic philosophy; and one or two of the lecturers in the Institute had themselves read philosophy, in some cases with distinction. Others, although trained in physi​cal or biological science, brought with them assumptions about the limits of useful knowledge which the Oxford philosophers found congenial. For psychology was defined in the Oxford Institute as the science of behaviour; explicitly, in Professor Humphrey’s introductory lectures, and implicitly in every word that denizens of the Institute breathed.

Any explanation we offered, any theory we postulated, any result we described had to be defined operationally - in terms of input and output, stimulus and response. We were set to do science in exactly the way that the chemist or physicist does it. Our experiments, like theirs, had to be work that any technically competent stranger could replicate. We were practising, in Medawar’s well-worn phrase, the art of the soluble. Like philosophers’ examples, the experiments we performed in that little building, a converted school, had about them an air -sometimes arch, sometimes defiant - of contrivance and tri​viality. In dusty rooms, scruffy as only experimental psycholo​gists can make them, we sorted cards, watched flashing lights, pressed bars, and once or twice watched white rats wander dis​consolately through poorly constructed mazes. We discovered nothing of much interest, either about the rats or about our​selves; and it was never hinted that we might. Our highest ambition was to refute a theory; or, failing that, to lend it conditional support. Any idea that we were there to uncover the mysteries of the human mind, to plumb the depths of the psyche, would have been greeted with embarrassment; the kind of embarrassment that hardens into derision, and even​tually into contempt. Just as a man on a desert island was held to illuminate the moral order, so a rat or monkey or student pressing a bar was thought to illuminate the brain. However odd, even mildly bizarre, such an assumption can now be made to seem, it unquestionably exerted a powerful grip. And it did so for a reason that is essentially aesthetic. The belief that the truth can be laid bare by parsimonious means is inherently handsome. The conceit that this can be done by means that are trivial is perhaps inbred and even a little decadent, but attractive none the less.

Such assumptions about research were rarely discussed, and as far as I can recall, never critically examined. Sustaining them, inarticulate, were certain more pervasive beliefs about know​ledge itself. Here the influences of philosophy and psychology flowed together. The attitudes to knowledge I had assimilated were a caricature of the posture of the Anglo-Saxon empiricist: the atomistic belief I have already mentioned - that science is built by piling one fact upon another; a quasi-religious faith in the ideas of stimulus and response; a distrust of any but precise, small-scale theories; a contempt for social science, and dis​regard for any social or cultural process; an avoidance in research of personal feelings, or personal experience; and a taste for mechanical and electronic metaphor. Above all, we be​lieved in ‘objectivity’.

To an even greater extent than the philosophers who taught us, our friendly, formidable lecturers in psychology were - in Goffman’s phrase - the managers of our reality. And they were powerful precisely because they were free to control our definition of what was worth discussing and what was not. Our subject-matter was almost entirely American (likewise our textbooks, Woodworth and Schlosberg, and Osgood); learning in rats, information theory, and work on vision in human beings provided its core. We also learnt a little social psychology, and some physiology from Morgan and Stellar’s handbook; material about brains and nervous systems that in comparison to the rest seemed reassuringly substantial. Most of the material we learnt is now outmoded. Its range was in any case narrow, at times eccentrically so. But what we did, we did thoroughly. And in being thorough, we acquired a crucial academic advantage: confidence in taking a piece of research apart, irrespective of the eminence its author enjoyed. In tutor​ials, for example, with Tony Deutsch, I learnt all there is to know about Osgood and Heyer’s model of the figural after​effect: precisely wherein lay its logical, self-contradictory flaw. And the fact that Osgood had written one of our two basic textbooks afforded him no protection. (What I did not learn was to examine the significance of this new-found knowledge; to question whether it was worth knowing that Osgood was wrong.)

My introduction to Osgood and Heyer’s theory displays, in fact, the strengths and weaknesses of the Oxford method well. Deutsch packed me off one week with the reference to Osgood and Heyer’s article; the information that there was something wrong with it; and seven days in which to discover what. Five days passed without illumination, and the prospect of being thought stupid loomed intolerably. So I succumbed, and asked someone in the year above what the flaw was. A penny dropped that would not otherwise have dropped, and the weekly essay was written. After listening to a monotonic ren​dering of my essay for three or four minutes, Deutsch realized that I had got the point. We then broke off, and spent the rest of the hour disagreeing, as we had the four previous weeks, over our government’s intervention in Suez - he in favour, I opposed. I had learnt a number of lessons. How closely you must read; closer by far than the authors had written. How fal​lible authorities can be, and how blindly their work is taken on trust by editors and colleagues. Also, though, I had learnt to believe that the figural after-effect, a strange quirk of the human eye’s function, mattered more than it did.

As a group, we accepted without question our teachers’ right not only to define what we should learn, but also to judge us once we had learnt it. And to judge us totally. If they judged us second-rate, as they usually did, second-rate we thought we were, and second-rate we tended to become. Will​ing enough to argue an interpretation in detail - about what exactly it was that followed from Ayer’s view of knowledge, or the Gestalt theory of perception - we accepted, lock and stock, our teachers’ prejudices about the limits of useful inquiry. Unwittingly, in fact, we guyed them. I am sure I was not alone, for instance, in writing essays, vigorous but barren, that destroyed the whole fabric of psychoanalytic thought on the grounds that its assumptions could not be experimentally defined.

Quite possibly, our docility in such matters was especially marked. Many months after reaching Oxford, I still swallowed with difficulty the impulse to call all figures in authority ‘Sir’ - even the first-year research student, Boy Scout badge in his button-hole, who gave us extra tuition in Latin. It is just possible, too, that both philosophy and psychology at Oxford were then passing through a particularly dogmatic phase; and that those who exercised academic authority over us did so with unusual self-confidence and conviction. My suspicion, though, is that every generation of students is susceptible to its teachers’ presuppositions, and that these presuppositions are potent just to the extent that they are unspoken. It is assump​tions, prejudices and implicit metaphors that are the true bur​den of what passes between teacher and taught. Facts, skills, details are in comparison ephemeral, in the sciences especially, but in the arts as well. They are also identifiable - and rejectable. What the teacher spells out, the pupil can question. What he assumes, especially from a position of unchallenged legitimacy, his pupils will tend to swallow whole and unawares.

Chapter 3

Cambridge

At Oxford, psychology occupied only a small part of my interest Had I been good enough at it, I would have done research in philosophy Even then, though, it was clear that to contribute to philosophy in an original way, one had to be better at philosophy than almost all the professional philosophers It was, and remains, a field in which progress is hard-won Psychology seemed in contrast wide open a frontier rather than a close-knit urban growth My degree class rather a good Second, and rather better than I expected or deserved -won me a research grant And as I was still intent on proving to myself that I was not a dunce, it was over to Cambridge that I made my way

Their magnificent picture-postcard scenery apart, Oxford and Cambridge arc often taken to mirror one another Adjustments in moving from one charmed circle to another are expected to be small, even imperceptible In the case of the two psychology departments, this was so The Cambridge Laboratory was at the time, and probably remains, the most influential in the country, the Oxford Institute was smaller, and had had a shorter life But they shared distinctive qualities that set them a little apart from psychology departments elsewhere They shared even their mise en scene: a sense of dust settling on old apparatus, of clever men - and the occasional woman - sitting at work in hideously misshapen rooms And luck again was on my side I moved over to Cambridge at the same time as David Armstrong, a contemporary who had read Politics, Philosophy and Economics, whose First positively irradiated excellence, and who was to become a close friend. As foreigners, we probably looked more alike than we were. Our new pro​fessor was Oliver Zangwill; a scholarly, preoccupied, subtle, and at times startlingly insightful, person, who was to suffer me patiently and at great length, and to whom I am indebted in a dozen ways. For some reason, he seemed to have the two of us confused. Certainly, he called me ‘Armstrong’ for most of our first two terms in Cambridge; and I suspect that it was some time before he established in his mind to which of the two scruffy presences that glowing First belonged.

I was given a desk in an annexe, a Nissen hut a mile or so from the Laboratory itself, close to the railway station. I could rarely bring myself to sit at it, and as a consequence worked almost entirely at home. The habit has lasted, but behind it is a vague sense of impropriety, and a recurring, guilt-ridden dream about a room in a college or department, full of alien furnishings, that I ought to use but neglect. A more substantial side-effect of working at home - usually in bed, as a way of keeping warm - was that I was less absorbed than most of my contemporaries in Laboratory life, and more open to the atmosphere of the university as a whole.

This tendency was reinforced by initial contacts with my new college, Emmanuel - at every turn disastrous. I was summoned to appear before, first, the Senior Tutor, and then the Dean. The Senior Tutor, a medieval historian, told me that whether I and my wife liked it or not, I would dine in college at least three times a week in term. And the Dean, a rising young churchman, after a few pre​liminaries on the topic of rowing, asked where I ‘stood with God’. As I had no intention of dining in college, and had no religious affiliation, the outlook was bleak. Some while there​after, attending a special dinner for the college’s research stu​dents, I was placed next to the Master, another historian, now dead. He asked me what my work was. On hearing that I was interested in intelligence tests, he replied: ‘Huh. Devices invented by the Jews for the advancement of Jews.’ Offered, I now realize, as a provocation, the remark blighted my rela​tion with Emmanuel College; and it was some years before I could bring myself - despite its strategic position at the top of Downing Street - even to use its lavatory.

During the eleven years I spent in Cambridge, the chief influences on my perception of academic life were the few people I met socially. And without being for a long while aware of it, this influence centred on a single institution, King’s College: a citadel of the more flamboyant among the humane virtues; a place where, until quite recently (as Conant, the President of Harvard is said to have remarked), the natural sciences were ‘denounced from the chair’.

Perhaps because Cambridge lacked a large school of philo​sophy, or because of the links between Oxford and political life in London, or because I had moved unwittingly from one kind of group or clique to another, Cambridge, compared with Oxford, seemed the less serious place of the two. The Arts Theatre and the Footlights Revue seemed nearer the centre of Cambridge students’ ambitions than had anything to do with the stage in Oxford. New Cambridge friends took seriously not the role of the intellectual, but the prospect of success in journalism, films, television, novel-writing - or, simply, in conventional academic life. Such self-conscious seriousness as I found there focused on literary rather than political matters. For this was the age of Dr Leavis, and his followers browbeat one, an uncongenial experience, not for lack of intelligence, but for defects of moral sensitivity.

At Cambridge I met for the first time, too, creatures I had thought as mythical as the unicorn, as dead as the dodo: England’s golden youth. At Oxford, there was social snobbery to be sure; but this impinged relatively little on intellectual life, and is associated in my memory, probably misleadingly, on the aristocratic tenor of Cambridge humanism: the sense of circles within circles, of charismatic inner groups from which ordinary mortals - and all women - are excluded. And it is just this aristocracy of tone that has thrown Leavis’s nonconformist zeal into such marked relief.

In his autobiography, Bertrand Russell tells us that this group was established fully 100 years ago, and has numbered among its members ‘most of the people of any intellectual eminence who have been at Cambridge since then’, himself included. In his day, G. B. Moore, Keynes, Whitehead, the Trevelyans, McTaggart and Lytton Strachey all belonged. Wittgenstein, on the other hand, declined to take part. Putting together Russell’s description of the Apostles with a few casual gleanings, one can detect a constant element in their deliberations; and around this, decade by decade, some more peripheral changes of mood. The preoccupation of the Apostles with their own excellence has not wavered. But the context within which such excellence is judged has been subject to substantial historical shifts. The Victorians Russell describes as relatively earth​bound, envisaging themselves as future ‘leaders of the multi​tude’. The Edwardians who followed, Lytton Strachey and Maynard Keynes, for instance, ‘aimed rather at a life of retire​ment among fine shades and nice feelings, and conceived of the good as consisting in the passionate mutual admirations of a clique of the elite’. Where the Victorians were stoutly heterosexual, homosexual relations between Edwardian Apostles were, Russell tells us, common.

Like the influence of Waugh in Oxford, that of Strachey in Cambridge lingered on well into my time there, even though self-conscious sexual ambiguity had become more the preserve of our seniors, and the sense of timelessness that their private incomes afforded the Edwardians had begun to evaporate. More recently still, the composition of the Apostles has changed again, becoming more political; and at least one of the university’s best publicized and most extreme young radicals now belongs.

There is no incompatibility, in Cambridge, between Marxist rigour and the cult of personal excellence. It is hard to believe, even so, that such psychic luxury does not eventually sap revolutionary morale. For such bodies as King’s possess astonishing powers of assimilation: they take the talented but insecure, and turn them effortlessly into scholars and gentle​men. As a newcomer, you boggle at the transformation; yet, unwittingly, you are already subject to it. Clever boys from ordinary suburban homes - even, more recently, rough young lads from the Commonwealth - are taken up and metamor​phosed. Within a few years, they are virtually indistinguishable from the college’s Old Etonians. 

This is achieved, in King’s at least, at the cost of a certain theatricality. It is hard, at times, to recall that the pictures are real, the port is real, that the candles in the candlesticks are real candles and not electric lights pretending to be candles; above all, that the people are creatures of flesh and bone. In my two years there as a Fellow, I found that a sense of illusion was rapidly becoming my standard experiential mode. The air of charade was all-pervasive: the sons of suburbia like myself parodied the lettered gentry; and the lettered gentry parodied the sons of suburbia parodying themselves. The little tokens of residual loyalty - the open-necked shirt, the sandals, the harsh vowel sounds - even these were parodied. Brilliant young scientists who knew nothing of life or art gave ham performances of the role: ‘brilliant young scientist who knows nothing of life or art’….

Massive social changes have occurred since Sheppard and Adcock were absorbed by King’s; and academic life itself has become altogether more businesslike. Yet the effect of these changes, within King’s at least, seems to have been paradoxical - heightening the sense of role-playing rather than breaking it down. Many of the younger Fellows there in my time seemed peripheral - as I certainly was - to the whole enterprise; im​postors passing for the real thing. At any moment, one felt, the joke might be over: the Fairy Godmother would snap her fingers, and we would all troop back to those lowly stations where we naturally belonged. Like Anthony Powell’s appalling character Kenneth Widmerpool, we had done better for our​selves than seemed right or reasonable; unlike Widmerpool, we had nothing more solid at our backs than the anomie of British suburban life in the years after the war.

However, little of this curiously social quality of Cambridge humanism penetrated life in the Psychological Laboratory. Few of its postgraduate members aspired to be gentlemen. Yet a rival system of snobbery they did express, the nether of the two millstones with which I was ground: the snobbery of science. I mention it, because it acted then, and has acted since, as a potent constraint.

Among British scientists, and with few exceptions, the pure look down on the applied, the physical on the biological. And all combine to look down on the social, or ‘Mickey Mouse’ scientists, who are scarcely scientists at all. The ideal is to work with one’s head, not one’s hands; to be conceptually neat rather than messy. And, as elsewhere, exceptions to these rules are usually associated with large sums of money and with popular acclaim.

Psychology stands low in this pecking order, and contains a pecking order within it. Again, the pure look down on the applied, and the clean on the messy. The experimental, usually physical or biological in background, look down on the social, industrial, clinical and educational. The psychologist of high status works in a laboratory, and studies either a sub-human species - rat, pigeon, monkey - or some simple aspect of human skill. The psychologist of low status works with human beings in their natural habitat, and studies them in their full complexity. The psychologist of high status works on problems that to the untutored eye seem trivial; the one of low status, on problems that laymen are more likely to understand.

As in all systems of social snobbery, participants are under continual pressure to appear, indeed to become, what they are not. Research problems tend as a consequence, in psycho​logy at least, to be tackled in a manner which is more artificial than either common sense or logic would dictate. Each problem is ‘promoted’ until it reaches its own level of metho​dological inappropriateness. The social psychologist, a creature of low status, acquires higher status by being an experimental social psychologist, and working in a laboratory fitted out with booths and one-way screens. And he can achieve higher status still, in the eyes of his colleagues if not of the academic com​munity at large, by abandoning the study of man altogether, and joining the packed ranks of the methodologists. He then criticizes ineptitudes in experiments conducted by others. He speculates, like the country divine, on how good work might be done, but never risks the doing for himself.

Among those psychologists who work with children, the situation is complicated further by the spectre of the school​teacher. To work in schools is to risk being confused by your colleagues with the person who teaches in one. It can scarcely be coincidental that psychologists who have measured child​ren’s intelligence have armoured themselves to a greater extent than any other with the protective magic of number. Nor can it be coincidental that in the course of half a century, the mental testing movement has told us little about children that we did not already know, but has made major contributions in the field of statistics. On the Continent, such rituals take a different outward form, but their essentials are the same. Piaget, for example, has encased his brilliant studies of problem-solving in small children in a system of logico-mathematical symbolism that few if any of his admirers read, that has no detectable explanatory point, and that only logicians can disentangle.

As Gombrich has implied, science, like art, is born of itself not nature. Psychology is no exception. It is by reading the literature, by listening to gossip over tea in the department, by an intuitive grasp of his supervisor’s prejudices, that the tyro fixes on an experiment to perform. And in psychology, a sub​ject where mastery is weak, this cultural process can be seen with a special clarity. For where discovery in physics, chemis​try or molecular biology is cumulative, psychology proceeds more by fits and starts; a series of lunges into the surrounding darkness. It is a subject, or series of subjects, in which one research fashion succeeds another, leaving surprisingly little behind it as a residue of re-usable knowledge. In this respect, even the most experimental forms of psychology resemble much more closely an art form, modern painting for instance, than they do an established science.

In such a situation, prejudices are potent. And they are par​ticularly so, in science as elsewhere, for being implicit. The tough look down on the tender, but unless hard-pressed, deny that they do so. If cornered, they point to the unfortunate fact that, among psychologists, it is the weaker students who specialize in the more humane branches: those with lower seconds, young ladies with an interest in people. It follows, the tough point out with evident regret, that standards are lower in the more humane fields. The argument is a tricky one to combat, especially as it prophecies are self-fulfilling. As teachers and examiners, the tough-minded are in a position to give their own assumptions weight.  With minds as open as any can be, they design courses and set papers that favour candidates whose style of intelligence suits them to experimental research. They thus operate a self-perpetuating social system. And being men of good faith and sociological naivety, they are free to deny that they do so. The more tender-minded know that a form of snobbery is being exercised at their expense, yet cannot convince themselves that it is groundless. They feel not merely embarrassed, but embarrassed about feeling embarrassed. And there are few more potent mechanisms for ensuring that a particular type of research is not done; or, if it is done, that it is not done well. 

