Colin Wilson As Hydra:

On June 26 2011,Colin Wilson will turn 80.

I believe that he has been seriously underrated and undervalued in his homeland as a philosopher, as a novelist, as a critic, as an autodidact polymath explorer into the vast and sometimes eldritch realms of human potential per se.

Part of the reason for this lack of academic, if not popular, recognition within England – for he is certainly vitally popular elsewhere - is because Colin Wilson is somewhat of a Hydra.

Let me explain further.

In mythology, the Hydra had seven or nine heads, stemming from one massive body. If one were to slice off any given head it would grow back again. Indeed in some versions, two heads would return. A resilient, obstinate and prolific beast, which maintained a connection between all of its heads in that no one head was an independent entity. Colin Wilson has for over 50 years been such a creature, given that he does not also spume poisonous gases – another traditional facet of the Hydra!

Therefore, because he is seen on TV, in the press, in any number of second-hand bookshops in any number of written formats, and now again on DVD with his new ‘Strange is Normal’, Wilson manifests himself as somewhat too thinly spread and always saying the same thing anyway, even although he says the same thing via about a dozen different head-genres. In fact he is so prolific and widespread that many of his Hydra heads tend to take on the characteristics of others, to merge one into another. There is also the point that some of his more recent countenances manifest themselves in rather bizarre fashion and could be said by some readers to be prating gobbledygook. 

Colin Wilson then is a sui generis Hydra: his many heads spout similar edicts, quotations, anecdotes via similar stylings of craft. He puts this monomania of his Weltanschaaung succinctly:
“Isaiah Berlin once said that there are two kinds of writers, hedgehogs and foxes. He said the fox knows many things, the hedgehog knows just one thing. So Shakespeare is a typical fox; Tolstoy and Dostoevsky are typical hedgehogs. Now, I'm a typical hedgehog. I know just one thing, and I repeat it over and over again. I try to approach it from different angles to make it look different, but it's the same thing.”


The Hydra heads of Colin Wilson:
OUTSIDER - Wilson was originally and always will be, locationally, spiritually, philosophically, an Outsider. His first book was the excellent Outsider and he has been out there ever since, in a huge tangential orb of his own. 

NOVELIST – creator of several different sorts of novels, albeit always subsumed with his similar philosophy. Therefore we find Science Fiction/Fantasy/ ‘Realist’/Crime fiction. All patterned in the Modernist tradition, albeit at times Wilson is sometimes Postmodern in the delivery of his message: his fictive forays are often more derivative of Derrida than Dickens, although he would disavow this connation!

LITERARY THEORIST – a consistent theorist regarding how novels and poems should be written (see, for example, his fine Craft of the Novel) as well as critiqued via his own Existential Literary Criticism, whereby craft takes a back seat to the approaching of questions about the ‘meaning of life’, and how to live one’s life more powerfully – which for Wilson means being more evolutionary in focus.

REVIEWER & HARBINGER of several unknown writers. Such was and is his reading range Wilson has been the nurturer of many an obscure author (as for example was Herman Hesse when Wilson first wrote about him in 1956.) More than this, he has codified umpteen reviews of a plethora of writers from all sorts of zones, in truckloads of publications, given that he has a penchant for intruding himself in many of his reviews, introductions, and book cover blurbs.

OCCULTIST/PARANORMALIST - albeit somewhat ingenuous a la Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. Both Doyle and Wilson gave credence to the Cottingley fairies, for example, and Wilson continues to seriously consider all sorts of what some would equate as ‘weird stuff, man’
FANTASTIC ANTHROPOLOGIST/HISTORIAN – there is a whole NEW AGE hydra head here too. For example, space ships, Atlantis, a homosexual Shakespeare, mix up themselves in Wilson’s more recent postulations out on the fringe, where – although he has probably gained many adherents and camp followers - he has also probably lost several of his earlier straight and true believers.

CRIMINOLOGIST and CRIME AFFICIANADO – particularly fascinated with sex crime and heinous murders: the obverse of the evolutionary drive.

SEXOLOGIST – the sexual nirvana of coitus parallels peak experiences (see below) - thus Wilson’s desire to delve deeper here. 

Over the years Colin Wilson has also reared his heads in the following arrays:

(AMATEUR) MUSICOLOGIST

PLAYWRIGHT & SCRIPTWRITER

COLUMNIST & TV PERSONALITY

and of course he has always also been:

FAMILY MAN and PROVIDER

COLLECTOR/HOARDER of among other things, books and music.

ANGLOPHILE

Wilson however manifestly never paraded the heads of Angry Young Man (he was not such an animal, despite being grouped with Amis, Osborne et al); University trained Academic (probably a good thing!); ‘deliberately’ Postmodernist (what a contradiction in terms!); Feminist; Marxist; or a Postcolonially-aware Englishman.

There is not the scope here to delve further into all of these mutually compatible and internecine visages of the Wilson beast, and I wish to concentrate mainly on two countenances which are arguably his most significant:

[Existentialist] PHILOSOPHER – Colin Wilson is THE English Existentialist. Here he is a unique phenomenon, for example in Robert Solomon’s recent book, Existentialism (2005) Wilson is the only British, let alone English, philosopher included, if we discount Harold Pinter as a philosopher. Ironically, an unknown French critic is quoted as stating on the inside dust jacket of the original issue of Wilson’s excellent Introduction to the New Existentialism (1966): “…the first important contribution to existentialism ever made by an Englishman”. 
Wilson wrote what he termed his ‘Outsider Cycle’ over several years starting in 1956. This cycle was largely composed well before 1966 – good on him for being so prescient and so damned different to so many of his own countrymen philosophers of that era. His is philosophy, English philosophy, tangential contemporaneously to the blinkered academic rigmaroles of British linguistic empiricism in the 1960s – and to a degree indeed even contemporarily in 2010, despite the influential episteme of Foucault and his Romance cousins. Colin Wilson was and is an English existentialist, a rare breed indeed.

Essentially, his existentialism is best summarized in this Introduction to the New Existentialism. In his review of this tome, Grattan Freyer in The Irish Times lavishes: “…anyone seriously concerned with twentieth-century values must make themselves familiar with Colin Wilson” (1966.) Wilson himself even acknowledges Freyer: “…a perceptive and sympathetic review…that made me realize that my time had not been entirely wasted” (1980.)

What then is Wilson the existentialist philosopher saying, stressing here that he says this from all of his many mouths as outlined above? Again, Wilson writes his philosophy in a traditionalist, Modernist fashion and has been known to bite savagely when Postmodernists rear their own ‘ugly heads.’ He disdains Derrida, for example. 

Wilson wants an intensive and exhaustive survey of man’s inner states, and therefore states in relation to his own approach to philosophy: “Its methods might be described as Anglo-Saxon and empirical rather than as ‘continental’ and metaphysical…Consciousness itself must be studied” (1966.)

His avowed aim in Introduction and in several other of his earlier more manifestly philosophical works, is to transcend not only what he calls Existentialism Mark One but its immediate progenitor, the Romantic movement per se: “It is a conscious attempt to create what I have called ‘Romanticism Mark 3’ (bearing in mind that I regard existentialism as Romanticism Mark 2)” (Wilson online.) “Existentialism is romanticism, and romanticism is the feeling that man is not the mere creature he has always taken himself for” (1966.) 

The difference between the spluttering spasms of intense acclamatory intensity of some of the romantics, which never lasted for any cogent length of time and thus led to despair, depression, early demise, and the insufferable negativity and at-best stoicism of Existentialism Mark One as declared by Kierkeggard, Heidegger, Sartre, Jaspers, Camus (at least as discerned by Wilson) is that his New Existentialism (NE) will be based on affirmation/optimism/positiveness and will necessarily therefore be a widening of the via media toward profuse and potent and extended long-term visions, perhaps akin to a mystical eudaimonia. (As a brief aside here, it is very interesting to se that now (2010) there is a Facebook page entitled: Colin Wilson is a better philosopher than Sartre! See http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=6283484403)
So then mankind – or at least some of mankind – will evolve exponentially into something resembling grandiose creatures of the mind, tapping gigantic vista of internal freedom and what Wilson calls the ‘objective values’ of existence: “there is a standard of values ‘external to human consciousness” (1966), which is a difficult notion to grasp, until he later qualifies this with the word “everyday” [consciousness.]

It is here that I want to cast in bronze what to me is Wilson’s most significant Hydra head, in that this is the Headmaster of the heads, if you will, the driving force of the Colin Wilson creature.

ROMANTIC and MYSTIC – Wilson cannot help himself because he is by nature a Romantic, a Mystic. 

I have extensively elsewhere, particularly in Existential Literary Criticism and the Novels of Colin Wilson (1996), where I borrowed extensively from Morse Peckham, categorized Wilson as a bona fide Romantic in disposition, outlook, corpus; something I do not believe he would deny.

I have also categorized Wilson elsewhere on more than one occasion as a bona fide English Mystic in the line of William Blake, Thomas Traherne and George Fox: see my Wilson as Mystic (2001) It is interesting to note that more recently others also write of Colin as “the renowned British mystic Colin Wilson” (see for example, Robert C. Morgan, 2005.) He is then a mystic, a romantic and an existentialist and NE is his attempt to delineate an existential apotheosis into free-range mystic acclamation. 

Indeed his mystic impetus all too often overwhelms clarity of logic, expression, sense – he is impelled to paint what he senses, in wide and colourful stokes, and damn the details. This is a significant point: because of Wilson’s very nature, he writes intensely, is impelled to convey his vision over and over again to the extent that often clarity of terminology and rigid logical progression is in abeyance.

So, Wilson wants to build on the momentary earth-shattering epiphanies of the Romantics, to abnegate the resignation of the earlier existentialists, mired unhappily in a stoic resignation to contingency, a passive kowtow to inadequacy, and to build once and for all an impenetrable edifice of permanently attainable expanded consciousness: mans’ (rarely womens’) ‘real’ or true consciousness. He points out that “everyday consciousness is a liar” (1966) even at the same time as he makes his point that this ‘limited everyday consciousness’ of all but a handful is a necessary defence mechanism so as to survive in today’s world – which seems rather a contradiction. 

Wilson is also an outsider, so his synthesis of NE is – it seems – not open to what he calls in more than one place, ‘the man in the street’: “…no solution…can be immediately applied to the ‘man in the street’. But then, this is hardly important” (1966.) He would avow that (most) men are nowhere near ready as yet to be propelled into this next evolutionary ambit – there is a good deal of mind-mapping to do initially – tunnels must be dug and constructed with permanent frameworks into mankind’s mental caverns first, before any opening of the entry gates for all. Man – until he solidifies his phenomenologically derived and mapped out consciousness first - is not ready for such visions yet, and has, for evolutionary-safe reasons built internal firewalls. Wilson also takes it as given that much more recently man has also awakened to his inner freedom and gotten bored with being bored, has suddenly remembered his being, contra Heidegger’s ‘forgetfulness of existence’. 
Wilson seizes the Peak Experiences (PEs) of Walter Raymond and Abraham Maslow to add fuel to his blazing bonfires of positiveness. Some people have these spontaneously gifted widenings of vision, which are concomitant with happiness, assuredness, complete comprehension of the cosmic codes – so why not all, all the time, inculcated deliberately, and not akin to random acts of Hallelujah?

Colin Wilson also seizes on another divergent term and concept from another divergent discipline – Edmund Husserl and phenomenology - intentionality. Intentionality – is a key concept in NE. (Husserl is never as clear on this concept as Wilson as amaneunsis so obviously believes he is: Husserl is amorphous, profusely procreative with terminologies at best. I feel that Wilson tends to oversimplify him.)

Wilson wants to say all consciousness is intentional. Even subconsciousness, because after all “Intentionality…can exist on many levels” (1966.) All of which goes to ‘prove’ that there is a transcendental ego, a definite concrete self who aims the arrow of perception (and emotion and intellect) at something: after all “the completely passive observer is a fallacy” (1966.) There is a coherent, yet sometimes also, unconsciously so, director behind the camera and this is where Sartre, for example, went ‘wrong’ temperamentally and therefore philosophically - and yes, there is an obvious connection between the two components for the emotive side dictates the cogitative and, it seems, the perceptual. 

So, again, man must therefore turn inwards and look inside and map his own consciousness – here the ‘answer’ lies, feels Wilson. He further calls on Whitehead with his notion of ‘prehension’ to supplement Husserl here, and later in his life work has written more extensively about the former and also about phenomenology as a lodestar to mysticism. (See his two Philosophy Now articles of 2004 and 2007.) 

Colin Wilson here, then, synthesizes Maslow and Husserl as the two main poles of NE – intentionality and the subsequent examination of consciousness will lead inevitably to extended PEs and beyond. Wilson again shows himself to be a bona fide and autodidactic Grand Illuminator of the works of others and the self-taught Welder par excellence of what seems discordant data. Cacturimus in Minnesota Review of 1967 writes: “each significant existentialist writer offers something new. The novelty lies in either original concepts or original combinations of established concepts…[Wilson’s] novelty can be labeled “phenomenological metaphysics.” 

Finally then, Wilson’s borrowing of Husserl’s ‘presuppositionless philosophy’ – after all of Wilson’s bracketing out/reductions away from external factors, jargons and judgments/his own version of Husserlian epoche - leads to one melded definitive NE statement, culled from 1966 and 1988:

	[If ]consciousness is intentional, then we can deliberately make it more intentional, and that the result would be a step in the direction of the mystic’s insight (1988)…The new existentialism consists of a phenomenological examination of consciousness (1966.)


So importantly for Colin Wilson, contra for example Sartre, there is this Transcendental Ego, calling the shots at perceptive, emotive, intellectual bullseyes. Wilson firmly wants to reinstate the individual self, yet also wants this self to be the avenue to the obliteration of itself, rather a logical faux pas. He delivers a philosophy of precision to capture an ultimate amorphousness, which was also the initial goad for him to develop the philosophy!

I have written elsewhere (see, for example, Postmodern Mysticism, 2008) of the abstruse irony of the poststructuralist and postmodernist denials of such an entity as this Transcendental Ego, and also of Wilson’s own manifold descriptive episodes (especially in his fiction) whereby the Transcendental Ego is completely expunged during mystical visions: that he and many postmodernist writers actually find common ground in the Joan Richmond pinoleptic-kairotic moment (See Richmond, online.)

More than anything else then, Colin Wilson is a Mystic in a Philosopher’s headdress. Where, for example, does Wilson ‘stand’ with regard to ‘traditional’ Anglo-American Philosophy of Mind? How does he segue into – for example - Berkeley or Hume and their different approaches to what the ‘physical world’ is, exactly? This is never really clear, and nor is Husserl. Where/what is their physical objective ‘reality’? McIntyre and Smith (1989) with reference to Husserl, and therefore domino-like, to Colin Wilson, note as regards the former: “…we can never completely confirm that any physical object we constitute actually does exist.” 

Make no mistake, Colin Wilson is a modernist explicator of a definite pool of Subjects and definite Objects, yet muddies the surface considerably via intentionality (see also Derrida’s abnegation of the possibility of such via his deconstruction of Husserl), and throws away the bathwater somewhat when he lunges into the ultimately incandescent selflessness of the ‘new’ consciousness, despite his avowal of the need to attain such by some still unavailable “calculus.”
Of course the final consideration of his philosophy of the New Existentialism – and indeed Wilson’s entire career - is whether he ever successfully maps out our intentional inner selves, which means whether he gives us the roadmaps to a ’phenomenological’ internal assessment and the concomitant fireworks of extended euphoric and free vision. 

Under Wilson’s own extremely high-set terms of Existential Literary Criticism, the answer has to be ‘No’. Yet he remains so well worthy of being taken seriously as a philosopher precisely because he actually does concentrate on questions of supreme importance – what is the meaning of life? Why are we here? What should we be doing about it? He also at least attempts to solve the conundrums, given that he – to me anyway – has never concocted completely what the late Brocard Sewell aka William Tonks suggested about Colin, and more specifically Introduction to the New Existentialism, all those years ago: “he should now go on to write a major exposition of the themes he here adumbrates” (1966.)
I will concur with and slightly paraphrase Mathew Coniam from yet another Philosophy Now piece here, as regards not only NE, but all his lifework: “[Wilson] has managed to winch the worldview of humanist existentialism free of the impasse of despair…this unique and iconoclastic English existentialist is well worth the sometimes considerable effort…” (2001.)
Finally a personal note: To me, Colin has endured as a philosopher who must always be considered, if not for his ‘solutions’, at least for his syntheses, and always for his even asking the questions we must all face. The fact that he has done so in a generally otiose academic and critical environment in his own homeland only makes his efforts all the more tenacious.

I will also re-quote from my own doctoral thesis from all those years ago: “Wilson remains a writer worthy of considerable study. Why? Because he focuses on what to me are the most serious questions of life…He explores a difficult territory that few of his peers even attempt… Despite his ‘failure’ according to his own criteria, he should be adjudged with words culled from his own 1960 review of Camus’ The Possessed:”…whatever ultimate criticisms can be leveled at his work, he was better than ninety-nine percent of his contemporaries” (1996.) My highlighting of these last words is deliberate – I must stress yet again this is my own permanent estimation of Colin Wilson, given I have several reservations and glitches in my own wholehearted acceptance of his New Existentialism, and given I have some concerns regarding the relevance of some of his later oeuvre, which are beyond the scope of this article.

Three cheers for Colin Wilson. Happy birthday to you too.
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