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PART I. — WHAT ALL MEN SEEK
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THIS is the first of three installments which will
  present—in abridged form—what purports to be a summary and
  critique of the life-work of one William Burroughs Steele. Steele (according
  to the opening chapter of Mr. Wells's manuscript) was an American business
  man who retired after the War to a villa near Bandol, devoted himself to a
  comprehensive study of mankind and its aspirations and follies, and produced
  a huge treatise called The Anatomy of Frustration. When the
  supposititious Steele died—of heart-failure induced by an overdose of
  aspirin, which may have been suicidal in intent or accidental—he had
  published ten volumes and several further volumes were in various stages of
  preparation. This mammoth treatise had been begun by Steele, it appears, as a
  sort of modern counterpart of Burton's The Anatomy of Melancholy. But
  Steele was not convinced, as was Burton, that the world's madness was
  hopeless. Rather he was convinced that it was trying desperately to be sane;
  and he set himself to diagnose the malady which brings mankind to
  frustration, and to show how this malady must be attacked. Mr. Wells explains
  that he himself has decided to publish an account of Steele's little-known
  treatise "in general terms and for the general public." Then he plunges into
  the account.—The Editors.

WILLIAM BURROUGHS STEELE, in his ambition to create a
  companion piece to The Anatomy of Melancholy, went so far in his
  imitation as to sketch out a schedule of frustrations closely similar to
  Burton's classification of the varieties and remedies of madness and
  melancholia. He was never altogether satisfied with these schedules he
  made; he was altering, adding to, rearranging them to the end of his
  life. There are several folders full of these revisions and there exists a
  copy of his first volume, black with corrections and plump with inserted
  pages, from which ultimately we may be able to reprint this, the opening,
  most labored, and least satisfactory of all his volumes. He was dissatisfied
  even with its title, Frustration through Confusions in Thought, but he
  never changed it.

"Before we can deal with frustrations," he begins boldly in his Chapter I,
  "we must ask what it is that is frustrated. What is the end at which life
  thrusts? What is this Will in things that is always striving and never
  getting there?

"What is wanted? What do we want?

"As individuals? As communities? As a species?"

This is a brave opening of the inquiry, it subpoenas practically all
  religious and philosophical statements of the nature of being, and puts
  Steele in the role of a sort of one-man Royal Commission of inquiry into the
  significance of the universe, as it has been understood and stated hitherto.
  His examination of his witnesses is encyclopaedic. They profess to tell us
  "Why" and "What for." Let us, he says, get all the precision we can. He takes
  creed after creed, religious cults one after another, barbaric usages and
  maxims, systems of philosophy from Heraclitus and Lucretius to Nietzsche and
  Schopenhauer—the mention of these names as cardinal is his
  own—and of each he makes the same hard and elementary inquiries.

First: What is assumed? What does this start from? For instance, he
  points out that among other assumptions of Islam, God the Father-Creator is
  assumed, defined to a certain extent and, for the rest, indicated.

This preliminary inquiry into assumptions is very characteristic of
  Steele's method. It has the simplicity of a very original intelligence. Upon
  what implicit beliefs was the mind floating, he asks, before it began to
  state this or that positively? His courage and industry in assembling this
  collection of "points of departure" and in attempting a digest of it must
  have been enormous. He tried, not very successfully, to train several
  assistants to help him. But the clear sharp slash of his mind was part of
  himself and he could convey it only very partially to others. He slashed
  anatomically; the other fellows hacked. His analysis is at once so good and
  so unsatisfactory that it sets the sympathetic reader agog to organize a
  means of doing it over again better.

His firm belief that men have no right to a thousand contrasted faiths and
  creeds and that the multitudinousness of people in these matters is merely
  due to bad education, mental and moral indolence, slovenliness of statement,
  and the failure to clinch issues, is in itself an inspiration. He has no
  tolerance for loose-mindedness. Men have brains that are closely similar, he
  argues, they are moved in a similar way to these fundamental questionings,
  their inhibitions are of similar kinds; it is just laziness and untidiness,
  "mooning and wambling," that makes an "account rendered" of what people
  believe so like a museum after a riot. "They abstract to different degrees,
  they use differently conceived sets of symbols, they start in at different
  points, they fog and fumble here or there, but that is no excuse for never
  tidying up the mess." And this amazing man really started attempting to tidy
  up the mess of fundamental thought throughout the ages! And there are times
  ever and again and here and there when he really seems to smite lanes of
  lucidity through that jungle.

He makes a classification of religions and philosophies according to what
  he calls their "depth of assumption." The simple savage sets his gods and
  spirits on an unquestioned land and sea and sky. He assumes also a system of
  purposes and motives like his own. That, says Steele, is "assumption at the
  surface of life." At a slightly profounder level someone makes the daring
  assumption that these things also have not been here always, sky, land, and
  all the rest of it, man and his motives; dogmatizes that they had a
  beginning, and so invents a Creator. The Creator begins by being an Old Man
  like Father and expands very slowly toward abstraction. Presently the
  assumption, the plausible, rash and fatal assumption, is made that things
  present a dual system, spirit and matter; and presently, pursuant to that
  assumption, the Creator is disembodied. He becomes the Great Spirit and soon
  He is no more to be put back into any sort of body than the fisherman's djinn
  could be packed back into his jar. One must resort to the hocus-pocus of an
  incarnation to do that, and from that assumed embodiment He is always
  breaking out again. A divine mind and will which are consecutive in time in
  their action presently follow the divine body to the limbo of lost things. So
  assumptions go deeper and deeper below superficialities and become more and
  more abstract.

Steele's exploration of all these superimposed systems of apprehension,
  summarized with a certain pithy precision and compared relentlessly, is like
  a man with a small, very bright electric torch exploring vast caverns beneath
  the foundations of the many edifices of Belief on which our race lives. They
  are not separate excavations, he insists. They connect, do these sustaining
  vaults, like the catacombs of Paris. The deeper one goes, the plainer it is
  that they all rest on elementary psychological necessities or upon natural
  fallacies closely associated with and arising out of these necessities.
  Differences of creed are seen to be differences of phraseology and mental
  idiom. The more penetrating their psychological analysis, the less men will
  trouble whether it is "Jehovah, Jove, or Lord" or Creative Necessity or
  simply Necessity that encloses and carries them on.

What is the end to which life drives? What is the purpose of being? We do
  not know, probably we can never know fully and comprehensively. But the thing
  of real practical moment is this: that while on the whole we don't
  know, yet, nevertheless, to a certain limited extent we do. The
  exciting, the exalting, idea in our minds is that there are very considerable
  possibilities of knowing better and more precisely, and of bringing together
  into more effective co-operation a great multitude of aims in life that are
  at present, merely through lack of lucidity, divergent and conflicting.

Here Steele develops his essential thesis, and most of the rest of this
  big volume, Frustration through Confusion in Thought, is a copious and
  searching attack upon the needless personifications, dramatizations,
  false classifications, tautologies, and mixed metaphors that at
  present, he holds, waste an enormous proportion of our mental energy. Much
  more agreement is possible among men upon this question of ends than is
  generally supposed.
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Abruptly in the middle sections of this first volume, Steele
  passes from his wide survey of religions and philosophies into an heroic
  attempt to cover them by a common statement.

Let me try to summarize here, as compactly and clearly as possible, the
  way in which he sets about this task. All living substance, he presumes, is
  aggressive. In that it differs from the inorganic. It has within itself an
  urge to live more, to increase, extend, prolong itself. Even when it rejects,
  avoids, escapes, it runs away only that it may fight again another day. And
  as consciousness appears in the ascendant scale of life, it "appears
  associated with a process of inhibition and of the organization of impulse,
  which conduces to the prolongation and extension of the individual."

Steele is very insistent upon this idea that originally and generally
  speaking, consciousness is preoccupied with individual self-preservation.
  Only in the case of many birds and mammals and a few reptiles and fishes does
  any conscious solicitude and devotion to offspring or species appear. To
  provide for the continuation of the species through mechanism or by affording
  passionate sensuous gratification was Nature's easier path, and generally she
  took it. Passionate intellectual gratification was a harder thing to build
  into the primitive self-seeking organism. So the lustful individual is
  unconscious that he serves the species in his gratification. The normal
  individual animal is conscious of the urge to live only so far as that
  concerns its own self.

Now this was all very well, it worked throughout the evolution of animal
  forms upon this planet until the mental structure developed so much
  intelligence and foresight as to look beyond to-morrow. Then trouble began.
  This, Steele thinks, has occurred only in the case of the human brain. And it
  has been only very gradually realized by that brain that the more powerful
  its headlights of intelligence are the plainer it is that this conscious
  individual life on which its solicitudes center drives past the culminations
  of its powers to enfeeblement and death. Man alone of all animals looks
  beyond the lures of nature and becomes aware of death waiting for him at the
  end. All religions, all philosophies of conduct, stripped down to their bare
  essentials, express the consequent impulse to escape this inherent final
  frustration.
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