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We are faced with the problem of building a new world.


—Margaret Mead and Gregory Bateson, 1942





Thoughts are like Stars in the Firmament, where some are fix’d, others like the wandering Planets; others again are only like Meteors, which when their Substance is wasted, their Light goeth out… Memory is like the Moon.


—Margaret Cavendish, The World’s Olio (1655)
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PROLOGUE



The Future That Never Arrived




Our Father, We thank Thee for the torch of learning which has lighted our paths in time past… from Stonehenge, to the Parthenon, to Rockefeller Center, to the Gregory Bateson Building, artistic permanence has been added to mankind.


—prayer offered “at the time of the completion of the Gregory Bateson Building” (Journal of the Senate, Legislature of the State of California, May 4, 1981)




AT THE LOWEST POINT of the Great Depression, a work of genius came to life in a half-built Manhattan skyscraper. It was late March 1933. Outside the building, a cold spring rain fell on the unemployed, whose numbers nationwide had grown to include nearly one quarter of the United States’ working-age population. Inside, Diego Rivera was creating a masterpiece. It started with simple lines drawn onto a wall in the entrance hall of 30 Rockefeller Center. The lines became figures. The figures filled with brilliant color. And as they did, it became clear that the fresco Rivera called Man at the Crossroads had the potential to be remembered for the next hundred years. More than remembered. It was an artwork that seemed to predict the coming century.


The composition centered on two crossed ovals that resembled the beams cast by searchlights, or perhaps the arms of an X chromosome. Rivera filled one of the ovals with a crimson tangle of cells and nerves. The other became a window into deep space: a maelstrom of glowing stars. Cutting through both was a tower of futuristic gears, like something from Fritz Lang’s Metropolis. Human figures crowded around the machine. On one side, a group of workers stared through a huge lens into what Rivera called “a night-club scene of the debauched rich.” Above, ranks of soldiers marched in gas masks. At bottom left, Charles Darwin peered out enigmatically beside an X-ray machine.
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Detail from Diego Rivera’s Man, Controller of the Universe, 1934, Palacio de Bellas Artes, Mexico City (a re-creation of his Man at the Crossroads). Courtesy Wikimedia Commons.








Most prominent of all was a massive figure at the center who was dressed like a technician. Two huge glass lenses flanked him. It was this figure, this cosmic engineer, who seemed to control the painting’s machinery. Our technology would make us gods, Rivera seemed to be saying. And as humanity entered the crossroads of a new world, the cruelties of past centuries would be magnified along with our power.


Rivera’s most important viewer was the enormously wealthy man who owned the building in which he worked: John D. Rockefeller Jr. At first, Rockefeller was thrilled by the mural’s progress. This changed when he realized that an idealized portrait of Vladimir Lenin would dominate one side of the composition. There was outcry from the building manager (who worried about scaring off tenants) and then from the press. Work halted. Then, on the night of February 10, 1934, a team of men entered the lobby. The day before had been the coldest ever recorded in New York City, with at least six fatalities in the city’s heatless tenements. Stripping off their winter coats to reveal coveralls not unlike those of the godlike central figure, the men pulled Rivera’s painting off the wall.


For three years, the walls of 30 Rockefeller Center remained blank. And then in 1937, a new design began to fill them. Gone were Rivera’s gemlike hues—the radioactive greens, the cosmic blues, the rainbow plumes of the bird of paradise perched at Darwin’s side. In came a collection of 1930s clichés: steel beams rising on cranes, smokestacks puffing skyward, all rendered in a drab palette of beige and gray.


The new painting was called American Progress.
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This book uncovers the secret history of the first wave of psychedelic science, a radical field that sought to harness the power of psychedelic substances to explore human consciousness, pioneer groundbreaking therapies, and even transform global society. It is a story of human ingenuity and ambition, of triumphs and tragedies, and of a future that was always just out of reach. Like Man at the Crossroads, psychedelic science challenged the norms of its time, pushing the boundaries in ways that were both beautiful and unsettling. And like Rivera’s mural, the legacy of psychedelic science has been painted over.


There were good reasons for this mass forgetting: abuses of medical ethics, devil’s bargains with militarism, and disillusionment with utopian promises. But before it became a failed utopia, it was a beautiful dream. Restoring it to view can help guide us in the present, as we confront yet another crossroads between techno-utopian ambition and messy reality.


The people and the events chronicled here formed the opening chapter of a mass improvisation with our own brain chemistry that continues to this day. Taken together, they make it clear that the first era of global experimentation with consciousness-expanding substances took place much earlier than commonly thought, in the 1920s through the 1950s, rather than the 1960s and 1970s.


Put another way: Timothy Leary and the Baby Boomers did not usher in the first psychedelic era. They ended it.


More than anyone else, it was the group of interdisciplinary scientists connected by the anthropologists Margaret Mead and Gregory Bateson in the years surrounding World War II who shaped the development of psychedelic research from the 1930s onward. This group included anthropologists, drug researchers, psychologists, neuroscientists, and pioneers of early computer science. Brought together over a period of two decades in conferences funded by the Josiah Macy, Jr. Foundation, this “Macy circle” shared a commitment to applied, interdisciplinary science that not only challenged conventional norms but explicitly sought to create a new global culture. The Macy circle was the seedbed for the flowering of psychedelic science in the 1950s, when substances like psilocybin, peyote, and LSD emerged as potential tools not just for calming anxiety or for aiding psychotherapy, but as a “shortcut” to transformative cultural change and expanded collective consciousness.


This era of utopian drug research was not just located in the laboratories of scientists. It was a mass movement, involving thousands of people in ways both hugely positive and enormously destructive: A Los Angeles housewife who took LSD on television in 1957 and turned to look into the eyes of an older male scientist, saying simply, “I feel sorry for you.” A young man from Harlem who became an unwitting guinea pig in the CIA’s illicit testing of psychedelics at a government facility in Kentucky. The NASA-funded attempt to teach dolphins how to speak that fell apart after the lead scientist began injecting both himself and the dolphins with large doses of LSD. Other psychedelic users in the 1950s included twelve men and women who volunteered to sample LSD in Baghdad, Iraq; thirty medical students in Budapest who spent the summer before the 1956 Hungarian Revolution injecting one another with a newly discovered psychedelic known as DMT; the Hollywood icon Cary Grant and the writer Anaïs Nin; and a young Juilliard-trained opera singer and refugee from Nazi Germany who spent part of her LSD trip being interviewed by Margaret Mead regarding the possibility that psychedelics could unlock psychic abilities.


Taken together, these stories cast a vibrant, surreal, and at times troubling new light not just on the history of psychedelic science, but on the twentieth century itself.


Running through this extraordinary history was the intellectual partnership and tumultuous love affair that Margaret Mead—the most famous, and most polarizing, scientist of her generation—shared with her third husband, the British anthropologist Gregory Bateson. Their influence extended in so many directions it’s sometimes difficult to track. “She was truly interested in everything,” one of Mead’s friends remembered. “It was a radically original mind.” In the half-light of Cold War espionage and atomic age paranoia, Mead and Bateson nurtured friendships with everyone from an ex–Soviet spy to a religious leader on a small island off the coast of New Guinea, from the scientist at the heart of the CIA’s drug experimentation program to a dolphin that appeared on the television show Flipper. They studied apocalyptic cults and schizophrenia, sex hormones and space travel, world peace and mescaline.


Mead and Bateson and their circle matter to the history of psychedelics for one reason above all: their shared vision of science as a tool for expanding human consciousness. Mead’s primary goal in life, she once said, was “to keep the future safe.” Achieving this, she believed, meant enlarging the collective “awareness” of the human species so that we could “learn consciously to create civilizations within which an increasing proportion of human beings will realize more of what they have it in them to be.” The 1920s had been a decade of scientific marvels: new discoveries like X-ray machines revealed hidden realities beneath the surface; miracle drugs like penicillin cured deadly diseases; radio waves carried voices across oceans; airplanes soared above clouds; skyscrapers rose above cities; and quantum mechanics defied all common sense. Science, in short, had already transformed the world. And it seemed poised to go even further—promising changes not just in the technologies of everyday life, but in the very experience of being human. When the Great Depression came, it did nothing to dampen Mead’s utopian hopes. It catalyzed them. The troubled years of the 1930s convinced her that a new kind of science must be developed that would intervene directly in the world—a science that would save the world.


One of Margaret Mead’s key mentors was a Macy Foundation executive named Lawrence Frank. And it was Frank who defined the problem in a way that Mead and Bateson would both return to for decades afterward: the world, Frank declared, was “a sick society in need of treatment.” The economic collapse of 1929 and its aftermath had shattered millions of lives and livelihoods, creating widespread unemployment, hunger, homelessness, and despair. Mead saw this as a crisis of culture, not just of capitalism. She believed that science offered a path—the only path—for preserving cultural diversity in a world threatened by the terrifying uniformity of totalitarianism, the rapacious demands of still-powerful empires, and the potential devastation of a second world war. And as Lawrence Frank had advised, Mead and Bateson saw their science not just as a tool for diagnosis, but as a treatment in itself. They imagined the creation of a new, global culture built on vast diversity rather than uniformity. Mead spoke of a “cultural evolution” that would push humanity past the old boundaries of race, nation, and gender—and even of states of consciousness. Mead and Bateson saw themselves as intervening in a unique moment of global crisis, one that would forever afterward “define the paths along which future generations will be able to advance.”


It was a vision of the future that did not go according to plan.
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This is a history that resonates with our present moment of rapid cultural change and renewed interest in psychedelic research. But it is also strikingly unfamiliar—above all, perhaps, because of its enormous optimism. Carl Sagan was once asked why we should expect that extraterrestrial life might be sending signals into deep space. “All they need is one Margaret Mead,” he replied. Mead saw herself as “a listening post,” collecting and synthesizing information from every domain, like a central computer. Science had “introduced another level… of awareness” to the story of humanity, she believed. It had shown us our cultural diversity and our unconscious drives, but more than this, it had allowed us to reprogram our own minds and societies. Margaret Mead had come of age in the era of Freud, when the unconscious was thought to define human behavior. But she believed that scientists like herself were in the process of a revolutionary transformation in collective consciousness, making those invisible drives and motivations visible in ways that could end ancient divisions, heal trauma, and unlock human potential. We were the machines becoming conscious.


We who, though? Who was excluded by this vision, and who was positioned to exploit it?


The history of psychedelics in the twentieth century has almost always been told as a story dominated by white American men, and above all by Timothy Leary and Richard Alpert (Ram Dass). These figures appear in the pages of this book, to be sure. But throughout, I have tried to set them in a larger context. (DMT, to take one example, was closely studied by Brazilian ethnobotanists and Czech psychiatrists before it reached the counterculture of the United States.) As anthropologists, Mead and Bateson exemplified this global perspective. Mead spent most of 1953—a pivotal year for psychedelics—on an island off the coast of New Guinea, where she was studying the development of an apocalyptic religion that she called “the Noise.” When she returned to New York in 1954 and became involved in LSD research, her perspective was colored by this experience as much as it was shaped by domestic concerns of Americans in the 1950s.


Margaret Mead’s importance to this story—and a hint of the dark side of the world she helped bring together—is made visible in two photographs from the 1954 Macy conference on altered states of consciousness. Both depict the same scene, with a curious difference. The first photograph is a standard group portrait, showing the various attendees of the conference. Their eyes are open; they are fully alert. The second, which was unpublished and distributed privately to attendees, shows the same group with eyes closed, miming a state of trance. In the center of both sits Margaret Mead. Around her is a who’s who of psychedelic science: At her right side is Roy Grinker, one of the inventors of narcosynthesis, an experimental drug treatment for trauma. Sitting at bottom left, bald and wearing an amiable smile, is Harold Abramson, the man at the center of the CIA’s still-mysterious drug testing program.
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Group portrait of the participants in the fifth Macy conference on “Problems of Consciousness,” March 22–24, 1954, Princeton, NJ. Courtesy Josiah Macy, Jr. Foundation.
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And the “unconscious” version distributed privately to participants. Courtesy David Kornetsky.








The photo, in other words, testifies not just to Mead’s centrality, but to her secrets. Of the eighteen people in the photo from that spring day in 1954, over half performed psychedelic research, much of it classified. One of these, the neuroscientist Mary Brazier, once said, “What we, as a group, have got from these conferences does not, I think, emerge for an outside reader. It is all between the lines.”


Bateson and Mead would likely have been surprised to find themselves as the protagonists in a history of psychedelics. Why center this narrative on them rather than the chemists and pharmacologists who discovered the drugs, or the patients who took them? The story told “between the lines” of psychedelic science—the story told in private photographs, in cryptic diary entries, in forgotten manuscripts and scribbled letters and classified memos—is a story that to a surprising degree centers Mead and Bateson and their circle. Mead’s archive includes countless references to her decades-long interest in peyote. And then there’s the 1954 document entitled “Preliminary LSD Memo,” which describes her participation in one of the earliest American trials of lysergic acid diethylamide. Meanwhile, Gregory Bateson was directly responsible for Allen Ginsberg’s first LSD trip and played a key role in the birth of psychedelic psychiatry in 1950s Silicon Valley.


As important as their direct role was their intellectual impact on psychedelic researchers and writers. Aldous Huxley read Mead carefully as he wrote The Doors of Perception following his mescaline experiments in the 1950s. Timothy Leary’s earliest published work as a scientist was, his collaborator recalled, directly inspired by Bateson. And in one of his first speeches about psychedelics, Leary quoted Mead, while behind the scenes he tried to convince her to take psilocybin with him.


Today, in a new era of global crisis and amid the threat of a new cold war, the same drugs are back. In so many ways, we seem to be returning to where we started with these mysterious, fascinating, and deeply misunderstood substances.


We have much to learn—and to remember.















Part I



THE PATTERN


(1923–49)




Let the taro turn the mouth towards it,


Towards plentifulness,


Towards greatness…


Let him eat my taro.


He must do no evil.


—magical incantation recorded by Margaret Mead in the village of Pere, island of Manus, Admiralty Islands, 1929
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Margaret Mead at the American Museum of Natural History, 1930. Courtesy New York Historical Society/Getty Images. Photographer: Irving Browning.





















CHAPTER 1



Prophet of the Long Future (1923–30)




It is not frustrated sex, it is frustrated gentleness that is so hard to bear when one is working for long months alone in the field.


—Gregory Bateson, circa 1933, as quoted by Margaret Mead




MARCH 14, 1933, FOUND Diego Rivera sketching out the earliest designs for Man at the Crossroads. Half a world away, in a small village in the interior of New Guinea, a thirty-one-year-old Margaret Mead was confronting a crossroads of her own. She did so while staring at a blank piece of paper.


The paper, like everything else in the village on the shores of Lake Chambri, had grown slightly damp in the tropical humidity. Outside the walls of her hut, the sounds of life could be heard—birdsong, the crying of babies, perhaps a distant sound of splashing water from the canoes on the lake. But Mead’s mind was far away. She was remembering Manhattan in 1923, the Grand Canyon in 1925, Paris in 1928. She was remembering scenes from her life with a woman she had fallen passionately in love with ten years earlier—a woman who was also her most important mentor, the person who had convinced her to become an anthropologist in the first place.


But what she had to say to Ruth Benedict was not just another profession of love. It was a confession. On that day in March, Margaret Mead was falling in love with Gregory Bateson, pulling away from her second husband, Reo Fortune (the man with whom she shared her hut in New Guinea), and laying the foundation for the beliefs that would drive the rest of her life. She was beginning to see herself as engaged in an epic scientific project of expanding human consciousness.


Writing to Benedict, Mead did her best to make sense of what was happening. She felt for Bateson, she said, “a 16th year old delight with a large amount of childlike play in it,” but also “a strong maternal feeling” mixed with an emotion she had experienced only once before—when she had felt it for Benedict herself. She felt her excitement about Bateson becoming not just love or passion, but a new sense of “consciousness of myself—and a sense of the Heaven to be seen through the stained glass window.” She had seen in him a kind of utopia. And it scared her. The feeling was “strictly inappropriate,” she wrote now to Benedict, while Bateson was spending two weeks away in a neighboring village.


It was an agonized and agonizing letter. In the months to come, even as Margaret Mead remained married to Reo Fortune, the references to Bateson and to their mysterious joint intellectual project grew and grew. She knew that she had to continue to tell Ruth Benedict about Gregory and the new life they were beginning to envision, a life as vivid and strange as the mural that had begun to fill the walls of Rockefeller Center in those same months. She had to tell her because she was the only person in the world who could truly understand.


New York City, 1923


They had first met almost exactly ten years earlier, at Columbia University in 1923. At that time, Ruth Benedict was obsessed with visionary states. Before long, the young Margaret Mead was obsessed with Ruth Benedict.


A petite woman with luminous eyes and sardonic black eyebrows, Benedict had something of the look of a spiritual medium. She had many of the interests of one, too. Her fascination was with cultural patterns that deviated from the norm of American society in the 1920s—and, above all, with forms of sexual identity and altered states of consciousness that her own society rejected as madness. This was not just a set of academic interests. Benedict saw herself as helping to create a new kind of science that would allow humanity to navigate the challenges of the modern world. In the spring of 1923, she was particularly focused on the role of visions in Indigenous societies of North America: Hallucinatory vistas induced by vision quests on the Great Plains. Torture visions caused by self-inflicted pain, a characteristic practice of some North American Indigenous societies—barbs lacerating the tongue or penis, thorns piercing the soft flesh of the arm, all performed not as punishment but as a means of transcending the limits of the body. Visions induced by alcohol or the bitter seeds of jimsonweed, the devil’s trumpet. Visions from the divine cactus, peyote.


For a sheltered young woman from the suburbs of Philadelphia, Mead’s first encounter with Benedict and her work was both thrilling and frightening. Frightening, because it threw Mead’s carefully ordered life into doubt. (As precocious in her relationships as in everything else, Mead had become engaged at age seventeen to Luther Cressman, the earnest son of her high school science teacher. And Cressman, with his hopes of becoming a country pastor, was not exactly the right person to speak to about such things as Benedict’s account of the “wide-spread Plains torture pattern known as ‘Feeding-the-sun-with-one’s-body.’”) Thrilling, because Benedict’s work resonated with Mead’s deep-seated sense of otherness. On the surface, Mead’s life goals at the time seemed borrowed from the pages of Little Women. She hoped to raise five children with Cressman and then to establish a small progressive school. But not long after she matriculated at Barnard College in 1922, with the experimental culture of New York City in the Jazz Age approaching its peak, Mead’s vision of her future shifted. She began to imagine a life as a politician, or life as a poet—or as an anthropologist, a roving, eternal outsider whose work derived from their ability to see the world askance.


This last possibility had been kindled in one of Mead’s first-year classes, a survey course taught by Professor Franz Boas of Columbia University. An expert in the languages and cultures of the Arctic Circle, Professor Boas cut a striking figure even before he opened his mouth. Born into a secular Jewish family in Prussia, a young Boas had attempted to signal his social belonging by joining one of the fencing clubs that proliferated in the elite universities of Imperial Germany. He fought more than his fair share of duels: even after four decades, the large mustache that bisected his face did little to hide his rapier scars. But it was the mind behind this forbidding exterior that was the true marvel—encyclopedic in scope, humorous in attitude, and deeply iconoclastic in its fixations. “My whole outlook upon social life,” Boas once said, “is determined by the question: How can we recognize the shackles that tradition has laid upon us? For when we recognize them, we are also able to break them.”


Ruth Benedict served as Boas’s teaching assistant in the lecture class Mead attended. But it was a tragic event in February 1923 that first brought Mead and Benedict into close contact. Mead’s circle of friends at Barnard was a group of sexually adventurous, hard-drinking young women—if not flappers, then certainly flapper adjacent—who called themselves the Ash Can Cats. When one of them, Marie Bloomfield, fell into a deep depression, Mead appointed herself Bloomfield’s caretaker. One day, Mead found the door to Bloomfield’s dorm room locked. There was no answer when she knocked. After getting help to break down the door, Mead discovered that Bloomfield had killed herself with cyanide.
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Ruth Benedict (left), Margaret Mead (center) in the mid-1920s, and Franz Boas (right) in an undated photograph, sitting in Benedict’s apartment. Courtesy Barnard College Special Collections and Archives; Library of Congress.








The incident became a major news story, drawing scrutiny to the Ash Can Cats and to Mead. Bloomfield’s “face stared up at us from trampled newspapers on the subway floor,” Mead remembered. Barnard’s administrators wanted Mead to testify that her friend had been insane, a strategy to absolve the school of responsibility. Mead resisted. And she shared her conflicts with Benedict. Fifteen years older, Mead’s former teaching assistant now became a confidante. “If you can get away, come yourself,” Benedict wrote to her. “I’ve nothing all day that can’t be put off. I shall be thinking of you today.” Mead visited her that evening.


By April, Benedict had convinced Mead to become a cultural anthropologist like her. “I need a companion in harness,” Benedict said. “I have nothing to offer but an opportunity to do work that matters.”


The priceless knowledge of thousands of generations, thousands of distinct cultures, was being lost, Benedict said. Entire cultures were being mowed down by the violence of colonial empires and flattened further by the homogeneity of modern life. Every day that passed was a day in which an ancient language or unique artistic tradition might disappear. Cultural anthropology was not about collecting dead relics to gather dust in museums. It was about salvaging the distilled knowledge of millions of lives—hard-won lessons that might one day help shape humanity’s collective future.


The pitch worked. After Mead married Cressman in September 1923, she spent the night of their honeymoon writing a seminar paper for Boas’s class. “Anthropology had to be done now,” Mead decided. “Other things could wait.” Mead’s father, a professor at Penn, was predicting a second global war by 1939. From the moment she accepted Ruth Benedict’s offer, Mead wrote, “I was to be single minded, trying to do as much field work as possible before the next war.” The urgency of what she saw as this precious window, this period of fifteen or so years in which to perform what later scholars have called “salvage anthropology,” yielded an obsessive focus. “Even the political upheaval of the Depression and later of the Spanish War went in a sense unnoticed,” she said, “for I was living in a time perspective of a hundred years, and preparing the materials with which we would, hopefully, be better prepared for that long future.”


In other words, when Mead earned her master’s degree in anthropology in 1924, she had more than one audience in mind. This work was not just for the people of her own time. It was also for the people who would inhabit that “long future.”
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Benedict saw the study of culture as a way of moving beyond racism, beyond the dangerous myths of blood. Though this view would become commonplace after World War II, it was radical in its time. If human nature was a book, then nearly everyone up to that point had been seeing only a single page: the culture into which they were born. Benedict and Mead wanted to read the whole thing. “The purpose of anthropology,” Benedict once said, “is to make the world safe for human differences.” By studying radically different cultures, the anthropologist could access a vast “laboratory of social forms.” But crucially, this was not a laboratory in which the scientist was an impartial observer, staring down into sterile test tubes. Scientists, after all, were parts of the cultures they studied, moving in the world rather than outside it. Benedict and Mead were not just trying to understand such things as “deviance” or altered states of consciousness in other societies, other lives. They were also trying to understand themselves.


In 1925, Mead and Benedict planned a trip to the Grand Canyon that they kept secret from their colleagues. Mead had settled on a research project for her dissertation—the study of adolescence in Polynesia—and was journeying west to board a steamship in San Francisco that would carry her to nine months of solitary fieldwork on the island of Samoa. Benedict, meanwhile, was traveling to study the Zuni people of the southwestern pueblos, whom she had come to see as a sober counterpoint to the visionary cultures of the Great Plains.


“Ruth and I got different things out of the Grand Canyon,” Mead wrote. “She was most impressed by the effort of the river to hide, a torturing need for secrecy which had made it dig its way, century by century, deeper into the face of the earth.”


But Margaret Mead didn’t see anything tortured about the Grand Canyon. She saw potential—potential as boundless as her own future, as potent with promise as humanity itself.


“The part I loved the best,” she recalled, “was the endless possibilities of those miles of pinnacled clay.”
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Like Ruth Benedict, Margaret Mead saw anthropology as a hunt for the hidden patterns that shaped our lives. But unlike her mentor and lover, she would come to see this work as part of something that extended beyond science—a project that was part of an epic story of humanity’s transformation into a species capable of reshaping its destiny. Boasian anthropologists had decentered the Western sense of self. This “new kind of consciousness” of humanity’s complexity, as Mead once put it, allowed humans to guide the evolution of our societies in a self-aware fashion, aiming intentionally for the creation of more peaceful, more tolerant social orders. This was nothing less than a science of expanded consciousness, an explicitly utopian project of species-wide uplift.


Margaret Mead became a scientist in 1923. Within three years, she was already well on her way to being a famous scientist. It seemed to happen almost effortlessly. She just happened to be good at talking, and the press happened to enjoy listening to her. In the fall of 1926, for instance, before she had even published her findings from her fieldwork in Samoa, a New York Times article announced her work to the world under the eye-catching headline “Scientist Goes on Jungle Flapper Hunt.”


Mead’s chosen topic of female adolescence in a traditional society turned out to be perfectly tuned to the interests of a 1920s America that was quickly becoming dominated by young people. The word “teenager” had been coined just two years before Mead reached Samoa. Bestselling novels like Sinclair Lewis’s Babbitt chronicled a modern form of family in which alienated parents presided over children who hid their anxiety behind the gloss of consumer culture. Against this backdrop, Mead’s Samoan youths stood out. Carefree, mentally healthy, sexually active, and unburdened by adolescent angst, they offered not just a contrast to the social structure of the West but a self-evidently superior alternative. Or so, at least, Mead claimed in her book Coming of Age in Samoa (1928), which was an immediate bestseller. Franz Boas summed up her argument in the book’s foreword: “What constitutes courtesy, modesty, very good manners, and definite ethical standards is not universal. It is instructive to know that standards differ in the most unexpected ways.” The “modesty” part of Boas’s formulation was the key: Mead’s work implied, with unusual frankness, that the sexual norms of 1920s America were merely one manifestation of sexuality among many possible—and preferable—alternatives.


In the aftermath of her Samoan success, Mead sailed easily into a career as a public intellectual. She wrote brilliantly, in enormous quantities, seemingly on any topic that came to mind. And she cultivated a persona that would with time become iconic. With her close-cropped hair, youthful demeanor, and unconventional clothes, the young Margaret Mead had something of the air of Amelia Earhart.


She also had a personal life that was nearly as complicated as those of the silent film stars that the newspapers of the 1920s fawned over. In 1926, while traveling via steamship from Australia to France, where Luther Cressman awaited her, Mead fell in love with a young anthropologist from New Zealand named Reo Fortune. Lanky, overtly masculine, and almost cartoonishly brooding, Fortune was the gentle Cressman’s opposite. Their shared interests ran deeper than anthropology. Since her youth, Mead had cultivated an interest in psychic phenomena. She was proud of her ability to go into a trance, fascinated by the unconscious, and a believer in extrasensory perception (ESP). Reo Fortune, she learned, was not just a cultural anthropologist of New Guinea but a trained psychologist who had written a book called The Mind in Sleep. He shared her fascination with altered states of consciousness. At the end of their voyage, Mead walked down a gangplank in Marseilles to find Luther Cressman holding a bouquet of flowers. Reo Fortune was at her side.


Boas had sent her to Polynesia. Soon after divorcing Cressman and marrying Fortune, Mead again followed a research path determined by someone else, traveling to Fortune’s favored fieldwork site on the island of Manus, off the coast of New Guinea. But by 1930, having cemented her reputation with Coming of Age’s success, “Mrs. Reo Fortune” finally had the chance to choose her own research site.


After consulting with Ruth Benedict, she chose to follow her footsteps into the peyote visions of the Great Plains.
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A newspaper profile of Mead that appeared in the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette in September 1928—one of many articles of the era that described Mead as a “girl ethnologist” or “girl anthropologist.” Public domain.





















CHAPTER 2



Society Is the Patient (1930–33)


Nebraska, 1930


MEAD AND FORTUNE FIRST saw the town of Macy, Nebraska, through the windshield of a Ford Model A in June 1930. Though it was Mead who had organized and funded the trip, she kept a low profile. That evening, Fortune told the people of the settlement that he was an anthropologist who had come from New York City to study their customs. As they drove out to the peripheral villages of the Omaha Reservation—Rosalie, Pender, Walthill—Mead was understood to be the anthropologist’s unemployed wife.


That summer was a uniquely gloomy time to begin new fieldwork. The financial panic of 1929 was starting to look less like a stock market crash and more like an economic collapse. Newspapers recorded drought conditions across the Great Plains. And in Europe, Hitler’s National Socialists had become Germany’s fastest-growing political party. Among the Omaha, however, this newest wave of bad news simply added to a ledger that was already overflowing with decades of exploitation and state-sanctioned violence.


Mead arrived in Nebraska hoping to find a culture filled with survivals from a rich precolonial past. What she found instead, she thought, was a cautionary tale. Omaha society, it seemed to her, had been fractured by colonization. The shards of what had been were not easy to piece together.


The hallucinogenic cactus known as peyote, which has been used by Indigenous cultures of North America for over five thousand years, was a case in point. Despite fierce opposition from Christian authorities following Spain’s conquest of the Aztec Empire in the 1520s, peyote had a habit of reappearing following periods of suppression. And each time it did so, it seemed to take on a new social role. In an epic poem from sixteenth-century Mexico, for instance, peyote figures as a dangerous tool of divination:




The peyote, Lord, watch out for it!


This is a thing not found in Spain.


When you drink it, you can know—in an evil way—


however much you wish to know about all the world.





Calling it a “widely introduced vice” that induced “mental images, fantasies and hallucinations,” the Mexican Inquisition banned peyote in 1632. Yet throughout the colonial period, a wide range of people—not just Indigenous healers but also African slaves, soldiers, and even-would be rebels—continued to use the cactus.


By the nineteenth century, after great effort on the part of Mexican and American authorities, peyote use was forced underground. But it never disappeared, as Franz Boas’s first student, Alfred Kroeber, learned firsthand. Kroeber had studied the peyote cactus (and sampled it himself) during his fieldwork among the Arapaho people in 1900, noting “a marked effect on the general feeling of the person, giving the impression of stimulating especially the intellectual faculties.” Around this time, peyote use was spreading rapidly from northern Mexico into the Great Plains region. Indigenous communities in these states began taking the drug in a newly formed religion called the Native American Church, which combined a monotheistic belief system with the ritual use of peyote.


Ruth Benedict’s 1922 article “The Vision in Plains Culture” (one of the works that inspired Mead to become an anthropologist) had offered an especially influential new perspective on peyote. Western scientists, Benedict noted, assumed that altered states of consciousness reduced the capacity for thought—that they were a form of intoxication. But what if the pursuit of visionary states was, in some cultures, a constructive goal? In these “Dionysian” cultures, as she dubbed them, visionary or trance states offered a source of new knowledge, mutual understanding, and social cohesion, not an escape into fantasy. Few outside the circle around Franz Boas agreed, however. Even as Mead first began to study the peyote in 1922, a bill to ban it was moving through Congress. This was the product of a decades-long campaign led by an alliance of evangelical missionaries and Prohibition-era antidrug crusaders. An article in the New York Times that appeared in January 1923 gives a taste of the rhetoric used by these groups. The eminent newspaper described peyote as a “false god” used in a “cult of death.”


Among the Omaha whom Mead spoke with, there was an evident pride in the homegrown religion of the Native American Church and its cactus sacrament. But there was also fear that outsiders would portray them as immoral drug users. “Peyote is just dope,” one of Mead’s informants, a woman named Fay, told her. “It just makes you see things and prophecy [sic]. Often they’re sad.” Fay used peyote herself and believed the cactus had cured the typhoid fever of a boy she knew, but she also claimed that “peyote has ruined the tribe” due to the expense of holding the sacramental rites.


Mead’s most important source on peyote was George Phillips, an Omaha man in his forties. Phillips told Mead that he had taken twelve buttons the night before. He explained:




It works in your brain and makes you see things you never think of, makes you see when you have done wrong. Sometimes it makes you see twenty five or fifty years in the future. There are some people who can prophecy [sic] what the weather is going to be. Both men and women can take it.





Sometimes, though—and here the frustrating ambiguity around peyote came to the fore—newcomers “don’t know how to take it and they eat it and eat it and it goes to their brain,” Phillips admitted. “I was like that.”


The exact mechanism by which mescaline (the active chemical in the peyote cactus) influences the brain is still poorly understood. But we know that it has something to do with the remarkable similarity of the mescaline molecule to naturally occurring neurotransmitters such as serotonin. By interfering with a specific serotonin receptor associated with the frontal cortex, mescaline powerfully alters the subjective experience of consciousness. Perception of time is altered, long-buried emotions rise to the surface, beautiful or terrifying visions play out in the mind’s eye. Through millions of years of evolution, in other words, a tiny, rather unobtrusive cactus growing in the Chihuahuan Desert began producing a substance that can profoundly transform how humans think… for about ten hours, at least.


“Doesn’t somebody warn the newcomer about how to take it?” Mead asked.


“No,” said Phillips. “That’s something you got to find out for yourself… Only those with a good heart can understand how to take it.”


Then he told her a story about a U.S. congressman who visited the Omaha on a fact-finding trip about peyote. Local evangelicals thought the drug was demonic, and the congressman apparently did, too. But, Phillips added, the visitor “got pretty sleepy waiting for someone to go crazy.”


“Congressman wasn’t shown any of this,” Mead hastily scribbled beneath the typewritten transcript of her interview. “All quiet decorum. Fake on Congressman.”


The book that Mead wrote about her time with the Omaha, The Changing Culture of an Indian Tribe (1932), reflected the ambivalence of the Omaha men and women she met. Peyote, Phillips said, allowed some to see up to fifty years into the future. But Mead quoted another Omaha who said peyote “took the Indian way back, hundreds of years.” Mead herself argued that “the peyote cult” was an innovative response to modernity rather than a remnant from a vanishing world. It was, indeed, a tool for the creation of a new, hybrid culture. By linking together “Christian and aboriginal Indian religious elements,” peyote had successfully “reassembled the antagonistic elements of the tribe.”


This idea—that drugs could be a tool for the creation of a new culture—was genuinely original. Peyote and related tools for the alteration of consciousness, like psilocybin mushrooms, were usually imagined as survivals from a premodern past. But what if they were, instead, pathways to a glorious future?


Sepik River, New Guinea, 1932–33


Mead never returned to the study of peyote. But the core insight of that encounter stayed with her. The peyote research of 1930 was a step toward what she came to see as her life’s goal: creating a new culture that expands humanity’s collective consciousness. That goal came into focus in a place that could not have been more different from the sunbaked brown plains of Nebraska, a place of torrential rains and breathtaking biodiversity: northeastern New Guinea.


It was in New Guinea that Mead first came to see herself as a scientist who would not just study, but would push forward the limits of human consciousness. What were the potential ranges of personality types? Of sexuality? Of mental states? At stake was the creation of an entirely new vision of the human that moved beyond Western frames of reference. Also at stake: her marriage to Reo Fortune. For it was in New Guinea, at the end of 1932, that she met the intellectual and romantic partner who, more than any other, would define the rest of her life. In New Guinea she met Gregory Bateson. Mead and Bateson, as they later wrote, came to believe they were engaged in “building a new world” that would synthesize “the old values of many contrasting and contradictory cultural systems into a new form which will use but transcend them all.”


But that was apparent only with the benefit of hindsight. At the time she first arrived in New Guinea, in December 1931, she was mostly just trying to get from one day to the next. Fieldwork before the age of air transportation was not unlike an Arctic expedition. Mead and Fortune traveled via a motorized canoe laden with room-sized mosquito nets, crates of ammunition for hunting birds, precious packets of antimalarial pills, thousands of cigarettes and matches (these being by far the most important currency for bartering), and many months’ supply of notepaper, typewriter ribbons, Leica film, India ink, and colored pencils. They sought out the most remote and unstudied societies they could find—the so-called unpacified peoples at the farthest periphery of the European colonial empires.


Though they were steadfastly opposed to imperialism, Mead and Fortune carried some mental baggage with them, too. They imagined their work in wholly benevolent terms: a race to record cultural riches before European colonizers reduced unfathomably complex social orders into a monoculture of plantation laborers, gold prospectors, and mining company representatives. It was in some ways a naïve view, one that cast the anthropologist as a quasi-heroic savior figure. Yet in the context of her time, Mead’s anthropology was genuinely revolutionary in its embrace of cultural differences. This helped her build rapport with the peoples she lived with, even if it didn’t fully cancel out her sometimes condescending assumptions about “primitive societies”—or Fortune’s explosive temper.


By late 1932, as they began their second year in the field, Mead knew what to expect. There were stretches of happiness, making new discoveries and writing productively, living off crocodile eggs and coconut milk bread. But their temperaments were fundamentally different. It was humanity’s potential that fascinated Mead—and, even more, her own potential role in fulfilling it. Fortune was drawn no less powerfully to humanity’s latent evil. The New Zealander tolerated Mead’s careful study of how girls braided their hair or cooked medicinal herbs. But this work was not for him. Fortune’s books, which bore titles like Sorcerers of Dobu, avoided the peaceful plains of life. Instead, they rappelled down into a culture’s subterranean depths.


For a time, this clash between their characters had been a source of electric tension. But it was also corrosive, eating away at the bond between them like an acid etching into metal.


In the form of Gregory Bateson, that acid met its catalyst.
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In early 1932, word reached Mead and Fortune that a young English anthropologist had settled some miles upriver. Gregory Bateson, age twenty-seven, had the same University of Cambridge mentor as Fortune. Though Fortune said that he barely knew the younger man, Mead noted evidence of a rivalry.


Odd scraps of news about Bateson began to reach their camp. He was said to be living among the Iatmul people. Here, apparently, he was collecting phallic flutes used by an Iatmul secret society and studying a ceremony known as naven, a gender-bending rite of passage in which a teenage boy is symbolically birthed by his mother’s brother, who wears female clothing. In May, a woman in the city of Rabaul (capital of the Australian-administered Territory of New Guinea) wrote to Margaret Mead that Bateson had been spotted returning from the field alongside the wife of a colonial official. The tryst was, she declared, “a scandal.”


By this time, Mead was entering the first and (so she later claimed) only depressive period of her life. She had rushed into marriage with Reo Fortune following a doctor’s pronouncement that she would never be able to bear children. The problem was a “tipped uterus,” Mead wrote. “If I attempted to have a child, I was told, I would always miscarry.” Cressman had the makings of a good father and a boring husband; Fortune was just the opposite. Despite this, Mead still nurtured secret hopes for the pregnancy that science told her was impossible. But hope was not enough, and she had already suffered a miscarriage while in the field.


At the height of Mead’s depression, the newest issue of the anthropological journal Oceania arrived, and an article by Gregory Bateson was listed in the table of contents. The Iatmul people with whom Bateson was now living struck Mead as fascinating and deeply impressive. Bateson’s skills as an anthropologist did not. Mead wrote to Ruth Benedict that he was “incredibly bad” at fieldwork. The year before, Bateson had published the first results of his research on New Britain, an island off the coast of New Guinea. After over a year living among the Baining people, Bateson had nothing publishable besides a short article called “Further Notes on a Snake Dance of the Baining” that forlornly described “the enormous number of snakes used.”


As Mead dug further into his background, she uncovered the hallmarks of a dilettante. Bateson had been born four years after the death of Queen Victoria, at the apex of the British Empire’s power, into a family that stood to benefit from that power more than most. His father, William Bateson, was not just a famed biologist (the first to coin the term “genetics”) but also a child of privilege who sat on the board of the British Museum. The Darwins, the Huxleys, the Batesons: this was the snobbish pinnacle of Victorian England’s scientific elite. Like Jane Austen characters in lab coats, the three families had known one another for decades and were continually plotting advantageous marriages. Bateson once told his mother that Mead had an “intelligent… almost female Darwin face,” and he meant it as a compliment.


What Mead didn’t yet know was that Bateson shared her sense that science was somehow tied up with the destiny of the human species. He also shared Mead’s sense of otherness. William Bateson had taught his three sons that there was something weighty and mysterious about a life devoted to science. It was a collective labor through the generations, an intellectual cathedral that rose through history toward some glorious end that was unknowable to the humble individuals building it.


The future William Bateson imagined for his children fell to pieces before Gregory reached adulthood. On October 14, 1918, mere weeks before the end of World War I, the oldest son, John Bateson, died in a pointless infantry charge of the British Army. Four years later, on the anniversary of John’s death, the middle son, Martin, held a gun to his temple in central London and pulled the trigger. He was standing directly beneath the famous statue of Anteros in Piccadilly Circus: the Greek god charged with punishing those who scorn love.


In the aftermath, the weight of William Bateson’s expectations fell on his sole surviving child, eighteen-year-old Gregory. His brothers had broken the pattern of scientific greatness. Now he, alone, was left to fulfill it—and he was failing.
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That fall, Mead wrote to Professor Boas to announce that she and Fortune were planning to track down their new rival. Afterward, Mead, who was struggling with a sprained ankle, malaria, and tropical dysentery, wrote a sarcastic note about the plan to Ruth Benedict. She pictured “how surprised Bateson will be—for no one expects a woman anthropologist to be beautiful at all, to say nothing of being so surpassingly lovely.”
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Gregory Bateson in New Guinea, 1929, as photographed by Sarah Chinnery. Courtesy National Library of Australia.








But when they met, it was Mead who was surprised. She had pictured an arrogant amateur. Instead, Bateson offered “the first cherishing words” that she’d heard in months. Noticing her malarial fever when she and Fortune arrived at his riverside hut, Bateson offered her a chair to rest in. Then, handing her a drink, he said he liked her most recent book. It was a simple kindness, but that was enough.


From her seat in the shade, Mead observed this awkwardly tall Englishman. Almost immediately she concluded that he was unlike anyone she had ever met. At the edge of the Iatmul village of Kankanamun, Bateson inhabited a “crazy screen room that had a tree growing through the roof so that his cat—and of course the mosquitoes—could come and go at will.” His boots were often untied, his sandy brown hair uncombed. “Gregory Bateson is an awfully nice chap—6 foot 4 inches and very handsome,” wrote the anthropologist Sarah Chinnery around this time, “but he gets terribly careless about his dress.” In contrast to Fortune’s unerring directional sense, Bateson was notable for his tendency to get lost while tracking the paths of small animals. And he also shared Mead’s sexual fluidity. As an undergraduate at Cambridge, his closest mentor had been an older man named Noel Porter, a self-taught sexologist who was known for his prominent limp, his velvet trousers, and his collection of “phallic jewelry,” and for serving as what Bateson called a “lay psychiatrist” to those around him. Bateson strongly hinted that he and Porter had once been lovers; in one letter, he compared their relationship to the one between Mead and Benedict. Porter once said he was drawn to Bateson’s “appealing tender wistful touchingness.”


When Fortune proposed they spend the upcoming Christmas holiday together with a nearby group of Australians, Bateson gratefully accepted. For the next two days, the three anthropologists steered their motor canoe downriver. It was a hypnotic journey. The river water was serene and dark, studded here and there with pink lotuses and, beneath them, the iridescent glimmer of Sepik rainbowfish. Mead began to realize that something was already shifting in her life. She was “intoxicated” by Bateson’s jumps between physics, biology, and geology. Bateson was no less fascinated by Mead, who had earned a PhD and published three books during the five years that Bateson spent struggling to complete his master’s degree.


On Christmas Day, Reo Fortune got uncharacteristically drunk on champagne and went to bed early. Bateson and Mead stayed up all night talking. The next morning, Fortune realized that the trio’s dynamic had suddenly shifted. “By then,” Mead recalled, “Gregory and I had already established a kind of communication in which Reo did not share.”
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There was something “impish” about Bateson, a friend once observed. Something that, if pushed, could become “sort of devilish.” He would play mental games with people, spiraling into ever more complicated ideas in a way that could be intellectually generous but also infuriating. Eclecticism was his defining trait. After he died, an archivist tasked with listing the subjects in one of Bateson’s letters recorded over one hundred topics, including “planetary ecology,” “drugs,” “homosexuality,” “colonial systems,” “God, lack of faith in,” “Shiva, dance of,” “contradiction of systemic rules & values,” “General Motors,” “prostitute,” “survival,” “T’ai Chi,” and “Navaho child being sung into coma.” The letter was two pages long.


With Mead, however, this trait met its match. She could keep up with anyone. After that first night it was all one continuous dialogue, a process of falling in love that also, from Mead’s perspective, seemed to be culminating in a momentous new discovery about the science of human nature.


But what exactly was that discovery? Mead had an intuition that she and Bateson were grasping at something important but hidden, something just beyond knowability. The spark came, once again, from Ruth Benedict, who was mailing drafts of her newest work. Indigenous peyote users and female shamans in Siberia, Benedict wrote in her essay “Anthropology and the Abnormal,” were labeled as deviants by Westerners due to their “liability to trance.” Yet they were also figures “of great power and importance” within their own societies. Benedict also pointed to homosexuals and those who crossed gender boundaries (the term “transgender” did not yet exist, so Benedict spoke of the “man-woman”) as individuals who could occupy positions of honor in other cultures but were rejected by Western society. Mead knew that Benedict was not just writing about Siberian shamans; she was writing about herself. Benedict privately self-identified as androgyne, combining the Greek words for both man and woman.


The essay ended by arguing that these people were not “sick,” despite Western society’s labeling of them as such. Perhaps the society that excluded them was itself “a sick civilization.” The trouble was that “no one civilization can possibility utilize in its mores the whole potential range of human behavior.” In other words, some outgroup would always be excluded. That those exclusions—of gender, sexuality, race, class, personality—were made by culture, not by biology, did not remove the fact that they persisted in every society ever recorded.


But what if Benedict was wrong? What if science could develop a new culture to accommodate all human potentials?


Working in an eight-by-eight-foot mosquito room in the village camp near Lake Chambri, Bateson and Mead began to develop “a new formulation of the relationship between sex, temperament, and culturally expected behavior.” Social and sexual identities comprised a vast spectrum of forms, far beyond the binary of male and female, they theorized. These forms could then be mapped in a kind of personality chart they called “the Squares.” On the y axis of the chart they plotted “Northern” (masculine-presenting) and “Southern” (feminine-presenting) personality types. A perpendicular line, the x axis, tracked two additional categories of personality: “Fey” and “Turk.” The former mapped onto narcissism, individuality, and introversion; the latter to extroversion and “care for others.” Recording these traits on a chart was just a means to an end. For, they believed, by scientifically identifying how personality cut across racial and sexual categories, they would be able to overcome the barriers these categories imposed on the world. A man and a woman from utterly different cultures might, in their system, be revealed as far more alike than two women or two men from the same culture.


Mead’s first attempt at writing about the Squares is a strange document. It begins with a description of the “assumptions” on which “our present culture” was based. These included the idea that there were “two types of human beings, one male and the other female,” and that these were “essential physical type[s]” in which biology determined destiny. Men were thought to be systematic, women intuitive; men active, women passive; and so forth. Those who deviated from this standard, Mead wrote, were told “that they were ‘homosexuals’ or ‘alcoholics.’” This, at least, was the prevailing wisdom. “It was wrong,” Mead typed. “Masculine” or “feminine” personality types need not correspond to what Mead called the “mechanical” traits of having a penis or a uterus. The “perfect female temperament,” she wrote, could be “found almost equally in each gender.”


It was a genuinely radical theory. Although historians of sexuality have tended to see the distinction between the concepts of gender and sex as one developed in the 1950s, Margaret Mead was clearly heading in that direction by 1933. Yet this first collaboration between Bateson and Mead never saw the light of day. It was, Mead ultimately decided, not just an overly simplistic idea, but an expression of her own worst trait: a dangerous tendency to make sweeping claims about world-changing breakthroughs based on scanty evidence. “It was the closest I’ve ever come to madness,” she concluded years later. Bateson agreed. “All three of us together”—he, Mead, and Fortune—were, he said, “pretty well psychotic.”


In rejecting gender as a determinant factor in human personality, the Squares did not achieve their larger goal of unifying humanity. On the contrary, it threatened to splinter humanity into four new pieces—Northern and Southern, Fey and Turk—to join the divisions that already existed. When Mead sent an early report of her supposedly revolutionary discovery to Franz Boas, he urged her never to publish it. Its sweeping claims were not just a potential embarrassment for Mead or for himself, Boas thought. They might even contribute to a new kind of bigotry.
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The earliest manuscript describing the theory of the Squares bears the names not of Mead and Bateson, but of “M. Mead and R. Fortune.” Perhaps Mead, guessing what people back in New York City might think, had thought it wiser to include the name of her husband rather than that of a man she had met only a few weeks earlier. Whatever the reason, Reo Fortune angrily rejected any association with the document. He crossed out his name no less than seven times, his pen nearly tearing the paper. “I have nothing to do with this—RFF,” he scrawled alongside them. “It was no good.”


Reo Franklin Fortune was so dismayed by the Squares that he wrote to Bronislaw Malinowski, one of the world’s leading anthropologists, to complain about the “dangerous madness” being cooked up by his wife and Bateson in their mosquito hut. Fortune blamed his new rival for what he considered Mead’s “terrifying” mental breakdown, adding that he feared “for her mind’s permanent condition.”


It is true that Mead’s writing about the Squares was close to messianic in tone. She had apparently been reading Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932), comparing her idea to the revolutions of “Jesus Christ and Henry Ford.” But Fortune, too, had become unhinged. “Bateson egged it on to make me sicker,” he wrote to Malinowski.


His anger culminated in a shocking act of physical violence. One day in their camp near Lake Chambri, Fortune tried to pull the Squares document out of Mead’s hand. He lunged violently for the paper, pushing her to the ground. And his wife, as it turned out, was pregnant. Afterward, Mead suffered another miscarriage.


“Threats of assault and battery,” Mead wrote years later, in a passage in her memoirs that she removed before publication, were “part of Reo’s approach to the world.” But this time the New Zealander had crossed a line. She remained with Fortune a few months longer, living for a time with him and Bateson in a shared flat in Sydney as they attempted to write up their field notes and make sense of what had happened on the shores of Lake Chambri. But at the end of the summer of 1933, Margaret Mead set sail, alone, for New York City. Reo Fortune remained behind in Australia; Bateson returned to England.


“I feel singularly free and lonelier than I ever have in my life,” Mead wrote to Bateson that October, “sleeping in my big flat all alone, although I have hardly spent a dozen nights alone—in civilization—in as many years.” She now had “no sense of responsibility to anyone, not even Ruth.” Bateson was now the central relationship in her life. Yet this was not yet clear to anyone except the two of them. Mead, after all, remained married to Fortune, and she had not yet informed the public, or even her mentor, Franz Boas, about their separation. “I have got to get out of my relationship with Reo before I can really be rightly happy with you,” she told Bateson. “We are all caught now in this tangle.”
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Gregory Bateson (left), Margaret Mead, and Reo Fortune (right) arriving in Sydney Harbour from New Guinea, July 1933. Courtesy Library of Congress.








But the feeling about Bateson that she had shared with Ruth Benedict that spring—that “sense of the Heaven to be seen through the stained glass window”—was stronger than ever. And “if that blessed outcome ever arrives,” she wrote to him on that day in October, making a promise they must have both known she could never keep, “I am all for cherishing my allegiance to you and for my part, doing no experimenting at all.”















CHAPTER 3



Artificial Paradises (1933–39)




Shamanism remained very much abbreviated, with whole vision societies disappearing and new recruits obtained but rarely. The curing powers of the shaman were largely eclipsed by the curative properties of Peyote.


—Margaret Mead, The Changing Culture of an Indian Tribe (1932)




Spring 1933 to Summer 1935


THE SQUARES, MARGARET MEAD and Gregory Bateson both agreed later, was an embarrassing wrong turn. But the goals it represented—a utopian, interdisciplinary, applied science—never left them. It was a goal that centered on the idea of expanded consciousness. Mead believed that every individual, every society, follows patterns of behavior that “remain below the surface of consciousness.” Taken together, they are that which we call “culture”: how we walk, how we respond to pain, how we nurse our babies, how we have sex, how we sleep, how we dress, how we die. Mead was not alone in seeking to understand these subconscious patterns and, in surfacing them, to demonstrate that Western culture was in no way inherently superior. It was, as Charles King has documented, the larger intellectual project of Franz Boas and his students.


But it was Margaret Mead and Gregory Bateson who linked this project to their shared fascination with altered states of being. For the next four decades, Mead would return again and again to the idea of humanity transcending nationalism, racism, and polarization by establishing “a new kind of consciousness.”


For this reason, those feverish first months together in the jungle of New Guinea, early in 1933, would define the rest of their lives. Margaret Mead and Gregory Bateson remained, at heart, representatives of the deeply idealistic moment in the history of science in which they came of age: the period in the late 1920s and early 1930s that witnessed a revolution in the scientific understandings of personality, culture, and sexuality that has been likened to modernism in the arts and literature. Suddenly, many of the old assumptions about human nature fell away. In their place was a new freedom to experiment and to dream.


We often remember the 1930s as a time of sepia-toned drabness, a troubled decade shadowed by a looming catastrophe in the form of the rise of Fascism in Europe. But this was not always what it felt like to live through the 1930s. The people of the decade, after all, did not realize that they were inhabiting an “interwar” era sandwiched between the two most destructive conflicts in human history. Many still believed they had instead lived through “the War to End All Wars.” True, the Depression had erased life savings and harmed livelihoods. But the recovery from that global economic catastrophe was already beginning in the summer of 1933. And anyone who read the newspapers in the middle years of the decade knew that their world was witnessing an unprecedented pace of technological and scientific innovation. Headlines announced breakthroughs and inventions nearly every day, from electric guitars and trampolines to the radio telescope, nylon fabric, the jet engine, the digital computer, the discovery of nuclear fission, and the development of the first practical helicopter—not to mention the first widely available televisions, fluorescent lights, and Technicolor cameras.


Little wonder, then, that the idealistic tone of Mead and Bateson’s anthropological work resonated with the public. In 1936, for instance, Margaret Mead’s study of New Guinea’s Arapesh people inspired a lengthy article in the Dayton Daily News. A decade earlier, articles such as this one would have borrowed concepts from the “salvage anthropology” of Franz Boas, which framed the work of anthropologists as a mission to recover cultural artifacts and ancient wisdom from vanishing tribes of so-called savages. In 1936, however, Mead’s study of cooperation among the Arapesh seemed instead to point the way to a better future. “Any successful cooperative must be spiritually linked with that plane of consciousness,” the article concluded, referring to the absence of dictatorial leaders in Arapesh society. “The cooperative idea is a hopeful indication of the development in civilization that may lie ahead of us.” On the very same page was an article bearing the headline “Man Seen in Sight of the Goal of Brotherhood.” It announced “the daybreak of a consciousness so much vaster and so much more glorious than the candle of the local self… the third stage of consciousness,” following the evolution of the human species “perhaps 30,000 years ago.” What was the source of that dawn? Science, specifically the science of psychology. Similar claims appeared all throughout the newspapers of the United States and beyond in these years. The collective message was clear. Science would bring—was bringing—a new kind of utopia.


This was not just an American intellectual movement. In the Soviet Union, even as Stalin and his secret police were ramping up their campaign of mass murder and torture, idealistic science-fiction fans and proponents of “Russian Cosmism” were developing the first mass culture to imagine human space exploration. Across Europe and Latin America, Freudian psychoanalysis was reshaping understandings of the human mind and mental health. And British, Swiss, and German pharmaceutical firms released a host of new drugs with unprecedented properties, from the first widely available hormone supplements (1928) to methamphetamine, which was widely sold in Hitler’s Germany as a legal, nonprescription stimulant. And it was in Germany, in the years between the decline of the Weimar Republic and the outbreak of World War II in 1939, that the darker implications of this era of rapid scientific progress were beginning to reveal themselves.
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In May 1934, as Margaret Mead, back in New York City, was finalizing her plans to divorce Reo Fortune, a neurologist was administering mescaline to the philosopher Walter Benjamin in Berlin. Long before similar claims were made by countercultural figures of the 1950s and 1960s, Benjamin contemplated, like Mead, the possibility that Dionysian drug experiences could transform modern society. They were a potential entryway, he thought, to “a profane illumination, a materialistic, anthropological inspiration” that offered an alternative to Western individualism. But Benjamin also wrote that “such intoxication has its dark side.”
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