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“Combining theoretical insights from linguistics and semiotics with practical applications in magic, and thereby providing a framework for understanding magical practices as fundamentally communicative acts, this book is nothing short of an epiphany. Toby Chappell masterfully connects the dots of ‘semiotic manipulation’ and leaves you with a very inspiring manual on how to use your own skills. A deep-reaching and very useful book!”


Carl Abrahamsson, author of Occulture and Meetings with Remarkable Magicians


“The Languages of Magic by Toby Chappell is an intriguing study of the building block of magic: language. Delving into the magical power of semiotics, exploring how language and symbols shape our reality, Chappell articulately argues that mastering the art of using the right words and signs is the key to success in magical endeavors. A fascinating and highly recommended book.”


Darragh Mason, author of Song of the Dark Man


“What you now hold in your hand is more than a book; The Languages of Magic is itself a powerful example of operative magic. This compendium of linguistic and occult wisdom holds the key to transforming the magician, the field of magical studies, and perhaps the world at large. Toby Chappell connects deeply researched concepts in a way that shifts the frame of reference and highlights the immense utility that the understanding of signs and words can offer the magician.”


Philip H. Farber, author of Brain Magick: Exercises in Meta-Magick and Invocation


“Speak the universe into existence! The Languages of Magic by scholar Toby Chappell provides an overview of magical communication and various schools of semiotics to show that magic is spoken into existence. He tackles a very complex topic from multiple angles and presents the information in a way that is easily understood by nonspecialists. This is required reading for anyone serious about the study and practical application of magical communication.”


Scott Shell, Ph.D., author of The Application of Peircean Semiotics to the Elder Futhark Tradition
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To my high school Latin teacher, Richard Beaton, who taught me the magic of language, and to Michael Aquino, who taught me the language of magic.
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Foreword


The Art of Metacommunication


Stephen E. Flowers, Ph.D.


What you are about to read represents a breakthrough in the theory of practical magic. Without theoretical understanding—either conscious or unconscious—practical results are impossible. Indeed, without a theoretical framework, results are hard to obtain in any avenue of life. Humans typically have to struggle to gain some sort of theoretical mastery—the Mozarts of this world are few and far between. To facilitate this process, it is essential for most people to have a teacher. A mentor of this sort does not even have to be an intentional or conscious teacher, just a model of thought and action. It is best and most efficient, however, to have a conscious teacher-student relationship on some level. You are lucky to have acquired this book, for in its contents you have access to just such a teacher.


Toby Chappell is a seasoned veteran of two major initiatory schools of magic and has undertaken the study of topics related to the present work at the university level. To teach well, one must first learn and master. Such teachers are to be most trusted, as they do not entirely depend on their ability to “sell” their ideas based on eloquence and charisma—it goes beyond that.


Gaining the kind of experience and knowledge in play here is no easy thing and often subject to the manifestation of luck, or good fortune—the gift of a god, if you will. In my own experience, I found this to be true. My interests coincided with the presence of the right teachers and mentors who were willing to put me in touch with others who had even more to teach in connection with my specific needs. My original advanced work was in connection with runology, although the keys I came to understand were really ones that could be applied to most any symbol system.


Modern magical theories often lag well behind the philosophical realities, both with respect to the underpinning of magic in antiquity and the foundation of current academic understanding of the topic. No longer is “magic” considered erroneous thinking, but rather has come to be understood as a form of metacommunication. The question of why people believe magic works is no longer relevant; it has become more a question of just how magic does, in fact, work.


Seeking to understand this process through an exploration of the links between categories such as symbols, language, and communication may seem strange at first, since people tend to think of magic in terms of quasi-physical models that suggest flows of energy or chemical reactions. The semiotic theory of magic also takes such concepts into account, as these phenomena are subject to the mechanisms and laws of operative communication: one physical apparatus communicates with another (e.g., a radio transmitter and receiver) according to the same laws of semiotics as do two people speaking with one another in a shared language.


It is worth remembering that our ancestors recognized that language is central to the magical world. One Old Norse saga reveals that kings were charged with mastering three things: runes, languages, and chess—that is, signs, different dialects of language, and strategic thinking. Ancient magicians were often also poets and interpreters of languages. They could translate one language into another and, in the process, came to understand how symbols and signs opened the gateway between two worlds—the world of symbols and that of phenomena. Magic is the translation of signs into events (both objective and subjective). This process is constantly happening in the daily experiences of human beings, but it is hidden from most of us due to its commonplace appearance.


Toby Chappell knows how to seek and find the mysteries of magical communication, make them his own, and pass them on to diligent students. This book will help you open your eye to an awareness of the world of wonders so that you can begin to make use of it in a sound and reliable way. That is saying a lot.


Stephen E. Flowers, Ph.D., studied Germanic and Celtic philology and religious history at the University of Texas at Austin and at the University of Göttingen, West Germany. He received his Ph.D. in 1984 in Germanic languages and medieval studies with a dissertation entitled “Runes and Magic.” He is the author of numerous books, including Original Magic, Icelandic Magic, The Fraternitas Saturni, Revival of the Runes, and Gothick Meditations at Midnight.
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The Magic Is in the Communication


What is magic?


This is one of those questions that many people have outdated ideas about, assuming they have any thoughts about it at all. For some, it’s just a thing stage magicians do in places like Las Vegas. For others, it’s the thing people did before the Abrahamic religions took root and spread beyond their original cultures, calling up visions of shamans and village “witch doctors.” For still others, magical thinking is an entirely embarrassing notion in the days of smartphones, cryptocurrency, space exploration, and electric cars—or, in other words, “Who needs magic when we have science?”


Yet science itself can easily become like a religion in the ways people assign to it unlimited powers of explanation; start wars over which branch of science is most correct or useful; or regard anything not sanctioned by their preferred branch of science as evil/primitive/dangerous/immoral. This is a position known as scientism.


The fact of the matter is that humans are not completely rational. We lash out in anger at things that don’t matter in any objective sense. We play the lottery—whether by buying a Powerball ticket, jumping out of an airplane, or jaywalking across a busy street in Manhattan. We fall in love, and not always with people who will make good long-term (or even temporary!) companions. We vote for colorful politicians more for their entertainment value than for how well they will represent the best interests of their constituents. As a species, we are remarkably bad at assessing risk and making far-sighted decisions that are in our best interests.


This is why any position that claims that reason alone can entirely explain and guide the human condition seems to be at odds with the actual behavior of real humans. Despite our unique qualities, we are still primates at our core—and this evolutionary heritage influences our behavior and social structures far more than most of us would like to admit. Science is a magnificent and essential tool for explaining how; it is wholly inadequate for explaining why or assigning meaning.


So where does this leave magic?


In this book I’m going to do a weird thing: use the science of linguistics and the philosophical toolkit called semiotics to talk about the not-always-rational practice of magic. The terminology and analytical techniques may be modern, but I am using them to get back to an understanding of ancient ideas about how we perceive and affect the world by treating it as a partner in communication. The connection between semiotics, language, and magic is the core principle of this book: the magic is in the communication.


We’ve lost touch with the necessity of remaining truly open to the Being of things.* Communication can only happen between equals, or between those who can sufficiently “meet in the middle” of their knowledge and experience to find common ground for communication. By opening ourselves to the Being—the essential qualities that distinguish “this” from “that”—of what we wish to affect, we can communicate more effectively and thus engage in magic more effectively.


Hardly anyone would deny that language is closely related to communication, but describing magic in terms of communication might at first seem to be a stretch. In fact, the history of magic—whether premodern, postmodern, or anywhere in-between—is replete with tropes and techniques that can be best understood as communication processes. In this book, we’ll look at some of those: sigils, spells, invocations, and even situations where writing itself can be regarded as a magical act. We’ll also explore the idea of a text—a collection of any kind of signs—and how the ideas of cohesiveness and coherence work together to create meaning (and for the magician, thus become a means of changing both the self and the world).


I’m going to be using a lot of relatively recent ideas (late nineteenth century onward) to look at far older things. Throughout this work, I hope to show that while the terminology may be new, the ideas have been lurking behind the actual practice of magic for millennia. Magic-as-communication is a particular conceptual model we can use to understand something essential about magic (and our tendency toward it as a species, even when we try to frame what we are doing in nonmagical terms for social or other reasons). Conceptual models aren’t judged by whether they are “true” (because they are not trying to convey truth); rather, their effectiveness and analytic/predictive power are the crucial criteria for whether they are useful. Conceptual models are ways of thinking about the assumptions, success criteria, and relevance of the things they are applied to. Thus, I can’t prove to you that magic “exists” (whatever that means), but I can show you how magical thinking as a conceptual model reveals and suggests useful ways of looking at yourself and the world. We will also examine how this model might help you to escape the limitations you have placed on yourself through overuse of other models that work well enough in their own domains, such as scientific thinking.


But before we get too deep into that, we need to settle on some definitions that put the relationships between these three ideas of magic, semiotics, and linguistics in their proper context. After all, if we’re going to work with these ideas in a methodical way, we must use criteria and descriptions that reveal meaningful differences—that is, by having some situations that they definitely don’t apply to, and supporting that assertion with persuasive reasons, we can then get a better sense of what situations these ideas do apply to. We also have to avoid being like Lewis Carroll’s Humpty Dumpty, using words like magic to mean whatever we want them to mean from one utterance to the next.


I’ll expand on these definitions in later chapters, but let’s start here.


Magic


Magic is a form of operative communication that uses symbolic means to bring about a change in the practitioner (the one doing the magic) and, when necessary, a change in the world outside the practitioner as well.


It’s vital to note that magic is often only one step in bringing about the desired change; it must usually be followed up with tangible action in the world. One of the ways that magic functions is as part of a toolkit for reconfiguring your perception of what is possible so that further actions and awareness will align with it. It’s usually not enough to just think vivid thoughts to visualize a change you want to see in yourself or the world; we are constantly reframing our view of reality and categorizing possibilities according to their likelihood, desirability, and social implications. We have to fight those voices in the back of our heads—of parents, co-workers, neighbors, authority figures, and others—telling us what we should or shouldn’t want or do. This is yet another outcome of our primate heritage: we cooperate to a degree with what those in our circles of interaction and authority want even when we think—or want to believe—we are acting entirely of our own volition.


Let’s break that definition down.


Operative communication means that we are using communication to do something, not just talk about something. This is encapsulated in the idea of a performative utterance—speech that immediately brings about an effect, like “I now pronounce you man and wife.” J. L. Austin has quite a bit to say about performative utterances, and we will look at his ideas closely in chapter 3. Humans obviously do plenty of operative communication in nonmagical contexts; thus, while operative communication is a good replacement term for magic that avoids some of the latter term’s historical baggage, it is not enough—at least without more context.


Symbolic means indicates that the practitioner—the one doing the magic—leverages symbols, whether linguistic or metalinguistic, to call up the right imagery that lets them put the desired change in the right context (or frame of reference). For example, the magician who is doing a bit of wealth magic may include in her ritual various things, objects, or representations that to her symbolize and suggest the type of wealth she is intending to acquire.


A change in the practitioner emphasizes that the person doing the magic is different (or at least on the way to being different) in some way following the magical act. They have shifted some part of their self-image, seeing themselves or their possibilities for action or change in new or more coherent ways. Or as my teacher and friend Don Webb says, the secret of magic is to transform the magician. Not all permanent changes in the practitioner will have some corresponding change in the outer world, but many if not most will—the transformed person will reflect those transformations in their behaviors, attitudes, values, and goals.


Semiotics


Semiotics (sometimes called semiology) is the formal study of signs. A sign is anything that stands for, refers to, represents, or evokes something else. The related term semiosis refers to the capacity shared by all living things by which they perceive and interpret signs.


For example, a word refers to the thing we agree it means; smoke points to the existence of a fire; the detection of butyric acid indicates to a tick that a mammal is nearby—the word, the smoke, and the detection of the chemical are all types of signs. Some signs occur naturally, like the smoke or the positioning of a dog’s tail. Others are what Aristotle called conventional signs—their meaning is arbitrary but established through convention, and we make a decision to employ the sign to communicate something instead of that communication “just happening” on its own as a byproduct of some other action.


A certain kind of sign, called a symbol by the American philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce,* has special importance to the theory of magic discussed in this book. Arbitrariness and ever-evolving convention are the key concepts with symbols—there is no inherent connection between the symbol and its meaning; if it in some way looked like the thing or idea it referred to, it would be a different form of sign called an icon. The practice of magic uses, in part, the type of signs called symbols to reframe and represent the practitioner’s vision of what is possible and desirable; once the inner reality of the magician has fully embraced this new vision, the magician then works to bring about a corresponding change in the outside world.


Language


A language is a form of spoken, gestured, or written communication that has a quantifiable structure while still allowing for nearly infinite flexibility in what can be expressed.


Human languages use features of the vocal tract and/or gestures primarily made with the hands (as in signed languages, or the gestures that often accompany spoken words). These forms of communication are used for intentionally conveying information (unlike a sneeze or a yawn, which also convey information but are not intentional). Written languages (alphabetic and syllabic ones, at least) generally reflect the spoken forms of a language according to their own rules for recording those sounds. Human languages of any form also share various design features like those described by linguist Charles Hockett, such as displacement, reflexivity, and cultural transmission. We’ll look at these features and more in chapter 3.


Linguistics—the study of language—is generally considered to be a subdiscipline within semiotics (although many linguists do not use the concepts or techniques of semiotics as part of their work). As mentioned before, words are themselves a certain kind of symbolic sign, and the rules for the use of those words within the context of their language form a semiotic code. That is, the meanings of the individual symbolic signs (words) combine to form phrases and sentences (syntagmata, or collections of signs) which have more complex meaning; this meaning comes not only from the meaning of the individual words themselves, but also from the cultural knowledge and personal experience of the person hearing/reading/seeing them. The way meaning is encoded and then derived through interpretation is of central importance to the study of semiotics and language as essential elements of the practice of magic.


Chapter Preview


In chapter 1, we’ll look more closely at the concepts of magic, language, semiotics, and communication with a focus on how these ideas can be useful in a magical context.


We’ll review some of the history of the study of magic in chapter 2, including the work of anthropologists E. B. Tylor, James Frazer, Claude Lévi-Strauss, and Stanley Tambiah. This examination of older theories of magic, especially the parts of them that have relevance to current anthropological ideas on magic, will set the stage for the theory of magic-as-communication that is central to this book.


Chapters 3 and 4 will take a deep dive into the ideas of some of the key thinkers in linguistics, semiotics, and the philosophy of language. This will include such major figures as Ferdinand de Saussure, Charles Sanders Peirce, Martin Heidegger, J. L. Austin, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Umberto Eco, and Charles Hockett—always with an emphasis on the applicability of their ideas to understanding communication in its context as a magical tool. This chapter will also look at the philosophical school known as German Idealism to introduce the core notion of the Self, which is both the subject and object of any magical act.


In chapter 5, we will examine mythological ideas about language and magic, including gods of divine communication in a variety of cultures and time periods. This chapter also sets the stage for the three “case study” chapters that follow, which will look at different schools and techniques of magic to examine how they use the principles of magical communication we have discussed to that point.


Chapters 6 and 7, containing Case Studies I and II, will explore a few specific historical types/techniques of magic in light of the information about language and semiotics discussed in earlier chapters. These historical applications of magical communication are selections from the Greek Magical Papyri and the Nag Hammadi library (chap. 6) and runes (chap. 7). Each chapter will include a brief overview of the respective types and techniques as well as an analysis of their communicative features and underpinnings.


Chapter 8, containing Case Study III, concludes the main text of the book with an examination of the uses of magic as operative communication in several modern schools of magic, including the practices of Aleister Crowley, Austin Osman Spare and his influence on Chaos Magic, the early Church of Satan (the period 1966–1975), Thee Temple ov Psychick Youth, and the Temple of Set. These important modern schools of magical thought provide the background for tying together both premodern and postmodern ideas of magical communication as something that has been implicit in magic for a long time.


At the end of each chapter, I provide reading lists of some key books that will allow for a deeper study of the themes and concepts discussed. The complete publication information for these books can be found in the bibliography.


My hope with this text is to expand on the ideas of important thinkers in the examination of magic, and to combine my love of linguistics with the practical applications that arise from thinking about magic in linguistic and semiotic terms. While the author is a senior member of a leading school of the Left-Hand Path* (the Temple of Set), care is taken to present the material and ideas in this book in ways that will hopefully be useful to those of any magical school or spiritual persuasion.





*“Being” is capitalized here to distinguish the concept or property of Being itself. See the discussion about the ideas of Martin Heidegger in chapter 4.


*Pronounced like “purse.”


*From my book Infernal Geometry and the Left-Hand Path (Inner Traditions, 2019), page 4: “The concept of the Left-Hand Path . . . is the unending pursuit of enhancing and perpetuating the magician’s self-aware, psyche-centric existence. In doing so, the individual becomes a more potent actor within the objective universe and seeks to know his or her own positive transformations as reflected by their effects on the outer world.”
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What Do Language and Semiotics Have to Do with Magic?


I first became aware of the idea of magic as a process of communication through chapter two of Stephen E. Flowers’s 1984 Ph.D. dissertation Runes and Magic. In 1981 to 1982, Flowers was studying in Germany under the eminent runologist Klaus Düwel at the University of Göttingen. Since Flowers was writing his dissertation on magical uses of runes, Düwel advised him to consult with the anthropology faculty to acquire a thorough grounding in current ideas on the nature of magic. Through these discussions, Flowers discovered the work of Jan van Baal and Stanley J. Tambiah; they had combined ideas from philosophers of language like J. L. Austin and Ludwig Wittgenstein with structural anthropology to form models of magical communication.


One of my primary goals with this book is to make certain core concepts of linguistics and semiotics more accessible to nonspecialists. These topics have often been buried within dense, specialized vocabulary in books that can seem intended more to impress than to inform. This approach has its place, especially in terms of the continued development of linguistics and semiotics as sciences (and with all the academic specialization and jargon that this necessarily entails).


However, as I will argue throughout this book, the essential ideas of semiotics and its subdiscipline linguistics can not only be understandable to the layman but also useful for understanding the process and intent of magic. This book is primarily aimed at magicians, as well as those with an interest in the history and theory behind magic. By examining these tools not normally associated with magic in our modern world, the magician can become more effective and powerful. They might even learn a bit about more effective mundane communication too.


Borrowing a term from the French philosopher Jean Baudrillard, I call this approach to magic semiurgy: the creation or manipulation of signs, linguistic or otherwise, to cause specific effects within the psyche of the magician. These effects can then be reflected in changes in the world of the Real: that is, the objective universe of matter, physical laws, and other self-aware inhabitants, each of whom seeks to understand and affect their surroundings through language and other systems of signs.


What is Language?


The concept of language is notoriously difficult to define. (In fact, all words are ultimately difficult to define; in chapters 3 and 4 we’ll spend a lot of time looking at the perception and creation of meaning.) While we must acknowledge that we can never give a comprehensive definition, we can at least provide a working description that will provide a useful starting point for the ideas in this book.


Language is the use of forms of spoken, gestured, or written communication that have a quantifiable structure while still allowing for nearly infinite flexibility in what can be expressed. The use of language is dependent on context for meaning; that is, the circumstances in which we use language always influence—if not determine—the meaning (both what is intended and what is perceived).


Context is vitally important for magic as well. In effect, the practitioner is altering the context in which they communicate so as to shape the meaning—and thus the response—of their words and actions to bring about their desired result.


When Did Language Begin?


As with many questions about the capabilities and behavior of early members of the genus Homo, the physical evidence for language capability is sparse and its interpretation speculative. New discoveries can and do completely rewrite significant portions of what we think we know about early humans and their ancestors. The lag before newer information makes it into popular accounts—like this one, as opposed to a scientific journal—makes it even harder for the nonspecialist to stay on top of current ideas. Thus, we will be looking at the question of when language began in broad terms, knowing there will come a point when that information is outdated yet preserved here in fossil form so to speak.


Two features had to be in place in hominids before language as we know it would be possible. One is the behavioral and intellectual capacities that allowed language to become complex and change over time as different early hominid populations spread out and began to evolve independently. The second is the set of physical features (larynx, oral and nasal cavity, tongue shape and dexterity, neck angle) that permit the wide variation and precise control of human sound generation.


Anatomically modern humans appeared in the fossil record two to three hundred thousand years ago, at which point the physical capability for spoken language as we know it was already there. Given how closely coupled the physical capabilities are to the intellectual and behavioral underpinnings of language, it is reasonable to assume that the mental capability for language was available by that time as well (even if it was not very developed yet). It is certainly possible if not likely, as Daniel Everett argues, that the gestural and limited vocal capabilities of members of genus Homo prior to that (in Homo erectus, for example) were used for effective communication; however, they were missing either the physical or intellectual capabilities (or both) for anything approaching the complexities of language in modern humans.1


There’s another important factor missing before Homo sapiens arrives on the scene: the complex culture that could be passed on in part through language. This development would have thrived as part of a feedback loop with culture perpetuating ever more complex language use—combined with language use influencing the creation and preservation of increasingly complex culture. Culture can be broadly broken into four categories:




1. material culture—the physical things produced, like buildings, tools, jewelry, pottery


2. ethnic culture—the genetic relationships shared by those participating in a given culture


3. ethical culture—the ideas and attitudes shared by those participating in a given culture


4. linguistic culture—the shared language among members of a particular culture





While language only forms the last category, and thus is not the sole cause of culture, it does greatly influence and aid in the evolution and preservation of the other three categories.


These last two aspects of culture—ethical and linguistic—are for the most part where the understanding and practice of magic can be found. Ethical culture would include magic as a method for understanding and influencing the world and its inhabitants. Linguistic culture provided a means for conceptualizing and communicating the types of changes desired. Even early humans would have observed that their capabilities for complex and precise communication far exceeded those of other animals, and from this they would have inferred that this seemingly unique tool would give them power over the world around them. The use of magic at its most basic level assumes that it is possible to affect and create phenomena within the world, so anything that gives humans a sense of power and control over the world outside themselves is available for use as part of magic.


Why Did Language Begin?


One of humanity’s “superpowers” is the way we can extensively imitate and expand on the behaviors and ideas we observe in each other. Other species imitate of course, but not to the extent that imitating and especially elaborating in a generalized way are a core component of human behavior and culture. We pick up—often subconsciously—on things like the speech patterns, manner of dress, or likes and dislikes of those around us, and then spread those things further in personalized forms. Early humans copied and passed on things like making fire, communicating by making particular sounds, wearing clothes for protection from the elements, and decorating both their environment and their bodies. These copied behaviors and others became essential to surviving through living and cooperating with each other. Humans are, as psychologist Sue Blackmore termed us, the “meme machine.”


A meme in its original sense is a concept or behavior that is spread through human culture by imitation (memesis), often carrying some symbolic meaning. Whether a particular meme continues to spread or instead to die out, this copying process happens in a manner somewhat analogous to natural selection: if the meme leads to suitability within its selection environment, then it will survive and continue to spread through copying. That is, if the meme creates symbolic or practical significance within the context in which it is spread, then it will continue to be copied and/or used. Otherwise, it will die out—it will become “old-fashioned” and lose its relevance (like a fad that has passed), or perhaps it will even be seen as dangerous and thus necessary to suppress.


According to memetic theory, memes function as secondary replicators that can shape the spread of symbolic behavior much in the same way that natural selection—the primary replicator—governs evolution through the survival of biological changes that lead to adaptation to a specific environment. Just as with natural selection in evolutionary biology, particular memes don’t necessarily survive because they are the best ideas or behaviors, but merely because something about them triggered our impulse to copy them again and again. Memes began to coevolve in early hominids along with genes, transforming us both physically and symbolically into ever more effective meme machines.


How do memes relate to self-development and to magic?


As Don Webb tells us in How to Become a Modern Magus: “The secret of magic is to transform the magician.”2 Techniques and theories of magic, like any other symbolic behavior, spread memetically. If the techniques prove useful, or the theories have useful explanatory power, the memes encapsulating them survive and continue to spread. The magician is experimenting with whether certain ideas and behaviors are useful to their own memeplex* of magical techniques and theories. The concept of the secondary replicator is important for this: by altering your personal selection space—that is, by intentionally putting constraints on yourself through finding your limits and ways to surpass and expand them—you can then mindfully evolve and become a more sovereign and effective actor in both your inner and outer worlds. The first replicator—natural selection—works without any external intelligence driving it toward certain ends; individual species simply evolve (or not) toward abilities and physical characteristics that allow them to survive and pass on their genes to the next generation. Mindful evolution is the creation and use of additional replicators through the ability to reflect on your circumstances and make conscious decisions about adding selection pressures that alter your existence toward desired ends. Just as the athlete must find new ways to challenge their skills and physical abilities, the magician must create situations for transforming their own abilities. They then apply that more potent and powerful self toward changing the world around them to be a supportive environment for further self-transformation.


The astronomer Gerald Hawkins summed it up perfectly: “A gene pool interacting with the environment shapes the body. A meme pool interacting with the cosmos shapes the mind.”3


The Acquisition of Language


For a glimpse into why language use is so critical to unlocking the intellectual and behavioral capabilities of modern humans, consider the following.


There is a limited window of development in children, called the critical period, when they can fully acquire the ability to use and understand language. While it would be thoroughly unethical to create an experiment to study what happens when a growing person is deprived of this critical period, there have nonetheless been a few isolated incidents due to extreme neglect and/or abuse that confirm its importance. In these incidents, growing children were robbed of the necessary exposure to language that induces the brain to fully develop the capacity for language.


What about the use of human language by nonhuman animals?


Much has been made in recent years of various great apes—typically chimpanzees and bonobos—and their supposed ability to understand and use some features of human language. For our purposes, it is necessary to look at features of language design and use that are—as far as we know—particular to humans; these features are also likely to be the most useful for talking about magic as a tool that arises out of the uniquely human way of understanding and interacting with the world.


A useful framework for discussing different components of language use is the design features of language formulated by linguist and anthropologist Charles Hockett. We’ll look at more of the list and its implications in chapter 4, but for now will focus on the following:


• displacement: the ability to talk about people or objects that are not currently present (in space and/or time)


• productivity: the ability to create new sentences of unlimited complexity on any topic


• reflexivity: the use of language to talk about itself


• cultural transmission: the spread of language through connections between those who are capable of developing and using it; closely related to humanity’s memetic propensities


The first two of these features sometimes appear in a limited fashion in the primates most closely related to humans (bonobos and chimpanzees). The other two features are, as far as we are aware, unique to humans. All four of them help us to understand the true potential of language and, in turn, to see how language can illuminate some critical aspects of magical practice.


This entire book is an example of reflexivity: using language to talk about language. Other than perhaps the occasional, context-dependent use of a learned sign for “word,” there is no evidence of reflexivity in the great apes’ limited use of human language. There is a conceptual barrier for folding language back onto itself that the great apes do not show any evidence of possessing or developing. The reasons for this are not entirely clear; we can’t really explain why humans do have it, which complicates explaining why other animals do not have it (despite possessing some linguistic capabilities that are, at times, impressive). In chapter 4 we’ll look more closely at how this skill contributes to magical communication.


If humans are meme machines, then one of the most fascinating things those machines build is the wide range of complex cultures seen throughout the world. The same cultural structures we build also have an outsized influence on the transmission and transformation of language; this spans from the individual toddler learning their native language(s) all the way to large-scale shifts in the use of language over time. Culture and language evolve together.


One of the primary ways cultural transmission works is through our capacity for imitation. We are hardwired to pick up on the behavior patterns of those around us, and then to incorporate those patterns into our own behaviors (sometimes consciously, but most often subconsciously). Culture also depends on depth and precision of communication; as Daniel Everett notes: “Culture entails symbolic reasoning and projecting meaning on to the world, meaning that is not about things as they are, but as they are interpreted, used and perceived by members of the community that uses them.”4


Language enables culture to build on a foundation that can be expanded and refined over time. Through language, it is possible to preserve and spread not just the material artifacts of culture—such as tools, buildings, or art—but also the symbolic aspects: the information about “Why?” and “With what meaning or significance?”


In one mundane example of language assisting in the transmission of important knowledge, someone can of course demonstrate the techniques for carving a canoe from a massive tree trunk. However, for creating even more effective canoes, capable of traveling over longer distances, there are certain details that require language for them to be conveyed with precision. These include techniques for effective carving, how to know when the optimal shape of the hull is reached, how to work around certain defects in the wood, and so on. If the person demonstrating the carving makes a mistake, that mistake can be passed on as part of imitating what they are doing. Language adds precision in situations where it matters most. Language preserves important details that observation cannot; even more importantly, it can explain why those details matter.


The importance of language in preserving and transmitting more symbolic aspects of culture shows up readily in mythology and storytelling, which we will take a closer look at in chapter 5.


Hyperstition


Language paves the way for an entire range of new behaviors that are not possible (or perhaps even conceivable) without it. For example, language certainly did not cause neolithic British islanders to build Stonehenge, but language was necessary for the coordination required to build Stonehenge. A monument of this sort almost certainly could not have been built (or even conceived) as it is without the precise communicative and cooperative power of language.


Let’s look at the idea of hyperstition and what it tells us about language’s utility in bringing certain things into being. First, a bit of background on a bizarre entry in the sometimes stuffy world of academia.


The Cybernetic Culture Research Unit (CCRU)* was a loosely organized cultural theory collective that existed from 1995 to 2003 at (and later beyond) Warwick University in England. They worked within an experimental, often surreal, type of “theory-fiction” that combined elements of cyberpunk culture, Western occultism, and a healthy dose of the “Weird Tales” genre of fiction typified by H. P. Lovecraft, Clark Ashton Smith, and others.


One of the CCRU’s most prominent and enduring ideas is hyperstition. Hyperstitions are initially fictional aspirations that take root and spread (and encourage work toward their realization), such that they ultimately become real. A hyperstition stands in contrast to a superstition, which is a fictional idea that remains fictional (even if it does affect our behavior).


Perhaps you take extra care every Friday the thirteenth, lest you endure some bad luck. Then one such Friday you’re walking down the street and trip and sprain your ankle. On an intellectual level, you probably know there’s no actual significance to the fact that this was the day you had an accident. But as part of making meaning out of the event—which humans seem compelled to do—the superstition does contribute to the meaning you make after the fact. You may even retroactively blame the superstition for causing your fall, or for causing the inattention that led to your fall, and so on. Nonetheless, the idea of Friday the thirteenth and its effects remains fictional (i.e., without actual causal power). At worst, Friday the thirteenth was a placebo: a story to tell yourself about why you fell. Despite this real effect, there is no causal power involved even if there is—however tenuous—some retroactive explanatory power.


Hyperstitions, however, begin as fictions—fantasies, pipe dreams, “What if?,” “Wouldn’t it be nice?,” “It’s our destiny,” and so on—but then, through the hold they create on those who are gripped by their possibility, they eventually become actualities.


One commonly cited and cogent example is the idea of space travel: placing humans into vessels that can journey far beyond Earth. Space travel has been part of our speculations and hopes ever since man realized that those features of the night sky were not just part of a dome enclosing the earth but in fact distant stars and worlds. In a sense, the idea—the meme—of space travel used humans to make itself real. To reach the moon, it was first necessary that various branches of knowledge—astronomy, physics, technology, politics, economics, and so on—evolved to support the possibility that we could make this kind of space travel feasible. Hyperstitions rarely follow a linear path toward their realization.


Hyperstitions can only be recognized as such retroactively. Until it becomes real, it’s just a fantasy; when it does become real, the inevitability of it becomes more obvious and believable in hindsight. If such fantasies never actualize themselves, they are not yet hyperstitions but merely suppositions about what may someday be possible or desirable.


Hyperstitions, when they are pushing toward realization, influence the course taken by cultural evolution. In this sense they are, like memes, secondary replicators. Many processes of cultural evolution are subject to the forces of selection and suitability (languages, memes and other spreading ideas, technology, weaponry, etc.). Replicators respond through feedback cycles to the forces imposed by suitability for further replication—ideas become self-sustaining through their ability to manifest what is possible and desirable (in the context in which they evolve or perish).


Nick Land suggested that hyperstitions function as:5




1. an element of effective culture that makes itself real


2. fictional qualities of a future possibility that has not yet come into being


3. coincidence intensifiers


4. a call to the Great Old Ones (a reference to H. P. Lovecraft’s fiction; see below)





I’ll add a further observation of an apparent commonality shared by all hyperstitions: they seem rather unlikely when first conceived. Through repetition, the formative hyperstition takes on an air of possibility as the possibilities latent in the world evolve. The fact that we can talk about, describe, and capture in communicable form these possibilities for hyperstition helps us to spread them; by the same token we can also refine them and perceive what else is needed to make them real—the same qualities of magic as a progressively refined process of communication.


The first two functions suggested by Land are fairly self-explanatory, but numbers three and four are worth a closer look, especially in our context of magic—bringing inner possibilities into outer form—as a process of communication.


Coincidence intensifiers: Magic—when it is effective—works with perceiving and building connections between synchronicities. That two things appear to occur at about the same point in curved*—conventional—time is largely a function of physics and happenstance. The type and intensity of meaning applied to such coinciding events—a synchronicity—is the purview of the meaning-making capacity of the psyche. However, the more minds that are aware of a potential hyperstition, the more meaning can be derived from events that seem to point toward that hyperstition’s coming into being.


A call to the Great Old Ones: Lovecraft’s Great Old Ones are one of the foundational topics of my 2019 book, Infernal Geometry and the Left-Hand Path. I will briefly summarize the core ideas here.


While the figure of Cthulhu has gained a significant degree of name-recognition in pop culture, Cthulhu himself only appears prominently in one story with a few passing mentions in a handful of other stories. Although Lovecraft distinguished between different types and ranks of deities and other cosmic entities in his fiction—such as Great Old Ones, Elder Gods, Other Gods, and uncategorized entities such as Yog-Sothoth—in popular usage “Great Old Ones” is often used as a catch-all.


The most prominent such gods and cosmic entities in terms of development and number of mentions in Lovecraft’s works are Azathoth, Yog-Sothoth, Nyarlathotep, and Shub-Niggurath. Azathoth—the “crawling chaos”—is the chaotic (unformed, unordered) creator god (and progenitor of most if not all the others). Yog-Sothoth is the all-knowing cosmic entity coterminous with all space and time; this is the principle of order that arises spontaneously from the interactions of the crawling chaos. Nyarlathotep is one of the most interesting and well-developed entities in all of Lovecraft’s works; he is known by many names and faces and is the only one who willingly “crosses over” to initiate (instead of just occasionally respond to) contact with humans. As Nyarlathotep has parallels with (earth) gods who also have communicative features such as Hermes, Odin, and Thoth, we will look more at this important figure in chapter 5. Shub-Niggurath—the “goat of a thousand young”—was a fertility figure described more by Lovecraft’s successors than by Lovecraft himself; sometimes depicted as female and at other times as male, Shub-Niggurath appears often in incantations.


Taken together, these four gods and entities outline a progression of unfolding understanding from the undifferentiated chaos that forms the background of all creation (Azathoth) to the order that spontaneously arises from interactions within that chaos as the physical laws governing it shape it in certain ways (Yog-Sothoth). Then, as those capable of perceiving this chaos and order—gods, other intelligent beings—place it in the context of their understanding (Nyarlathotep), these burgeoning masters of the cosmos come to realize they can shape that cosmos according to their own designs and desires and bring unlimited new ideas and objects into being (Shub-Niggurath).


The unfolding of these Lovecraftian figures forms a cosmogony—myths describing the creation of the cosmos—but can also be seen for their perspective on the work and creations of individuals. This same progressive emanation from the formless to the fully formed as a jumping off point for further creation reflects the way ideas and other creations come into being. Even our own creations are often mysterious to us: they arise from inspiration as we respond to the impulse to bring about something new, and we are often unaware of where that inspiration comes from. At a larger scale—when many minds seek to bring the same thing into being, something they picked up from other minds and then spread memetically—the force of potential hyperstitions ends up taking on an almost cosmic importance and scale as they consume us with the desire to see them become real. That is, they become mythic yet still with an air of attainability. Looking back at our example of space travel, the desire to see that come about certainly seemed as if it were guided by something bigger than the individual humans who wanted it.


The Lovecraftian gods, other than with the occasional mysterious motives of Nyarlathotep, don’t take a direct interest in the affairs of humanity; such benefit as we draw from their formative influence on the cosmos as it unfolded and expanded is not part of any plan. It has proven to be far more important simply that this unknown and unanticipated potential was set in motion, with no grand plan forcing possibilities into predetermined configurations. In this sense, hyperstition can be seen as a culmination of certain configurations of possibility that happen to take hold memetically. When these hyperstitions take hold and then become real retroactively, they have fulfilled this possibility from the Great Old Ones (used here as a general term for the various principles at work in this universe that Lovecraft gave names to in his universe).


What is Semiotics?


What is a sign?


In semiotics—the formal study of signs—a sign is something that stands for, refers to, represents, or evokes something else. For example, as we noted earlier, a word refers to the thing we agree it means, smoke points to the existence of a fire, the detection of butyric acid indicates to a tick that a mammal is nearby—the word, the smoke, and the detected chemical are all examples of different types of signs. We’ll further describe the different types of signs in chapter 3.


As you can see, a sign in the semiotic sense is not limited to visual signs, although such visual signs—road signs, “no smoking” signs, an icon on your smartphone, an obscene gesture, and so on—are particular types of semiotic signs. To a semiotician, all communication is mediated by signs.


Semiosis is the innate capacity for creating and interpreting signs. At first glance, this might sound like something uniquely human. However, it is shared by all living things (even, unfortunately, the aforementioned ticks). For example, birdsong is a sign: it may indicate to other birds of the same species there is one who is ready to mate, or serve as a warning sign that predators are nearby. Other living things (not just the birds they are intended for) pick up on these signs and interpret them according to their own interests or instincts.


Linguistics is a discipline within semiotics—that is, linguistics is a particular application of semiotic ideas—even though not all linguists think of themselves as semioticians or use the terminology and concepts of semiotics. Words are signs, and we combine them into more complicated sign networks (collections of interrelated signs); these result in phrases, sentences, novels, and so on that together carry more meaning than the individual, isolated words can. Within these sign networks—or semiotic webs—the relationships between their component signs create meaning that combines and sometimes even exceeds the meaning of the component parts. Signs do not stand in isolation; any sign is understood through its relationships with other signs—recall our discussion of context above.


Because of its universality among humans, language is a convenient collection of signs for discussing ideas in semiotics; this is why the first well-known modern attempt at systematizing the study of signs was begun by a linguist, Ferdinand de Saussure. He called his hypothetical science of signs semiology, and through this he contributed foundational and highly influential ideas to what became known as structuralism in the early and mid-twentieth century. Chapter 3 will discuss both Saussure and structuralism in more detail.


Signs and Meaning


The study of signs creates a deeper understanding of meaning, particularly with how we arrive at the meaning of signs in the context where they are interpreted. This context is hugely important: signs do not have a universal meaning that is independent of context, but rather the context is part of what determines the meaning in that particular instance. This is easily observed with language. For example, “pool” means something very different if you’re intending to take a swim as opposed to heading to a bar for a game with friends. This contextual dependence extends to nonverbal signs as well: a seductive look from your spouse carries different meaning than the same look from a waitress hoping for a bigger tip.


These are broadly written examples, though, to get across the basic concept about the importance of context. Even with something like a pool, in the context of being an enclosed structure containing water for swimming, there will still be meaning that varies. When you hear any word (or phrase, or sentence, etc.) there will be shades of meaning and understanding you bring to it that are yours and yours alone. All your experience, feelings, fears, and fantasies about pools—as well as when, where, why, and from whom you’re hearing about them—affect what comes to mind when you hear the word. The next time you hear the word, the full context will not be exactly the same—and may trigger different memories, experiences, or associations with the concept referred to by the word pool. Every time you hear the word it calls to mind meaning and associations that are ever so slightly different—we think of a word as “always meaning the same thing” as a convenient fiction, but it’s really an average of all the times we’ve ever heard that word combined with the particular circumstances in which it is encountered this time.


In semiotics, this process of arriving at contextual meaning is called interpreting the sign. A sign has no meaning in and of itself; it is the interpretation that gives the sign meaning. Recall our definition of a sign as “something that stands for, refers to, represents, or evokes something else”; the sign is not the thing itself, but rather the thing that leads to this interpretation. The word “tree” (outside of some artificial arboreal arrangement!) is not an actual tree; the butyric acid sensed by our aforementioned tick is not the mammal that created that chemical. Furthermore, this relationship between the sign and the thing it refers to is not just a simple one-way representation in which A refers to B; the thing referred to by B is always in all circumstances also a sign. This is a vitally important point, which will be introduced below and discussed in more detail in chapter 3 when we look at the ideas of Ferdinand de Saussure and Charles Sanders Peirce.


At a deep conceptual level, imagining a new reality (something we want to change about the world around us, through magic or not) depends on determining appropriate signs for this vision that interrelate with existing signs that are part of the reality we desire to change. From there, we modify and add to the existing sign network to rearrange it into a new form; this is true for both mundane communication and change (e.g., deciding to turn on the light in the bedroom) as well as magical communication (discussed later in this chapter).


Ultimately, anything that we assign meaning to is a sign; in other words, by interpreting something we treat it as a sign. Signs are the mechanism through which we accumulate and contextualize meaning, experience, and understanding. Communication would not be possible without signs and without this capacity for semiosis. In light of this, semiotics is really about how we understand—and alter our perception of—reality, and also how we represent the reality we have perceived or constructed.


Infinite Semiosis


In the above introduction to the interpretation of signs, I mentioned the (perhaps counterintuitive) idea that the thing to which a sign refers is also a sign, which is, in turn, subject to interpretation. A simple explanation of the point is as follows: the perception we have of anything we encounter—revealed through any of the senses or purely based on internal ideas and sensation—is a representation of the properties manifested in the things themselves. Moreover, as a representation it is: (a) context-dependent for its meaning in the present time, place, and situation; and (b) subject to further interpretation as itself a sign. This is a crucial point in semiotics, and it will also be relevant to the discussion of German Idealism in chapter 3.


This situation of signs always pointing to other signs is called infinite semiosis by semioticians. Charles Sanders Peirce, the founder of semiotics as we know it today, found this idea disturbing especially in his early work; in his later work his stance on it softened as he further developed ideas about how sign networks arise and create an internal cohesion and coherence.


If this semiotic chain—that is, a sign leading to its interpretation, leading to another sign to interpret, ad infinitum—never ends, how are we able to arrive at an interpretation that, even if not final, is one we can confidently use? Eventually, the interpreter of the semiotic chain just gets a sense of where the interpretation is leading (or accepts their default interpretation of a sign without considering it further) and stops further interpretation. All of this happens nearly instantaneously, which is part of why it’s often hard to explain exactly what you were thinking beyond “I felt like this sign meant X in this situation.” (This is also why it can be hard to change your interpretation of certain signs, or to accept that a new interpretation is now the more commonly intended one; this chain of interpretation happens quickly and subconsciously, unless you make a concerted effort to stop and carefully consider the interpretation of some part of the chain.)

OEBPS/images/pre.jpg





OEBPS/images/inner-traditions-logo.png
0





OEBPS/images/ded-img.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE
LANGUAGES
®F

MAGIC

Transform Reality through
Words, Magical Symbols, & Sigils

TOBY CHAPPELL

Destiny Books

Rochester, Vermont





OEBPS/images/ch1.jpg
UL
Wl

4_.“,/,,,/%;__!....






OEBPS/images/cop-1.jpg
Scan the QR code and save 25% at InnerTraditions.com.
Browse over 2,000 titles on spirituality, the occult, ancient
mysteries, new science, holistic healch, and natural medicine.





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
TOBY CHAPPELL
S
LBOBTH+E 0
ThE
LANGUAGES
®F
MAGIC

Transform Reality through
Words, Magical Symbols & Sigils

CNPIRIXN A ZTBYT A

FOREWORD BY STEPHEN E. FLOWERS, PH.D.
AFTERWORD BY DON WEBB





OEBPS/images/img-t1.jpg





