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     In the past it was common for the monastic life to comprise three elements – prayer, work and study. While the Iona Community is not exactly monastic, this reviewer at least always finds it pleasing to see these principles expressed in balance. In this respect Noel Charlton is a Community Member who does not fail us. Many will already be familiar with Noel as a thoughtful and caring hand in those ventures behind which, over the years, he has placed his weight. The prayer and work side of things have never been in question. The publication of this erudite volume, based on his Ph.D. research, confirms his place as an Iona Community scholar.

     Noel’s focus is the English anthropologist and whole systems thinker, Gregory Bateson (1904-1980). Bateson was in many ways typical of the intellectual creativity and spiritual stuck-ness that came out of 20th century English upper middle-class society. Like his father he was a scientist but what distinguished him was his pushing at the boundaries so as to be ‘verging on the theologian in his final years’.

     His father, William Bateson, was the first director of the John Innes Horticultural Institute and a trustee of the British Museum. A confirmed atheist ‘there was no question of religious belief’ and yet the Bible was regularly read after breakfast so that the children would not grow up to be empty-headed atheists.

     While at Charterhouse for boarding school in 1918, his eldest brother was killed in the war. The second brother survived but later committed suicide – in part from the stress caused by father pushing what was now the eldest son to be a worthy scientific successor. Here we see the roots of Bateson’s famous double bind theory – much beloved of that celebrated maverick psychiatrist with Iona Community associations, R. D. Laing – that schizophrenia results from a child being forced into no-win situations. As Bateson said of his own childhood, ‘There was no expectation that we would be any good – but there was a strong feeling that we ought to be’.

Instead of becoming a geneticist like his father, Gregory revolted and developed an interest in psychology and anthropology. His father had always skirted round the issue of ‘Mind’ and yet, kept ‘one eye cocked upon it’ and, as early as 1907, had said: ‘We commonly think of animals and plants as matter, but they are really systems through which matter is constantly passing’. Gregory’s intellectual trajectory could be seen as an investigation into that system, one that led to the view that what gave it coherence was Mind.

He commenced his field work in Papua New Guinea in 1927 and there met his first wife, Margaret Mead, whose work on the courtship rituals of South Pacific islanders led her to become an early proponent of sexual liberation. Their daughter, Mary Catherine Bateson, would become a major interpreter of her father’s extensive and wide-ranging work.

After active service in the Second World War, Gregory and Margaret went separate ways. His intellectual attention – now spurred on by nuclear proliferation and a growing awareness of ecological crisis – moved increasingly towards trying to understand how human beings interact with the environment as integrated ‘whole’ or ‘holistic systems. He was, as we might say today, a human ecologist.

The dominant scientific worldview at this time was reductionist. The ‘whole’ was to be explained only as the sum of the parts. Bateson turned that round. He explored what holds the parts together in the whole. He proposed that the parts interact with each other and with the whole via Mind in what he called ‘an ecology of Mind’. By 1970 Bateson had become convinced, as Noel Charlton sums it up, ‘that mankind and the rest of living nature was a single interrelated mental system and that the most embracing scale of this was related to the idea of divinity’.

As Bateson himself said in a 1970 lecture: ‘The individual mind is immanent but not only in the body. It is immanent also in pathways and messages outside the body; and there is a larger mind of which the individual mind is only a sub-system. This larger mind is comparable to God and is perhaps what some people mean by ‘God’ but it is still immanent in the total connected system and planetary ecology… a part – if you will – of God.’

All that said, Bateson thought of himself throughout nearly all of his life as a ‘fourth generation atheist’. But, in wrestling with the challenges thrown up by scientific observation of the world, Bateson is pushed more and more towards some kind of spiritual resolution. His Mind, with a capital M, becomes the proxy of a very Oxbridge intellectual’s proxy for God with a capital G.

Bateson became an inspirational figure for the post-sixties counter-culture. Indeed, his ‘ecology of Mind’ is credited with being one of the inspirations for the internet. And towards the end of his life one gets the impression from Noel Charlton’s account that, privately, he was, to use the vernacular, ‘tripping’. He could see a worldview that was alternative to the mainstream, but whether for personal or strategic reasons he just couldn’t quite go the full way and tell his eminently square intellectual reference group, ‘ToTiDo.’ Unlike Timothy Leary who coined the phrase in America or  Aldous Huxley back home, he couldn’t quite tell them to ‘Turn on, Tune in, and Drop out’ – of the mind-numbing, life-denying  and metaphysically blind prison of secular materialism and, for that matter, of its counterpoint in conventional religious observance.

It is worth observing that Margaret Mead, over in America, was able to go further. Her insight into initiation rituals that had been crafted in the South Pacific led to her being invited, in 1967, by the Anglican Fr. Bonnell Spencer to be a consultant on his Subcommittee for the Revision of the Book of Common Prayer. Such was her enthusiasm and the Subcommittee’s appreciation of her contributions that, during six years of service, she missed only one meeting. According to Jane Howard her biographer, ‘Ritual, in Mead’s view, was not to be relegated to the past. It was, instead, an exceedingly important part of  life in all human culture, and people now needed what she called a “cosmic sense” – a sense of connection with the universal – as much as they needed to feel connected with their fellow human beings.’ In particular, she pressed to retain the liturgical role of Satan. Howard tells us: ‘she wanted no modern dodge for the question, in the Book of Common Prayer: “Do you renounce the devil and all his works”.’ As she cheekily explained to the Subcommittee members: ‘Bishops may not, but anthropologists do.’

Like Mead, Gregory Bateson was a product of his culture and the subculture of his class. But his task was perhaps harder that her swinging-sixties American one. The constipated mores of English intellectual life during the mid-20th century – does not the expression ‘British Logical Positivism’ say it all? – seem at times to have forced him to function through a straitjacket. And yet, he too was perhaps serving a Subcommittee – in his case, of Mind. He too was an agent of cultural initiatory deepening, transforming a turgid base intellectual worldview into something that might more readily give life.

This rigorous biography and exegesis reveals how Gregory Bateson built a bridge from mind in its prosaic sense, to mind as an interconnecting intelligence that gives coherence to material reality, and from there, onwards to whispered intimations of ‘God’. Bateson emerges as something of a latter day prophet speaking both to and through the condition of his people. As a scholarly work it is not a light read. But the elucidation is rewarding. Noel Charlton has cast spiritual light on one of the great transformative ‘atheist’ intellectuals of our time.

