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When I was a young child I desperately wanted to be able to ‘do magic’ (probably
because I had so little power or control over myworld). I was sure that books existed
somewhere with spells I could read and carry out - if only I knew where to find
them. Later I was taught that magic didn’t exist. And still later I found that it did,
but in a different form to what I had longed for as a child. Now magic meant some-
thing like ‘the psychological power we have over ourselves or each other’. So magic
existed, whether we liked it or not, and could be used, abused, ignored - but was
bloody powerful in any case.

Starhawk has a different definition. In her book Dreaming the Dark she defines
magic as the art of changing consciousness at will, and she goes on to say that magic
works because consciousness shapes reality (and therefore changing consciousness
changes reality). There seems to be some link between what she means and what I
mean, but what the link is I can’t get clear.

Will

First of all, I don’t really know what will is. So many things happen in life, and I in-
fluence them, or let them happen, or try to stop them, or make use of them. But
when do I will them? What is it to will them? I’'m confused about willing.

I do know a little about changing consciousness, so perhaps I'll start there. There
seem to me to be two different things we can mean by consciousness changing. One
is changing the basis or bases of my understanding, the paradigms of my thought.
The other is changing the state of my consciousness. Perhaps the truth (!) is that
changing the bases of thought often happens via changing the state of conscious-
ness. Is that it?

I experience many changes in my state of consciousness. For instance: sometimes
when I walk into my therapist’s roomI step into a different world, like stepping into
aroom full of water, which I and he can somehow breathe. In this water no defen-
ces or pretences can exist. This is a palpable and immediate change of conscious-
ness; the very nature of my experiencing alters. And out of this experience in
therapy comes a changed consciousness in the other sense, changed paradigms.
(That is almost the essence of what successful therapy is all about.) And the reality
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of my world also changes - for instance, I am changing my work, branching out in
various ways, making new friends and losing old ones. So therapy is close to magic
in Starhawk’s sense (a changed reality through changed consciousness) and in mine
(the psychological power there is between and within people). But where is the
will? It feels I don’t exactly will the changes, but let them happen, let things develop
as they seem to need to develop. It is like tending a garden where I don’t will the
plants to grow, but encourage some and discourage others, by watering and weed-

ing and feeding and pruning,
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Being in a state

So much for that particular change in state
of consciousness. What about other
changes: when I move into a state of sleep-
ing, of dreaming, a hypnagogic state, re-
gressed state, meditative state, trance...?
Being in one of these states, as opposed to
my ‘ordinary’ waking state may or may not
change my consciousness in the first sense.
But I can certainly use them to do that. I
use hypnagogic states and dreams to ex-
plore my past, my unconscious, and so to
widen, enrich and alter my consciousness
and my life. This too is magic in both Star-
hawk’s and my sense of the word.

But consciousness can change its para-
digms without changing state. For in-
stance: I was part of a group of people who
worked together under a very strong, man-
ipulative, boss. She exerted a hold over us,
instinctively using techniques that are
probably familiar to people who under-
stand groups, but that I fell for in my
naivety. (One technique was to treat those
in the group as the Chosen People, the
bright ones, who had possession of certain
understanding and truths that no-one else
was clever enough to understand.) We
were decent people living and breathing in
a world that we couldn’t perceive, in the
way that a fish doesn’t perceive the water
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it moves in. It was only when the boss started behaving even more outrageously than
usual that I and a couple of others slowly and painfully levered ourselves out of the
water, as it were, to see the world we inhabited - and found it stank. Most of my
colleagues, poor fishes, didn’t do this, and stayed with her while her empire col-
lapsed around her.

Left with questions

That was a change in the paradigms of consciousness, which happened without
benefit of any states of consciousness other than the ‘ordinary’. (Though maybe
change would have been quicker if I had made use of other states??) In my sense
of ‘magic’, i.e. psychological power, magic was being used all the while, because the
boss used it to keep us, the group, under control. (This is like the magic that an en-
tertainer or preacher or demagogue uses to hold an audience.) Then, with great
effort, I used Starhawk’s kind of magic, changed consciousness through use of the
will, to see things differently. Is that right?

I seem to be left with questions rather than answers. What is the relationship be-
tween Starhawk’s and my understanding of the term magic? I still can’t put it into
words. What is will? Or am I putting too much emphasis on that word in her de-
finition? One thing I do know about using will power is that when we want changes
- in ourselves or in the world - it is better to ride the storm, to harness existing forces,
than to set ourselves in conflict against the status quo. And so to use Starhawk’s
kind of magic it is a good idea to have a sound knowledge of the interpersonal and
intra-personal forces that I call magic.
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