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M A P 7Th e B is o c iat in g M in d o f A rth u r K o es t lerA
hitch-hiker was thumbing and bumming his way across the United
States in theperiod just before a Presidential election. He had
learned how to scrounge freedrinks in local bars, by shouting aloud
insults about whichever candidate heguessed was not supported in
those parts. He came to a small, dusty town inColorado and entered
the first bar. Jimmy Carter isa horse s ass he shouted, butto his
surprise the regulars manhandled him headlong onto the road
outside.Believing hehad miscalculated heentered the next bar and
shouted, Ronald Reaganisa horse s ass but found himself once more
sprawling in the dust. As he climbedbewildered to his feet, he saw
a cowboy standing nearby, of whom he askedcomplainingly, If this
ain t Carter country and it ain t Reagancountry, what the hellis
it? Son, replied the cowboy, this is horse country

To understand human creativity, saysArthur Koestler, it helps
ifwe can first graspthe structure of wit (the word means both
humour and inventiveness). Inhumorous stories like the one above,
we witness a surprise collision between twoself-consistent but
mutually incompatible frames of reference. The first frame
(thesearch for the free drink) is logically developed throughout
the story, while thesecond frame, immanent but disguised within the
story, pops up to deliverthe punch line to the first frame, so as
to shatter it. The emotional tensionaccumulated by the story is
suddenly deprived of its object and left hanging,causing an
emotional discharge, an exhalation of breath, and the ha ha
reflex.Thus the hitch-hiker (and the story s audience) assume that
Presidential candi-dates can be insulted by being compared to
horses asses.The townspeople assumethat horsesare thereby insulted.
The story isfunnier ifthe punch line isunexpectedand its hostility
is more apt if one takes a dim view of Presidential politics.

hile in comedy frames of reference collide and shatter
harmlessly, in tragedythe frames are juxtaposed in irreconcilable
conflict. Hamlet soliloquizes on beingand not being, on suffering
slings and arrows or taking arms against a sea oftroubles . The
conflict leads to tragedy and the emotion of the audience
iscathartically discharged, as the incompatible moral imperatives
remain standing.In comedy, tragedy and creativity, then, two or
more matrices, or frames ofreference, are bisociated, asKoestler
calls it. Yet in creativity a fusion or synthesistakes place.
Instead of just colliding or contrasting, they become
permanentlyjoined in a new creation, wherein the whole isgreater
and qualitatively differentfrom the sum of the parts. Bythis
criterion the play, Hamlet, is creative while thecharacter, Hamlet,
is not (in which lies his tragedy).

Consider the problem facing Archimedes. The Kingof Syracusehad
been given abeautiful crown of gold, which he suspected of being
adulterated with silver. Heordered Archimedes to find the answer.
Archimedes knew the weight of gold pervolume measure, the problem
wasto find the volume of a crown ornamented withfiligree, without
melting it down. For hours and days he thought in circles,
butalways returned to the same impasse. How do you estimate the
volume of anirregular shape? One day he was taking a bath and idly
watched the water risearound his body ashe lowered himself in. At
that moment the solution came to himin a flash: a solid object
displaces water of a volume equal to its own. The crowncould be
immersed, the displaced volume of water measured.

It seems soobvious after the connection has been made, yet in
great inventionsthe joined matrices of thought were initially far
apart, belonging to different realmsor disciplines, like
electricity and magnetism before electromagnetism, likesmallpox and
the curious immunity of milk-maids, before cowpox was discoveredand
used to immunize populations. Few would think of connecting the
seriousbusiness of measuring the volume of a crown with taking a
bath. This helps to100

Arthur Koestler has described theact of creation bisociation
oftwo (or more) thought-matrices(or frames of reference) whichwere
previously unconnectedwith one another.

A good example is the story ofArchimedes. He needed todiscover
whether a crownpresented to his sovereign wasreallypure gold. He
knew theweight of gold per volumemeasure, but how could heestimate
the volume of anirregular, ornamented crown? Forweeks he was
frustrated,circulating around the problems,but reaching an impasse
becausehe was trapped within the singlecrown matrix . One day in a
stateof relaxed attention, he took abath and saw the water
riseround his body he immersedhimself. The solution came tohim in a
flash. The crown woulddisplace a volume of water equalto its own:
EurekaWhat had happened was thatthe crown matrix , A hadbecome
bisociated with the bathmatrix , B and the synthesis camethrough
the creative act ofthinking on two planes .Archimedes had at first
thoughtthat the answer could be foundwithin the single frame, A
butrepeated frustration led him tojump to B Of course, finding
theright second frame is a majorpart of the problem, which is
whycreative solutions tend to cometo us when our attention
iswandering casually andsubconsciously among alternativeframes,
rather than consciouslyfocused on one.
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M AP 7 L EVEL 4

[explain why creativity has so often been associated with
dreams, leisure, free-

association, spontaneity, feeling the unconscious mind and
thinking on the side .What blocks a solution is the overly narrow
and single-minded concentration upona single matrix or frame of
reference. There is no solution so long as you thinkexclusively of
altering the crown in some way in order to estimate its volume.
Notuntil you step back from the problem to take another approach,
or as the Frenchsay, reculer pour mieux sauter can an additional
frame be discovered that willqualify the question being asked. It
iswhen we are relaxed, off-guard, and the ego isresting, that addit
ional frames of reference bubble to the surface of
consciousness.

Anotherfamous example isGutenberg s invention ofthe print ing
press. Again hefaced a problem. Neighbours wanted to take copies of
the Bible on a pilgrimage toAix la Chapelle. He had seen playing
cards being stamped on paper by inkedwooden blocks, but to carve
the Bible on blocks would take several life-times. Hehad watched
grapes being pressed at harvest and had seen coins being minted
bypouring metal into moulds ... Eureka A simple substitution which
is a ray of light... he wrote. To work then God has revealed to me
the secret ... like a foot thatmultiplies its print, there isyour
Bible Gutenberg had taken the pressing funct ionfrom the vineyard
and had turned the minting of coins into the moulding ofmoveable
type, which would leave its stamp on paper like playing cards. The
factthat all three technologies were available to the people of
that time illustrates theprinciple of ripeness. Someone else was
bound to have put the three matricestogether sooner or later.
Indeed since Gutenberg spent much of his life in litigationwith
rivals, the s ooner or later are moot points to this day. But note
howqual itatively different the synthesis was from the sum of its
parts. Cards, wine andmoney, surely the devil s work, but they
combined to form a Bible, and lessdirect ly,a Renaissance and a
Protestant Reformation, which sought the objective word ofGod in a
printed book. Gutenberg S letters confirm that subconsciously
thebisociation had already taken place. With a growing sense of
excitement he knew itwas coming. For a month my head has been
working; a Minerva, fully armed mustissue from my brain ...

The reference to Minerva illustrates that metaphors can stand in
for laterconnections; they are heuristic devices (ie devices that
lead to discovery ). WhenJohannes Kepler observed that the earth
was drawn around the sun by someinvisible force he called it the
Holy Ghost and likened earth to Christ and the sun toGod. The
metaphors, although later discarded, facili tated the discovery of
the lawsof gravity. Hence metaphors, which reveal the likeness of
unlike categories , mayserve as preliminary bisociat ions. ifhose
who complained, for instance, that Freud sunconscious was but a
metaphor, must now admit that the right hemisphere of thehuman
brain, silent, non-rational and visionary in its processing of
information,turns out to be curiously similar

Koestler disputes the conventional piety that scientists search
for data whichonly then reveals the necessary principles of its
organization. Charles Darwin, asweknow from his notebooks, was
committed to his theory of evolution before the eagleexpedition.
While the creative vision inherent in such a theory must betested
painstakingly against known facts, those facts do not alone explain
thetheory. We confuse what Abraham Kaplan calls the reconstructed
logic of scientificdiscovery (ie its defence) with the logic of
discovery. The bridge , says Koestler, isactually built before the
pillars that hold it up, yet not all bridges are upheld

All this makes sense of what we know about highly creative
people, theirenjoyment of puzzles, paradoxes and anomalies, their
scepticism about logicalreasoning, their sleep-walking
propensities, their aesthetic and emotional feel for102

Satire is a verbal caricature whichshows us a deliberately
distortedimage of a person, institution orsociety. The traditional
method... is to exaggerate those featureswhich he considers to
becharacteristic of his victim spersonality and to simplify
byleaving out everything that is notrelevant.. .. The result is
ajuxtaposition in the reader s mindof his habitual image of the
world,and its absurd reflection in thesatirist s distorting
mirror.Janus Arthur KoestlerLet us face the fact: a large part
ofmodem psychology is a sterileand pompous scholasticismwhich, with
the blinkers ofpreconceived notion orsuperstitions, doesn t see
theobvious; which covers thetrivialityof its results and ideaswith
a preposterous languagebearing no resemblance tonormal English or
sound theory,and which provides modemsociety with the techniques
forthe progressive stultification ofmankind. Ludwig von
Berta/anffy

quoted in The Ghost in theMachine by Arthur Koestler
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