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[bookmark: _GoBack]Essay 2: What role do ‘peak experiences’ play in the psyche’s appreciation of the sky? Words: 2941

This paper aims at examining American psychologist Abraham Harold Maslow’s (1908-1970) idea of ‘peak experience’ specifically through the lens of the ‘passive night of the senses,’ to look at the role it plays in helping someone appreciate the sky.[footnoteRef:1]
 [1:  St. John of the Cross, Dark Night of the Soul ed. By E. Alisson Peers < http://www.carmelitemonks.org/Vocation/DarkNight-StJohnoftheCross.pdf > [accessed 1st January 2020] p. 5
] 

Psychological astrologers write of the connection between the sky and the human psyche. The British Psychological Association on its website defines psychology as the, ‘scientific study of the mind and how it dictates and influences our behaviour, from communication and memory to thought and emotion.’[footnoteRef:2] Etymologically, psychology (psyche = soul and logos = speech) is the study of the human soul and its modes of expression.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  The British Psychological Association, ‘What is Psychology’ < https://www.bps.org.uk/public/what-is-psychology > [accessed 2nd January 2020]]  [3:  Online Etymology Dictionary < https://www.etymonline.com/word/psychology> [accessed 30th December 2019]
] 


British astrologer Nicholas Campion in describing the Platonists beliefs says that, ‘the entire cosmos, in both its terrestrial and celestial parts, was bound together by psyche.’[footnoteRef:4] This meant that the cosmos had both an interior and external aspect to it and that astronomy was a psychological practice as well as a mathematical science. Author Glenn Perry quotes Swiss psychoanalyst, Carl Jung (1875 – 1961) when he says, ‘astrology, like the collective unconscious with which psychology is concerned, consists of symbolic configurations: the planets are the gods, symbols of the power of the unconscious.’[footnoteRef:5] Jung recognised the immense potential of astrology in informing his practice as a psychoanalyst by looking at the aspects in the natal charts of his clients, to give him a different perspective.  [4:  Nick Campion, ‘Astronomy and Psyche in the Classical World: Plato, Aristotle, Zeno, Ptolemy, in Journal of Cosmology, 2010, Vol 9, 2179-2186, p.2 
]  [5:  Glen Perry, ‘The Birth of Psychological Astrology’ < https://aaperry.com/the-birth-of-psychological-astrology/ > [accessed 2nd January 2020]
] 


Peak Experience
Maslow describes a ‘peak experience’ as the sudden feeling of intense happiness and well-being, with an awareness of ultimate truth and the unity of all things.[footnoteRef:6] All major organised religions, he believes, are constructed around the spiritual experience of a solitary individual or the ‘private, lonely, personal illumination, revelation or ecstasy of some acutely sensitive prophet or seer.’[footnoteRef:7] Those having a peak experience speak of a sense of control over the body and emotions, a greater sense of awareness and a feeling of awe and wonder at the oneness with the world - a glimpse of the sacred in the worldly through the particular instance of the moment. Equally, Jeanne-Marie Bouvier de la Motte-Guyon (1648-1717) or Madam Guyon as she is popularly known, was another Christian mystic who experienced a dark night that is described by author A. Barratt Brown as having ‘an almost continuous experience of gloom accentuated by bodily illness’; a symptom of her ‘passive night of the senses’ experience.[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  Abraham Harold Maslow, ‘Appendix A. Religious Aspects of Peak-Experiences,’ 
Religions, Values, and Peak Experiences available online at <http://www.bahaistudies.net/asma/peak_experiences.pdf> accessed on [30th November 2019], pp. 65-74
]  [7:  Abraham Harold Maslow, ‘The "Core-Religious," or "Transcendent," Experience,’ 
Religions, Values, and Peak Experiences available online at <http://www.bahaistudies.net/asma/peak_experiences.pdf> accessed on [30th November 2019], p. 30
]  [8:  A. Barratt Brown, 1923. ‘The Dark Night of the Soul,’ The Journal of Religion, Vol. 3, No. 5, pg. 476
] 


Jungian psychotherapist and astrologer Liz Greene brings attention to, ‘a long tradition of sorrow and grief as triggers for mystical experience,’ or peak experience, described by St John of the Cross as the ‘dark night of the soul.’[footnoteRef:9] St. John describes the various stages in the mystical life-process in man. Brown in describing the Spanish mystic’s description of St Theresa’s, ‘dark night’ speaks of it arising in two parts. The first ‘dark night’ occurs on the threshold of a life of contemplation, and is called the ‘passive night of the senses,’ the second, between this contemplation and the final union or illumination.[footnoteRef:10] Translator E. Alisson Peers says that this first phase, the ‘passive night of the senses,’ is ‘common’ and ‘comes to many.’[footnoteRef:11] Greene in choosing to add ‘personal crisis and loss’ as well as ‘depression’ to her list of triggers for a mystical experience aids a contemporary audience in articulating a mystical experience they might have had with the triggers above. For American psychologist James Hillman the emotions, values, imagery and desires of the psyche/soul emerge, when our routines, beliefs and dogma’s crumble.[footnoteRef:12] When the people experience the trigger’s that Greene talks about, their routines have in fact already crumbled, allowing the potential for a mystical or ‘peak experience.’ Thus, for the purpose of this research paper, I will argue that the ‘passive night of the senses’ in the dark night experience is a ‘peak experience.’ [9:  Liz Greene, ‘Mystical Experiences Among Astrologers’, Culture And Cosmos, Vol. 13, no. 2, Autumn/Winter 2009, p. 23 
]  [10:  A. Barratt Brown, 1923. ‘The Dark Night of the Soul,’ The Journal of Religion, Vol. 3, No. 5, pg. 478
]  [11:  St. John of the Cross, Dark Night of the Soul ed. By E. Alisson Peers < http://www.carmelitemonks.org/Vocation/DarkNight-StJohnoftheCross.pdf > [accessed 1st January 2020] p. 5
]  [12:  Sanford L. Drob, ‘THE DEPTH OF THE SOUL: JAMES HILLMAN’S VISION OF PSYCHOLOGY,’ Jung and the Kabbalah, available at Newkabbalah.com < http://www.newkabbalah.com/hil2.html > [accessed 4th January 2020]
] 


[bookmark: introduction]Psyche and the Sky 
Abraham Maslow’s work falls into both humanistic and transpersonal psychology that grew in popularity in the 1960’s.[footnoteRef:13] Humanist psychologists believe that there is inherent wholeness and potential for growth in individuals. Each is born with, as psychologist Rollo May says and quoted by author and astrologer Stephen Arroyo, a ‘pattern of potentialities.’[footnoteRef:14] These ‘potentialities’ are shared by people in the collective but form patterns specific to each individual. Sensitive to the pitfalls of categorisation, Arroyo says that the only standard of reference for the modern humanistic psychologist are the cycles, patterns and rhythms of the universe itself.[footnoteRef:15] [13:  Glen Perry, ‘The Birth of Psychological Astrology’ < https://aaperry.com/the-birth-of-psychological-astrology/ > [accessed 2nd January 2020]
]  [14:   Stephen Arroyo, ‘Humanistic Psychology and Humanistic Astrology,’ Astrology, Psychology and the Four Elements < https://www.academia.edu/28692254/Astrology_Psychology_and_the_four_elements > [accessed 1st January 2020] p.45
]  [15:  Stephen Arroyo, ‘Humanistic Psychology and Humanistic Astrology,’ Astrology, Psychology and the Four Elements < https://www.academia.edu/28692254/Astrology_Psychology_and_the_four_elements > [accessed 1st January 2020] p.47
] 


Transpersonal psychology is described by authors Denise H. Lajoie and S. Shapiro as, ‘concerned with the study of humanity’s highest potential….and realisation of unitive, spiritual, and transcendent states of consciousness,’ and focuses on research that explores metaphysical realities and questions.[footnoteRef:16] In this context, even difficult experiences are understood in the context of growth. Humanistic astrologer and pioneer of transpersonal astrology Dane Rudhyar, treats astrology as, ‘person-centered’ rather than ‘event-centered’ and that deals with the ‘contents’ of a person’s experience set against the perspective of a universal background.[footnoteRef:17] The most important aspect of this approach to astrology, different to popular astrology, says Arroyo, is that it shifts the focus from predicting events on the outside to the inner world of growth and personal experience.[footnoteRef:18] Author Melissa Meriam Bullard notes that scholar and philosopher of the early Italian renaissance Marsilio Ficino (1433-1499) makes a ‘new psychological way of conceptualizing astral influences’ in a letter written to Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco, something she writes, has not been noticed by scholars so far.[footnoteRef:19] Bullard goes on to comment on the advice that he gives the young Medici, to take stock of his own ‘inner planetary forces’ when she quotes him saying, ‘we must not look for these matters outside ourselves, for the whole of heaven is within us and the fiery vigour in us testifies to our heavenly origin.’[footnoteRef:20] Ficino believed, like modern-day humanists, that astral forces also resided in man and could be more easily managed and observed. [16:  Denise H Lajoie & S. Shapiro, ‘Definitions of Transpersonal Psychology: The First Twenty-Three Years’, The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology, 1992, Vol. 24, No. 1. 
]  [17:  Stephen Arroyo, ‘Humanistic Psychology and Humanistic Astrology,’ Astrology, Psychology and the Four Elements < https://www.academia.edu/28692254/Astrology_Psychology_and_the_four_elements > [accessed 1st January 2020] p.48
]  [18:  Stephen Arroyo, ‘Humanistic Psychology and Humanistic Astrology,’ Astrology, Psychology and the Four Elements < https://www.academia.edu/28692254/Astrology_Psychology_and_the_four_elements > [accessed 1st January 2020] p.49
]  [19:  Melissa Meriam Bullard, ‘The Inward Zodiac: A Development in Ficino's Thought on Astrology,’ Renaissance Quarterly, vol. 43, no. 4, 1990, p. 699
]  [20:  Melissa Meriam Bullard, ‘The Inward Zodiac: A Development in Ficino's Thought on Astrology,’ Renaissance Quarterly, vol. 43, no. 4, 1990, p. 698
] 


In a letter written in late 1476 to his close friend Giovanni Cavalcanti, Ficino speaking of himself says, ‘Saturn seems to have impressed the seal of melancholy from the beginning; set, as it is, almost in the midst of my ascendent Aquarius, it is influenced by Mars, also in Aquarius, and the Moon in Capricorn.’[footnoteRef:21] Conventional wisdom, says Bullard, states that the melancholy that he describes is the result of the placement of Saturn in his horoscope. The literature appears to suggest that Ficino might well have been experiencing a peak experience in the inner struggle he faced as Bullard comments, with ‘saturnine melancholy and ill health,’ even though he was a strong believer in the power of the will and destiny.[footnoteRef:22]  [21:  Melissa Meriam Bullard, ‘The Inward Zodiac: A Development in Ficino's Thought on Astrology,’ Renaissance Quarterly, vol. 43, no. 4, 1990, p. 694
]  [22:  Melissa Meriam Bullard, ‘The Inward Zodiac: A Development in Ficino's Thought on Astrology,’ Renaissance Quarterly, vol. 43, no. 4, 1990, p. 695
] 

Either way his reflection describe Rudhyar’s ‘people centered’ experience against the background of Saturn.

In another letter written by Ficino to archbishop Orsini’s secretary before the assassination attempts on the Medici, he speaks of planetary oppositions that bring conflict when he says, 
‘The evil spirits are in opposition to the blessed angels, the signs of the Zodiac to each other, the planets to planets, elements to elements, plants to plants, animals to animals. Furthermore, movement is set against stillness, deprivation against possession, light against darkness....the bodily humours to one another, limbs to limbs, the body itself to the soul, the sense to reason, one emotion to another…’[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Melissa Meriam Bullard, ‘The Inward Zodiac: A Development in Ficino's Thought on Astrology,’ Renaissance Quarterly, vol. 43, no. 4, 1990, p. 695
] 

While there is no mention in the text of which specific planets were in opposition to each other it appears that the political climate at the time was viewed from the planetary ‘pattern of potentialities’ as May described it and notwithstanding Ficino’s melancholy, his description of the opposing planets and the apprehension he has not only on humans but on the other-than-human world too.

This section of the paper will look at cultural historian Richard Tarnas’s perspective on two planetary oppositions (‘the planetary energies are polarized; outer events stimulate their interaction; integration is the challenge’),[footnoteRef:24] with Saturn and the events that transpired on a global scale. In describing Saturn’s oppositions with Pluto and Neptune and in the years from 2000-2008, Tarnas explains the effect each has on the global mood, in a particular period of history, in keeping with each planet’s archetypal qualities. From a Jungian perspective, each of the planets represent an aspect of the unconscious reflecting to humans a hidden aspect of ourselves. Saturn, according to Tarnas, lends an atmosphere of ‘gravity, adversity….crisis and conflict, conservative reaction, contraction and limitation….and the weighty consequences of error.’[footnoteRef:25] [24:  The Planetary Aspects, Astrograph < https://www.astrograph.com/learning-astrology/neptune.php > [accessed January 3, 2020]
]  [25:  Tarnas, Richard, ‘World Transits 2000–2020: An Overview,’ Cultural Crisis and Transformation, in Cosmosandpsyche.com < https://cosmosandpsyche.files.wordpress.com/2013/05/archaiworldtransits1.pdf > [accessed January 3, 2020] p. 153
] 

The Saturn opposition with Pluto described by Tarnas in 2000-2004 was marked by a ‘sustained crisis of power and violence.’ Pluto is known as a fiery force of change for ‘spiritual growth and rebirth’ that can be ‘destructive in its power,’ and is ‘related to will, and intense passion.’[footnoteRef:26] Tarnas’ interpretation of the global events that related to this period include the ‘fiery devastation of September 11 and the World Trade Center,’ the shocking, ‘invasion of Iraq and terrorist bombings throughout the world from Bali to Madrid.’[footnoteRef:27] Neptune with its element as water, ‘rules spirituality…is highly compassionate and imaginative.’ Its negative manifestations include ‘deception, guilt, and addiction.’[footnoteRef:28]  The Saturn-Neptune conjunction of 2004-2008 brought a crisis of, ‘vision and disillusionment’ shaping the global narrative, Tarnas says, around water with, ‘the Asian tsunami, Hurricane Katrina….melting polar ice caps, rising sea levels, record floods and droughts.’[footnoteRef:29] The personal loss and crisis that masses of people undoubtedly suffered, confirms Maslow’s belief that everyone is capable or has the potential to have a peak experience, except for the ‘compulsive-obsessive’ person who was fearful of losing control,’ even if a vast majority, might not have the language to articulate it.[footnoteRef:30]    [26:  Pluto, Astrograph < https://www.astrograph.com/learning-astrology/pluto.php > [accessed January 3, 2020]
]  [27:  Tarnas, Richard, ‘World Transits 2000–2020: An Overview,’ Cultural Crisis and Transformation, in Cosmosandpsyche.com < https://cosmosandpsyche.files.wordpress.com/2013/05/archaiworldtransits1.pdf > [accessed January 3, 2020] p. 154
]  [28:  Neptune, Astrograph < https://www.astrograph.com/learning-astrology/neptune.php > [accessed January 3, 2020]
]  [29:  Tarnas, Richard, ‘World Transits 2000–2020: An Overview,’ Cultural Crisis and Transformation, in Cosmosandpsyche.com < https://cosmosandpsyche.files.wordpress.com/2013/05/archaiworldtransits1.pdf > [accessed January 3, 2020] p. 154
]  [30:  Abraham Harold Maslow, ‘The "Core-Religious," or "Transcendent," Experience, Religions, Values, and Peak Experiences available online at <http://www.bahaistudies.net/asma/peak_experiences.pdf> accessed on [30th November 2019], p. 33
] 


Uranus, Neptune and Pluto are the only celestial bodies discovered in the modern era whose archetypal identifications have a consensus in the astrological research community with empirical data, both historical and biographical, to back them.[footnoteRef:31] From Tarnas’s description and a psychological lens, each transit provided the mystical ‘triggers’ that Greene notes, in the form of ‘sorrow’ and ‘grief,’ to create a ‘passive night of the senses’ or peak experience. Each of the planets opposing Saturn have archetypal characteristics that reflect on the unconscious human mind, allowing the individual soul to make meaning by deepening its experience of the world.[footnoteRef:32] The elements, fire and water, associated with each planets described as well as their archetypal qualities together map the ‘pattern of potentialities’ that they create inviting the individual and collective soul towards growth. In using the lens of archetypes, however, it is imperative that we not delude ourselves into thinking it is the only reality and of elevating an interpretive perspective over the reality of experience.  [31:  Tarnas, Richard, ‘World Transits 2000–2020: An Overview,’ Cultural Crisis and Transformation, in Cosmosandpsyche.com < https://cosmosandpsyche.files.wordpress.com/2013/05/archaiworldtransits1.pdf > [accessed January 3, 2020] p. 148
]  [32:  Tarnas, Richard, ‘World Transits 2000–2020: An Overview,’ Cultural Crisis and Transformation, in Cosmosandpsyche.com < https://cosmosandpsyche.files.wordpress.com/2013/05/archaiworldtransits1.pdf > [accessed January 3, 2020] p. 154
] 


To reiterate, astrology, as Tarnas says is, ‘a cosmically based connection to specific archetypal forces…which influence human existence.’ The arrangements formed by the planets in the sky correspond with the inner planetary aspects of the unconscious in each individual lending meaning to human characteristics and activities.[footnoteRef:33] The triggers, ‘personal crisis and loss’ and ‘depression’ or ‘melancholy as Ficino phrased it, can have, as suggested by the literature, caused a ‘passive night of the sense’ experience for a large number of people, albeit a challenging one; emphasising Rudhyar’s transpersonal astrology in that, ‘people happen to events.’[footnoteRef:34] On his website Australian astrologer Brian Clark speaks of the connection between astrology and psychoanalysis as sharing ‘similar root metaphors,’ with both disciplines contemplating the individual and collective soul of humans.[footnoteRef:35] If the soul of the individual is connected to the universal soul as Clark says, our greatest good lies in this realisation, allowing the individual to seek and attempt to achieve their fullest potential. [33:  Richard Tarnas, ‘An Introduction to Archetypal Astrology’, in Cosmosandpsyche.com <https://cosmosandpsyche.files.wordpress.com/2013/05/introductiontoastrology1.pdf> [accessed November 23, 2019], p.1
]  [34:  Stephen Arroyo, ‘Humanistic Psychology and Humanistic Astrology,’ Astrology, Psychology and the Four Elements < https://www.academia.edu/28692254/Astrology_Psychology_and_the_four_elements > [accessed 1st January 2020] p.47
]  [35:  Clark, Brian, ‘Jung and the Astrological Timepiece,’ Astrosynthesis < https://www.astrosynthesis.com.au/astrology-articles/> [accessed on 30th December 2019]
] 


Conclusion 
This paper set out to examine Abraham Maslow’s idea of ‘peak experience’ by the specific trigger of the ‘passive night of the senses,’ a beginning stage described by mystics in the evolution of the soul; to look at the role it plays in helping someone appreciate the sky. 
The world can be understood and experienced from a variety of perspectives and in the analysis of the literature examined (Maslow, Ficino, Tarnas, Hillman, Green) within the scope of this research, it appears that the planetary oppositions discussed in the second part of the essay, viewed thorough the elemental lens each is associated with, can be said to have set the global zeitgeist for the periods described. In the Platonic belief that the terrestrial and celestial part were connected by the psyche, it appears that the nature of the  planetary oppositions might well have ‘triggered’ the individuals living in the time described into a ‘passive night of the senses’ or peak experience. Greene’s inclusion of the phrases ‘depression’ and ‘personal crisis and illness’ as triggers for a peak experience include a non-religious audience in the gamut of human mystical experience that Maslow says is available to all.

The potential for revelations come both from ‘intense happiness and wellbeing,’ as well as in, ‘a long tradition of sorrow and grief’ and can be understood as triggers for a mystical, transcendent or peak experience. The literature examined for the purpose of this essay merely points to the potential similarities in the ‘passive night of the sense’ as described by St. John and Maslow’s ‘peak experience.’ Though the phrase ‘dark night of the soul’ was most explored in the tradition of Christian Mysticism, the symptoms that describe it could be interpreted as Maslow’s ‘peak experience.’ The soul’s connection with the macrocosm in the form of the planets and the perceived reflection of the planets within the microcosm that is, the human soul, allows a wider perspective on the existential nature of life and lends potential for growth of both the individual and collective soul. 
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