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Adam Curle To Tame the Hydra: Undermining the Culture of Violence (Charlbury, UK: Jon Carpenter Publishing, 1999, 103pp.)



Adam Curle has set himself a difficult task: to take a symbol (the Hydra) from a classical Greek myth (the 12 labors of Heracles) in order to have readers understand the many-sided and inter-related nature of our global culture of violence. As P.D. Ouspensky notes in his In Search of the Miraculous (1949) “The aim of ‘myths’ and ‘symbols’ was to reach man’s higher centres, to transmit to him ideas inaccessible to the intellect and to transmit them in such forms as would exclude the possibility of false interpretations. ‘Myths’ were destined for the higher emotional centre; ‘symbols’ for the higher thinking centre.” Because interdependence is the fundamental characteristic of the world society, interdependence must be recognized as the fundamental premise on which the transformation of a violent and unjust world society must be built. Curle stresses this in a prose-poem which he rightly titled “The First Lesson” The most important lesson But one that’s seldom adequately learned Is that, like sub-atomic particles, Everything with life exists within a field of force In which all affect and are affected By each one of the others; And that we, the individuals, And all other individuals like A blade of grass, whale or bacterium, Are not self-existent, but the products, Of this unceasing reciprocity. When this interaction favours Growth and fruitful change We call it ecologically sound, Understanding that death and demolition Are part of the process Of development – Kali is goddess both of creation and destruction. But when this interaction Is impaired by false beliefs, Illusions one might say, of personal Supremacies and needs, Elements within the field of force May be eliminated Or suffer deadly damage. Through war, poverty imposed By others greed, oppressive persecution And gluttonous violations of the planet



Whole tribes, forests, civilisations, fish-filled seas, Species, forms of art, religions, Are annihilated. The total field is then impoverished And many lives One might have thought quite separate Are dismally affected; Our choices are diminished, The scope of evolution narrows down. We best can counter this By widening our vision of the truth And acting in accordance with it. When this consciousness of inter-relatedness is positive, when we feel that all — humans and nature — are evolving together to fulfil our potential, Curle uses the Indian and Tibetan symbol of Indra’s net where each bead reflects every other. The net is woven of an infinite variety of gems, each with many facets. Each gem reflects every other gem, creating a many-colored web. Indra’s web is the inter-relatedness of order. The image comes from the spider’s web, which while highly intricate, can only take one form according to the nature of the spider and is built in the air. Curle writes “The boundaries between us are hallucinations, we are indeed members of one another, dancing together, spontaneously like the hadrons containing each other.” There is also a negative form of inter-relatedness whose symbol is the Hydra. Readers will recall that the Hydra who lived in a swamp, was relatively formless — or kept changing forms especially if one of her limbs was cut. She terrified the neighbourhood. The Hydra is a water symbol, fluid, not yet formed, only its most fundamental traits are known. Curle uses the Hydra as symbolic of the as yet formless forces of globalization: the inter-relatedness of many currents — arms sales, drugs, prostitution, trafficking of persons — which have no logical link but that are increasingly associated – “the interwoven and increasingly interacting worldwide forces of economic, political and military power: a global culture of violence.” This inter-relatedness of negative currents is seen in violence and war. As Adam Curle said in a lecture “The Scope and Dilemmas of Peace Studies” “ Many of the conditions associated with war continue throughout large areas of the world: people are driven from their homes, unjustly imprisoned, separated from their families, flung into detention camps, virtually enslaved, exploited by landlords, victimised by the police, oppressed by the government, starved and malnourished because of official neglect or official policies; they are humiliated and have their perceptions distorted by propaganda; many in fact die because of these conditions. Circumstances such as these inflict such damage on human life, health, capacity for creative and happy existence and work and for the development of potential, that I find it impossible to refer to them as peaceful: they inflict upon human beings, though in a less direct and concentrated form, many of the same destructive horrors as does war.” The question which Adam Curle poses is fundamental: how can globalization be transformed from the inter-relatedness of the Hydra to that of Indra’s net? It is here that we must move through the symbol back to the myth. The Hydra symbol has stimulated our higher



thinking centre. We now know at a deep level that patterns are inter-related and that it will not be easy to overcome the structures, attitudes, and policies of violent globalization. Thus we must also stimulate our higher emotional centre in order to find the energy and the intuition to carry out the necessary transformation. From the myth, we recall that Hercules (Heracles in the Greek version) is a hero, a servant of the larger good but also ‘everyman’ going forth to the 12 gates of the Zodiac. Hercules is given gifts from the gods but not the knowledge of how to use them. Knowledge of the proper use of the gifts comes through their use in the 12 labors. Hercules understood that the Hydra’s strength came from the water of the swamp, and that by bending low — by becoming like water in the Taoist sense — he could lift her and hold her in the air where she would ‘dry out’ and loose her energy. A Taoist policy is to flow with the larger currents of life but also to transform them so that basic fundamental needs are met. Adam Curle sets out a ‘Taoist’ vision of taming the Hydra by a life of harmony and creativity. He sets out his goal with five words beginning with the letter S. “The first is Sufficiency. This means that we have enough employment, nutritious food, adequate shelter, health care, education, family stability, etc to provide a strong physical and mental basis for the full development of our potential. “ Then Satisfaction, meaning that all these sufficiencies are provided in a pleasant fashion — for example, that the nutritious food is also tasty, that education is interesting and imaginatively stimulating, and that there is ample scope for enjoyable communal activities. “ Thirdly, Safety or Security, that is to say secure in the knowledge that there will be no war, no marauding warlords, no corrupt or unaccountable police, no death squads; more positively, that one can rely on the judicial system, that provision will be ensured for those suffering medical or financial crises beyond the range of family assistance. “Next, Stimulus in the sense of encouragement and opportunity to follow personal talents and interests in work, art and other creative fields of study or sport. “ Lastly, Service. This particularly means the chance to take some role in the ordering of local, national, or international affairs.” Adam Curle presents a moving program for both inner and outer growth. It is only by such joint action that we can hope to transform the Hydra. Rene Wadlow
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