
alan watts the backwards law
alan watts the backwards law is a philosophical concept that challenges conventional ideas about
happiness, success, and fulfillment. Coined and popularized by the British philosopher and writer Alan
Watts, this paradoxical principle suggests that the more one pursues certain desires or goals directly,
the more elusive they become. Instead of achieving happiness by chasing it, Watts argues that true
contentment arises when individuals stop striving for it and allow life to unfold naturally. This article
delves into the origins, meaning, and implications of alan watts the backwards law, exploring its
application in modern life and its resonance with Eastern philosophies. Readers will gain a
comprehensive understanding of why letting go can often lead to gaining more.
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Understanding Alan Watts and His Philosophy
Alan Watts was a British philosopher, writer, and speaker known for interpreting and popularizing
Eastern philosophy for Western audiences. His teachings often focused on the nature of
consciousness, identity, and the meaning of life, blending elements of Zen Buddhism, Taoism, and
Hinduism with modern Western thought. Watts emphasized living fully in the present moment,
questioning conventional wisdom, and embracing paradoxes as a path to enlightenment. The concept
of alan watts the backwards law is a prime example of his ability to convey profound truths through
paradoxical insights.

Watts’ Role in Bridging Eastern and Western Thought
Watts played a crucial role in introducing Eastern philosophies to the West during the mid-20th
century. His accessible lectures and writings made complex ideas understandable and relatable,
encouraging Western audiences to rethink their approach to happiness, success, and self-identity. His
teachings often challenged materialistic and goal-oriented mindsets prevalent in Western culture,
advocating instead for a more holistic and intuitive approach to life.



Core Philosophical Themes
Central themes in Watts’ philosophy include the illusion of the separate self, the importance of
spontaneity, and the acceptance of life’s inherent contradictions. He taught that many human
struggles stem from misunderstanding the nature of reality and clinging to rigid desires or
expectations. These ideas set the foundation for alan watts the backwards law, which critiques the
direct pursuit of happiness and fulfillment.

The Concept of the Backwards Law
The backwards law, as articulated by Alan Watts, posits that the harder one tries to achieve
something—especially happiness or contentment—the more it eludes them. This paradoxical principle
suggests that effort and desire can create resistance, making the goal less attainable. Conversely,
when individuals stop obsessively pursuing their desires and accept their current state, they often
find greater peace and satisfaction. This law fundamentally challenges traditional goal-setting and
achievement paradigms.

Explaining the Paradox
At its core, the backwards law highlights a tension between desire and attainment. Desire implies a
lack, and when one focuses intensely on filling that lack, it paradoxically reinforces feelings of
insufficiency. This creates a cycle where the pursuit of happiness or success only deepens
dissatisfaction. Alan Watts explained that by relinquishing this struggle and embracing what is,
individuals break free from this cycle and experience a more authentic form of happiness.

Psychological and Philosophical Underpinnings
The backwards law incorporates ideas from Eastern philosophies such as Taoism and Buddhism,
which emphasize non-attachment, mindfulness, and acceptance. Psychologically, it aligns with
concepts of intrinsic versus extrinsic motivation, suggesting that internally motivated states of being
tend to yield more sustainable happiness than externally driven goals. This law encourages a shift
from striving to being, from doing to experiencing.

Origins and Influences of the Backwards Law
Alan Watts’ concept of the backwards law draws heavily from ancient Eastern wisdom traditions and
integrates them with modern philosophical inquiry. Understanding its origins helps illuminate why this
idea has resonated across cultures and eras, providing timeless guidance on human fulfillment.

Influence of Taoism
Taoism, an ancient Chinese philosophy, deeply influenced the development of the backwards law.
Central Taoist ideas such as wu wei (non-action or effortless action) and the flow of the Tao (the
natural way) emphasize harmony with the natural order rather than forceful effort. Alan Watts



interpreted these teachings to mean that forcing outcomes disrupts natural balance and that
surrender leads to better results.

Buddhist Concepts of Desire and Attachment
Buddhism’s teachings on desire and attachment also shaped the backwards law. According to
Buddhist philosophy, desire is a root cause of suffering because it creates craving and dissatisfaction.
Alan Watts incorporated this understanding, suggesting that by letting go of attachment to outcomes,
one can transcend suffering and attain a peaceful state of mind.

Western Philosophical Context
While rooted in Eastern thought, the backwards law also resonates with Western existential and
phenomenological ideas. Philosophers like Søren Kierkegaard and Friedrich Nietzsche explored
paradoxes of human existence and the limits of rational striving. Watts synthesized these
perspectives, presenting the backwards law as a bridge between diverse philosophical traditions.

Practical Applications of the Backwards Law
The backwards law is not merely theoretical; it offers practical insights for improving mental health,
relationships, and personal growth. Applying alan watts the backwards law can lead to more balanced
and fulfilling living by shifting focus from relentless pursuit to mindful acceptance.

Reducing Stress and Anxiety
One of the most direct applications is in managing stress and anxiety. When individuals stop
obsessively chasing goals—such as career success or social approval—they often experience reduced
pressure and a calmer mental state. Accepting life’s uncertainties and imperfections can diminish the
tension caused by unmet expectations.

Enhancing Relationships
The backwards law also applies to interpersonal relationships. Attempting to control or force affection,
approval, or connection can backfire. Instead, embracing authenticity and allowing relationships to
evolve naturally fosters deeper bonds and mutual respect.

Fostering Personal Growth
Personal development benefits from the backwards law by encouraging self-awareness and patience.
Rather than rushing toward an ideal self or external achievements, individuals learn to appreciate
their present state and grow from a place of acceptance. This approach supports sustainable progress
and reduces burnout.



Key Practices Inspired by the Backwards Law

Mindfulness meditation to cultivate present-moment awareness

Practicing non-attachment to outcomes and desires

Embracing imperfection and uncertainty

Allowing natural spontaneity instead of forced effort

Reflecting regularly on motivations and expectations

Critiques and Interpretations
While alan watts the backwards law offers valuable insights, it has also faced critiques and varying
interpretations. Understanding these perspectives helps provide a balanced view of the concept's
strengths and limitations.

Misinterpretations of Passivity
Some critics argue that the backwards law can be misunderstood as advocating passivity or
resignation. However, Watts’ philosophy emphasizes a dynamic balance between effort and
surrender, not mere inactivity. The law encourages intelligent effort aligned with acceptance rather
than futile striving.

Challenges in Application
Applying the backwards law can be challenging in competitive or goal-driven environments where
ambition and persistence are necessary. Critics note that completely relinquishing desire is
impractical and may conflict with real-world demands. The key lies in discerning when to push
forward and when to let go.

Complementary Philosophical Views
Other philosophical and psychological frameworks complement the backwards law by offering
strategies for balancing desire and acceptance. These include cognitive-behavioral techniques,
Stoicism’s focus on control over one’s reactions, and humanistic psychology’s emphasis on self-
actualization.



Alan Watts The Backwards Law in Contemporary
Culture
The relevance of alan watts the backwards law continues in modern culture, influencing fields ranging
from psychology and self-help to spiritual practice and leadership. Its message resonates amid
growing awareness of mental health and the limitations of material success as sources of happiness.

Influence on Modern Self-Help and Mindfulness
The backwards law underpins many contemporary self-help approaches that stress mindfulness,
acceptance, and intrinsic motivation. Authors and coaches often invoke Watts’ teachings to
encourage clients to release obsessive control and cultivate inner peace.

Impact on Leadership and Work Culture
In leadership and organizational contexts, the backwards law informs ideas about authentic
leadership and work-life balance. Leaders who embrace acceptance and flexibility often foster
healthier work environments and more innovative teams.

Alan Watts’ Legacy and Continued Popularity
Alan Watts’ articulation of the backwards law remains a cornerstone of his legacy. His recorded
lectures, books, and digital presence continue to inspire new generations seeking a more meaningful
and balanced approach to life. The backwards law’s paradoxical wisdom offers a timeless
counterpoint to the relentless striving that characterizes much of modern society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Alan Watts' concept of the Backwards Law?
Alan Watts' Backwards Law suggests that the more you pursue something, such as happiness or
success, the more you push it away. True fulfillment comes when you stop striving and accept things
as they are.

How does the Backwards Law relate to happiness?
According to Alan Watts, trying too hard to be happy often leads to frustration and unhappiness.
Happiness is more likely to arise naturally when one stops chasing it obsessively and instead
embraces the present moment.

Can the Backwards Law be applied to material success?
Yes, the Backwards Law implies that an intense pursuit of material success can lead to dissatisfaction.



Paradoxically, when people stop obsessing over wealth and status, they often find greater
contentment and success.

What philosophical traditions influence Alan Watts' Backwards
Law?
Watts' Backwards Law is influenced by Eastern philosophies, especially Zen Buddhism and Taoism,
which emphasize acceptance, non-striving, and living in harmony with the natural flow of life.

How can understanding the Backwards Law improve mental
health?
By recognizing that forcing happiness or success can be counterproductive, individuals can reduce
anxiety and stress. Accepting experiences without excessive striving fosters peace of mind and
emotional well-being.

Is the Backwards Law similar to the concept of 'letting go'?
Yes, the Backwards Law aligns with the idea of 'letting go,' meaning releasing attachment to specific
outcomes and allowing life to unfold naturally, which often leads to greater satisfaction.

What are some practical ways to apply the Backwards Law in
daily life?
Practical applications include mindfulness meditation, focusing on the present moment, reducing
obsessive goal-chasing, and cultivating acceptance rather than resistance to life's circumstances.

Does the Backwards Law mean giving up on goals entirely?
No, it doesn't mean abandoning goals but rather avoiding excessive fixation on them. Pursuing goals
with detachment and flexibility aligns with the Backwards Law, allowing for natural progress without
undue stress.

How has the Backwards Law influenced modern self-help or
mindfulness movements?
The Backwards Law has inspired many modern approaches that emphasize acceptance, mindfulness,
and non-striving as keys to well-being, reflecting a shift away from relentless ambition toward
balanced living.

Additional Resources
1. The Wisdom of Insecurity: A Message for an Age of Anxiety
In this seminal work, Alan Watts explores the human desire for security in an inherently uncertain
world. He argues that true happiness comes from embracing insecurity and living fully in the present
moment. The book challenges conventional thinking about control and encourages readers to find



peace through acceptance.

2. The Book: On the Taboo Against Knowing Who You Are
Watts delves into the nature of self-identity, questioning societal norms that separate the individual
from the universe. This book invites readers to reconsider the concept of the self and to understand
their unity with all existence. It presents a philosophical and spiritual examination of consciousness
and being.

3. The Way of Zen
A comprehensive introduction to Zen Buddhism, this book outlines the historical development and key
principles of Zen practice. Watts explains how Zen philosophy aligns with the idea of the "backwards
law," emphasizing paradox and the letting go of striving. It is both accessible and profound, bridging
Eastern thought with Western audiences.

4. Become What You Are
This collection of essays and talks by Watts explores the paradoxes of self-realization and the
backwards law concept — that the more one tries to achieve something, the more elusive it becomes.
He emphasizes the importance of authenticity and surrender in personal growth. The book
encourages readers to stop struggling against themselves and instead embrace their true nature.

5. This Is It: and Other Essays on Zen and Spiritual Experience
Watts presents a series of essays that highlight the immediacy of spiritual experience and the futility
of seeking fulfillment through external goals. The writings reflect the backwards law by illustrating
how desire and resistance often hinder spiritual insight. It is a practical guide to understanding the
essence of Zen and mindfulness.

6. Nature, Man and Woman
In this exploration of human relationships with nature and each other, Watts discusses the
interconnectedness that underpins existence. The book challenges dualistic thinking and promotes a
holistic view that resonates with the backwards law’s theme of paradox. It encourages readers to
embrace the flow of life rather than oppose it.

7. Psychotherapy East and West
Watts compares Western psychotherapy with Eastern spiritual practices, revealing how both address
the human condition differently yet complementarily. He suggests that the backwards law plays out in
therapy, where acceptance rather than resistance leads to healing. This book offers insight into
integrating spiritual wisdom with psychological understanding.

8. In My Own Way: An Autobiography
This personal account provides insight into Watts’s life, his philosophical development, and how he
came to articulate ideas like the backwards law. Readers gain an intimate perspective on his journey
toward understanding existence and the paradoxes of life. It is a compelling narrative blending
biography with philosophy.

9. The Joyous Cosmology: Adventures in the Chemistry of Consciousness
Watts explores altered states of consciousness and their implications for understanding reality and
the self. The book reflects on how letting go of control and embracing experience aligns with the
backwards law. It offers a fascinating look at spirituality, psychology, and the limits of ordinary
perception.
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