
aleister crowley do what thou wilt
aleister crowley do what thou wilt is a phrase that has become synonymous with the teachings of
Aleister Crowley, a controversial figure in the world of occultism and mysticism. This expression
encapsulates the core philosophy of Thelema, a spiritual movement founded by Crowley in the early
20th century. The phrase is often misunderstood as a call for unrestrained hedonism, but its true
meaning is far more nuanced and deeply rooted in personal freedom and spiritual discovery. This
article explores the origins, interpretations, and implications of "aleister crowley do what thou wilt,"
shedding light on its philosophical and cultural significance. The discussion will also examine
Crowley’s life, his religious philosophy, and how this phrase has influenced modern esoteric and
popular culture. The following sections offer a comprehensive guide to understanding this enigmatic
maxim.
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Aleister Crowley’s Life and Influence
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Origins of the Phrase
The phrase "do what thou wilt" originates from Aleister Crowley’s religious philosophy called Thelema,
which was established in the early 1900s. Crowley first introduced this concept in his work The Book
of the Law, also known as Liber AL vel Legis, which he claimed to have received through a mystical
experience in 1904. The full maxim is often quoted as "Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the
Law," emphasizing the importance of discovering and following one’s true will. This statement is not a
license for reckless behavior but a spiritual directive to align one’s actions with their innermost
purpose and destiny.

Historical Context
At the time Crowley introduced this phrase, Western occult traditions were undergoing
transformations, blending elements of Hermeticism, Eastern mysticism, and esoteric Christianity. The
phrase "do what thou wilt" reflects a break from traditional religious dogmas, advocating instead for
personal sovereignty and self-realization. It also resonates with earlier philosophical notions of
willpower, such as those found in the works of Friedrich Nietzsche, though Crowley’s interpretation is
distinctively spiritual and ritualistic.



Textual Source
The phrase appears prominently in The Book of the Law, specifically in the first chapter, where the
entity named Aiwass communicates the Law of Thelema to Crowley. This text serves as the
foundational scripture for Thelema, and "do what thou wilt" acts as its central tenet, encapsulating
the idea that every individual has a unique true will that must be pursued to achieve spiritual
fulfillment.

Thelema and Its Core Principles
Thelema, the religious philosophy founded by Aleister Crowley, centers on the principle of "do what
thou wilt" as a guide to spiritual and personal freedom. The word Thelema itself is derived from the
Greek θελημα, meaning "will" or "intention." Thelema’s ethical framework encourages individuals to
discover, understand, and ultimately follow their true will, which is considered their unique purpose in
life.

The Three Central Tenets of Thelema
Thelema is often summarized by three key statements:

Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the Law. This emphasizes the pursuit of one’s true
will.

Love is the law, love under will. This stresses that love must be guided by and subordinate
to true will.

Every man and every woman is a star. This symbolizes individual uniqueness and divine
potential.

True Will versus Ordinary Will
In Thelemic philosophy, it is important to distinguish between true will and ordinary or everyday
desires. True will refers to one’s highest purpose or spiritual mission, which may not always coincide
with superficial wishes or societal expectations. Following true will leads to harmony and fulfillment,
whereas acting on mere impulses can result in conflict or frustration.

Philosophical Interpretations of "Do What Thou Wilt"
The phrase "do what thou wilt" has attracted diverse interpretations, often misunderstood as a license
for libertinism or moral relativism. However, within Aleister Crowley’s framework, it is a profound
ethical principle that calls for disciplined self-knowledge and responsibility.



Misconceptions and Clarifications
Many critics have misconstrued "do what thou wilt" as advocating selfishness or anarchic behavior.
Crowley himself clarified that it is not about doing whatever one pleases, but rather about discovering
and acting in accordance with one’s true will, which often requires self-control, sacrifice, and ethical
consideration. The phrase encourages individuals to transcend mundane desires and live
authentically.

Relation to Free Will and Determinism
The maxim raises philosophical questions about free will and destiny. According to Thelema, true will
is not random choice but a deeper, divinely inspired path. This suggests a form of compatibilism
where free will is aligned with a cosmic order or law. Thus, "do what thou wilt" implies harmonizing
one’s actions with an underlying spiritual truth rather than mere personal whim.

Influence of Other Philosophies
Crowley’s concept of will draws upon various traditions, including Western occultism, Eastern
philosophies such as Yoga and Tantra, and the Western esoteric tradition. His idea of true will
parallels the notion of dharma in Hinduism or the Tao in Taoism, where living in accordance with a
higher order leads to fulfillment and enlightenment.

Aleister Crowley’s Life and Influence
Aleister Crowley (1875–1947) was a British occultist, writer, and ceremonial magician whose life and
work profoundly shaped modern occultism. His advocacy of the phrase "do what thou wilt" remains
his most enduring legacy, reflecting his radical approach to spirituality and personal freedom.

Biographical Overview
Crowley was born into a wealthy family and exhibited early interests in mysticism, poetry, and
exploration. He became involved with the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, an influential occult
society. Throughout his life, Crowley authored numerous texts on magic, mysticism, and Thelema. His
controversial lifestyle and provocative writings earned him notoriety as "the wickedest man in the
world."

Contributions to Occultism
Crowley’s work introduced innovative magical practices and a new spiritual paradigm focused on
individual will and self-realization. He developed complex rituals, meditation techniques, and symbolic
systems that continue to influence ceremonial magic and esoteric traditions. His emphasis on "do
what thou wilt" challenged conventional religious morality and inspired alternative spiritual
movements.



Legacy and Controversy
Crowley’s legacy is mixed, with some viewing him as a visionary mystic and others as a dangerous
charlatan. His phrase "do what thou wilt" remains both influential and contentious, embraced by some
as a mantra of liberation and criticized by others for perceived moral ambiguity. Regardless, his
impact on occultism, art, and counterculture is undeniable.

Impact on Modern Esotericism and Popular Culture
The phrase "aleister crowley do what thou wilt" has permeated not only occult circles but also broader
cultural contexts. It has inspired various spiritual movements, artistic expressions, and popular media,
reflecting its enduring appeal and complex symbolism.

Influence on Contemporary Occult and Spiritual Movements
Thelema and the principle of "do what thou wilt" have influenced modern neopaganism, chaos magic,
and New Age spirituality. Many practitioners adopt Crowley’s teachings to explore personal autonomy,
ritual magic, and mystical experience. The phrase serves as a foundational ethic encouraging self-
discovery and empowerment.

Presence in Popular Culture
The phrase and Crowley himself have appeared in music, literature, film, and visual arts. From rock
bands referencing Crowley in lyrics to novels exploring occult themes, "do what thou wilt" has
become a cultural symbol of rebellion, freedom, and mysticism. This widespread presence
underscores the phrase’s resonance beyond strictly esoteric domains.

Summary of Key Influences

Spiritual and magical practices emphasizing individual willpower

Countercultural movements advocating personal freedom and nonconformity

Artistic works incorporating mystical and occult imagery

Philosophical discussions on ethics, free will, and destiny

Frequently Asked Questions



What does Aleister Crowley's phrase 'Do what thou wilt'
mean?
Aleister Crowley's phrase 'Do what thou wilt' means that individuals should follow their true will or
purpose in life, acting in accordance with their authentic self rather than societal norms or external
constraints.

How is 'Do what thou wilt' related to Thelema?
'Do what thou wilt' is the central tenet of Thelema, a spiritual philosophy founded by Aleister Crowley.
It emphasizes discovering and following one's true will as the highest moral directive.

Is 'Do what thou wilt' an endorsement of lawlessness or
chaos?
No, 'Do what thou wilt' is not a call for lawlessness. Crowley meant that one should pursue their true
will responsibly, without infringing on the will of others, aligning with the fuller phrase 'Do what thou
wilt shall be the whole of the Law.'

Where did Aleister Crowley first introduce the phrase 'Do
what thou wilt'?
Aleister Crowley introduced the phrase 'Do what thou wilt' in his 1904 work 'The Book of the Law'
(Liber AL vel Legis), which is the foundational text of Thelema.

How has 'Do what thou wilt' influenced modern occultism?
'Do what thou wilt' has significantly influenced modern occultism by promoting personal spiritual
freedom and the pursuit of individual destiny, shaping various esoteric and magical practices inspired
by Thelemic principles.

What is the full context of the phrase 'Do what thou wilt' in
Crowley's teachings?
The full context includes the phrase 'Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the Law; Love is the law,
love under will,' indicating that true will must be guided by love and respect for others' wills.

Are there common misconceptions about 'Do what thou wilt'?
Yes, a common misconception is that it advocates selfishness or immoral behavior, but Crowley's
teaching encourages discovering one's true spiritual purpose and acting in harmony with universal
laws, not reckless indulgence.

Additional Resources
1. The Book of the Law: Liber AL vel Legis by Aleister Crowley



This foundational text of Thelema was written by Aleister Crowley in 1904 and outlines the central
tenet, "Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the Law." It is a cryptic and poetic scripture that sets
forth the philosophy of individual will and spiritual freedom. The book has had a profound influence on
modern occultism and esoteric traditions.

2. Aleister Crowley and the Practice of the Magical Arts by James Wasserman
This book provides an in-depth exploration of Crowley’s magical system and his interpretation of "Do
what thou wilt." Wasserman offers practical insights into Crowley’s rituals, meditations, and magical
philosophy, making it accessible for both beginners and experienced practitioners. It serves as a
comprehensive guide to understanding Crowley’s esoteric teachings.

3. Do What Thou Wilt: A Life of Aleister Crowley by Lawrence Sutin
A detailed biography that chronicles the controversial and enigmatic life of Aleister Crowley. Sutin
delves into Crowley’s personal struggles, mystical experiences, and the development of Thelema. The
book provides context for Crowley’s famous dictum and its impact on 20th-century occult thought.

4. Thelema: An Introduction to the Life, Work & Philosophy of Aleister Crowley by Colin D. Campbell
This introductory text explains the core principles of Thelema, including the significance of "Do what
thou wilt." Campbell breaks down Crowley’s complex ideas into understandable concepts and
discusses their practical application. The book is ideal for readers seeking to understand Crowley’s
philosophical framework.

5. The Magical Philosophy by Aleister Crowley
A collection of Crowley’s essays and writings on magic, philosophy, and the will. It expands on the
idea of "Do what thou wilt" as a spiritual and magical directive. The book is essential for those wishing
to grasp the intellectual underpinnings of Crowley’s occult system.

6. Magick in Theory and Practice by Aleister Crowley
One of Crowley’s most important works, this book details the theory and methodology of magick as a
disciplined practice. It explains how the maxim "Do what thou wilt" guides the magician’s path toward
self-realization and mastery. The text blends ritual instruction with philosophical discourse.

7. The Vision and the Voice by Aleister Crowley
This book documents Crowley’s mystical explorations of the 30 Aethyrs, as revealed in a series of
visionary experiences. The work complements the principle of "Do what thou wilt" by illustrating the
journey toward discovering one’s True Will. It is a profound spiritual diary for students of Thelema.

8. Understanding Aleister Crowley’s Thelema by Lon Milo DuQuette
DuQuette offers a clear and approachable explanation of Crowley’s teachings and the meaning behind
"Do what thou wilt." The book demystifies Crowley’s often misunderstood ideas and provides practical
advice for living the Thelemic life. It is highly recommended for those new to Crowley’s philosophy.

9. The Law is for All: The Authorized Popular Commentary on Liber AL vel Legis by Aleister Crowley,
edited by Louis Wilkinson
This commentary provides insights and interpretations of The Book of the Law, clarifying the
enigmatic phrase "Do what thou wilt." Wilkinson’s editorial work helps readers understand the
nuances and spiritual implications of Crowley’s text. It serves as a valuable companion for students of
Thelema.
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