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backwards law alan watts is a philosophical concept popularized by the British philosopher and writer

Alan Watts. This intriguing principle explores the paradox that the more one pursues something

deliberately, the more elusive it becomes. Watts introduced the backwards law as a way to understand

the nature of desire, happiness, and human striving, suggesting that attempts to force outcomes often

result in the opposite effect. This article delves into the meaning of the backwards law as explained by

Alan Watts, its origins, practical applications, and how it relates to modern psychology and spirituality.

By examining this concept, readers can gain insight into how letting go and acceptance can

paradoxically lead to greater fulfillment. The discussion will also highlight key examples and

interpretations that illuminate Watts’ perspective on the backwards law. The following sections will

guide readers through a comprehensive understanding of the backwards law alan watts.

Understanding the Backwards Law

Alan Watts and His Philosophical Background

Core Principles of the Backwards Law

Applications of the Backwards Law in Daily Life

Backwards Law in Relation to Modern Psychology

Critiques and Interpretations



Understanding the Backwards Law

The backwards law is a philosophical paradox that highlights the counterintuitive nature of desire and

satisfaction. At its core, it suggests that the more one actively seeks or chases after something, such

as happiness, success, or love, the more it eludes them. Conversely, when one stops striving or

attempting to control outcomes, those very things often come more naturally. This concept challenges

conventional ideas about effort and reward, proposing that conscious striving can produce resistance

rather than fulfillment.

The Paradox of Desire

The backwards law reveals the paradox inherent in desire: the pursuit of happiness, for example, can

lead to dissatisfaction because the focus is constantly on what is missing. Instead of achieving

contentment, the person remains trapped in a cycle of wanting. This paradox underscores the

importance of detachment and acceptance as means to break free from endless craving.

Historical Roots of the Concept

While Alan Watts is credited with popularizing the backwards law in the West, similar ideas appear in

Eastern philosophies, particularly in Taoism and Buddhism. These traditions emphasize non-

attachment and the natural flow of life, aligning closely with the backwards law’s message that forcing

outcomes is counterproductive.

Alan Watts and His Philosophical Background

Alan Watts (1915–1973) was a British philosopher known for interpreting and popularizing Eastern

philosophy for Western audiences. His profound understanding of Zen Buddhism, Taoism, and

Hinduism allowed him to articulate complex spiritual concepts in accessible language. Watts often

addressed the paradoxes of human existence, including the backwards law, which he described in his



lectures and writings.

Watts’ Interpretation of Eastern Thought

Watts framed the backwards law within the context of Eastern teachings, emphasizing the harmony

between opposites and the futility of rigid control. He suggested that Western culture’s obsession with

ambition and control often leads to frustration, whereas Eastern philosophies advocate for a more fluid,

accepting approach to life’s challenges.

Influential Works Featuring the Backwards Law

The backwards law appears prominently in Watts’ lectures and books, such as "The Wisdom of

Insecurity" and recorded talks where he explores the nature of desire, happiness, and the ego. These

works remain influential in spiritual and philosophical circles for their insightful treatment of paradoxical

truths.

Core Principles of the Backwards Law

The backwards law rests on several foundational principles that clarify its meaning and implications.

Understanding these principles helps apply the law effectively in various contexts.

Effort and Resistance

One principle is that effort to achieve or avoid something can create resistance. For example, trying

too hard to relax can actually increase tension. This principle illustrates how forced effort often

backfires.



Non-Attachment and Acceptance

Another principle emphasizes non-attachment—letting go of rigid expectations and accepting reality as

it is. This attitude reduces internal conflict and allows natural processes to unfold, often leading to the

desired outcome without force.

The Role of the Ego

The ego’s desire to control and dominate situations can exacerbate the backwards effect. Watts

highlighted how ego-driven striving often results in dissatisfaction, whereas transcending the ego’s

demands fosters peace and fulfillment.

Applications of the Backwards Law in Daily Life

The backwards law alan watts presents is not just a theoretical concept but has practical relevance in

everyday living. Recognizing when striving becomes counterproductive can improve mental well-being

and decision-making.

Managing Stress and Anxiety

Applying the backwards law to stress management involves accepting anxious thoughts instead of

resisting them. This approach can reduce the intensity of anxiety, as fighting discomfort often

intensifies it.

Relationships and Communication

In interpersonal relationships, the backwards law suggests that trying too hard to control others or

force affection can push them away. Instead, fostering openness and acceptance creates more

genuine connections.



Creative and Professional Endeavors

Creativity and productivity can benefit from the backwards law by allowing ideas to flow without

excessive pressure. Over-controlling the creative process often stifles innovation, while relaxed

engagement promotes better outcomes.

Examples of Backwards Law in Action

Trying to fall asleep often leads to insomnia, whereas relaxing into the moment helps sleep

come naturally.

Forcing a conversation can create tension, but allowing it to unfold freely encourages openness.

Seeking happiness directly may cause frustration, but finding joy in present experiences

enhances well-being.

Backwards Law in Relation to Modern Psychology

Modern psychology recognizes phenomena that align closely with the backwards law, offering scientific

support for Watts’ philosophical insights. Concepts such as paradoxical intention and acceptance-

based therapies illustrate this connection.

Paradoxical Intention

Developed by psychiatrist Viktor Frankl, paradoxical intention involves deliberately embracing a feared

outcome to overcome anxiety. This technique embodies the backwards law by demonstrating how

accepting or even seeking an issue can alleviate its effects.



Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT)

ACT focuses on accepting thoughts and feelings without judgment and committing to valued actions.

This therapeutic approach mirrors the backwards law’s emphasis on non-resistance and acceptance

as pathways to psychological flexibility and health.

Mindfulness and Letting Go

Mindfulness practices encourage observing experiences without attachment, resonating with the

backwards law’s principle of letting go to reduce suffering and increase clarity.

Critiques and Interpretations

While the backwards law alan watts presents offers profound insight, it is not without critiques and

varying interpretations. Some argue it can be misused to justify passivity or resignation, while others

see it as a call for balanced engagement.

Potential Misunderstandings

One critique is that misunderstanding the backwards law might lead individuals to avoid effort

altogether, which is not its intention. The law encourages mindful effort rather than blind striving or

complete passivity.

Philosophical Nuances

Interpretations vary regarding how broadly the backwards law applies. Some view it as a universal

truth about human desire, while others consider it context-dependent, useful mainly in emotional or

psychological domains.



Contemporary Relevance

Despite critiques, the backwards law remains relevant in contemporary discussions about well-being,

motivation, and spiritual growth. Its paradoxical wisdom challenges prevailing cultural norms and

invites deeper reflection on the nature of happiness and success.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Backwards Law according to Alan Watts?

The Backwards Law, as explained by Alan Watts, suggests that the more you pursue something, the

more you reinforce the fact that you lack it. True happiness and satisfaction come when you stop

chasing after them and accept things as they are.

How does Alan Watts relate the Backwards Law to happiness?

Alan Watts explains that happiness cannot be attained by direct pursuit because seeking happiness

often leads to frustration. Instead, happiness arises naturally when one stops trying to be happy and

embraces the present moment and one's current experience.

Can the Backwards Law help in overcoming anxiety and stress?

Yes, according to Alan Watts, by realizing that trying to forcibly eliminate anxiety or stress often

intensifies them, one can use the Backwards Law to accept these feelings without resistance, which

can reduce their impact and lead to greater inner peace.

What philosophical influences does the Backwards Law draw upon?

The Backwards Law draws from Eastern philosophies such as Zen Buddhism and Taoism, which

emphasize acceptance, non-attachment, and the paradox that desire for things often leads to their

opposite.



How can the Backwards Law be applied in daily life?

In daily life, the Backwards Law encourages individuals to stop obsessively chasing goals or desires

and instead cultivate acceptance and mindfulness. By doing so, one can experience greater

contentment and reduce the frustration that comes from relentless pursuit.

Additional Resources

1. The Wisdom of Insecurity: A Message for an Age of Anxiety

In this book, Alan Watts explores the paradox of seeking security in an impermanent world. He argues

that true peace comes from embracing uncertainty and living fully in the present moment. The concept

aligns closely with the "backwards law," suggesting that the more we chase security, the more elusive

it becomes.

2. The Way of Zen

Alan Watts offers a detailed introduction to Zen Buddhism, highlighting its principles and practices. The

book emphasizes the importance of letting go of rigid desires and concepts, which echoes the

backwards law’s idea that the pursuit of certain goals can be counterproductive. It serves as a

practical guide to understanding the nature of enlightenment.

3. This Is It: and Other Essays on Zen and Spiritual Experience

A collection of essays where Watts delves into the immediacy of experience and the folly of

postponing happiness. He discusses how grasping for future rewards often leads to dissatisfaction, a

notion central to the backwards law. The essays encourage readers to appreciate life as it unfolds.

4. The Book: On the Taboo Against Knowing Who You Are

Watts challenges the conventional sense of self in this thought-provoking work. He suggests that the

ego’s constant striving creates a barrier to true understanding and contentment. The backwards law is

reflected in the idea that trying to control or define oneself too rigidly undermines authentic being.

5. In My Own Way: An Autobiography



This autobiography provides insight into Watts’ personal journey and philosophical development.

Readers gain a deeper understanding of how his thoughts on paradoxes like the backwards law

evolved through his life experiences. It’s a candid look at the man behind the teachings.

6. Nature, Man and Woman

Watts explores the interconnectedness of humanity and the natural world, emphasizing harmony rather

than domination. The book discusses how resistance to natural flow often leads to suffering,

resonating with the backwards law’s theme that striving against the natural order can be self-defeating.

It’s a poetic meditation on existence and relationships.

7. Psychotherapy East and West

This work compares Western and Eastern approaches to psychology and healing. Watts highlights

how Eastern philosophies often embrace paradox and acceptance, contrasting with Western

tendencies toward control and change. The backwards law is evident in the idea that attempting to

force mental health can sometimes worsen it.

8. Beyond Theology: The Art of Godmanship

Watts critiques traditional religious dogma and encourages a more fluid, experiential spirituality. He

addresses how rigid beliefs can trap individuals in cycles of desire and avoidance, reflecting the

backwards law’s insight on the futility of certain pursuits. The book invites readers to reconsider their

spiritual perspectives.

9. Still the Mind: An Introduction to Meditation

This guide introduces meditation as a means of quieting the restless mind and embracing present

awareness. Watts explains how the effort to control thoughts can be counterproductive, mirroring the

backwards law’s principle that sometimes less striving leads to greater fulfillment. It’s an accessible

entry point into mindfulness practice.
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