






































































































































































































































THE QUALITY 

few hundred patterns-and that all of its incredible com­

plexity comes, in the end, simply from the combinations 

of these few pa ttcrns. 

Of course the patterns vary from place to place, from 
culture to culture, from age to age; they are all man­
made, tl1ey all depend on culture. But still, in every 
age and e1-·ery place tilt' structure of our 'l.Vorld is gi·ven 
to it, essentially, by some collection of patterns which 
keeps on repeating over ancl over atul o~uer again. 

These patterm are not concrete elements, like 
bri(ks and doors-they are ;nuch deeper and more 
fluid-and yet they are the solid substance, under­
neat/; tl1e surface, out of wl1ich a building or a town 
is alu·ays made. 
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CHAPTER 6 

PATTERNS WHICH ARE ALIVE 

T l1e specific patterns out of which a 
building or a town is made may be alive 
or dead. To tlze extent tlzey are alive, 
they let our inner forces loose, and set 
us free; but when they are dead tlwy 
keep us locked in inner conflict. 























THE QUALITY 

A window place Holes in the wall 

If the windows are just holes in the wall, and there are 

no places where the windows are, one force pulls me 

towards the window; but another force pulls me toward 

the natural "places" in the room, where the comfortable 

chairs and tables are. So long as I am in this room, I am 
pushed and pulled by these two forces; there is nothing I 

can do to prevent the inner conflict they create in me. 
The instinctive knowledge that a room is beautiful when 

it has a window place in it, is thus not an aesthetic whim. 
It is an instinctive expression of the fact that a room with­

out a window place is filled with actual, palpable organic 

tension; and that a room which has one lacks this tension, 
and is, from a simple organic point of view, a better place 

to live. 

In each of t!zese cases we have an example of a pat­
tern which helps us resolve our conflicts, and an exam­
ple of a pattern which prevents 1JS. 

In each case, the first pattern allows us to resolve our 
forces for ourselves. It imposes nothing on us: but merely 
allows us to resolve our forces, as they are. 

On the other hand, the second pattern prevents us from 
resolving our forces for ourselves. It makes it impossible 
for us to find an activity which will allow us to resolve our 

112 



PATTERNS WHICH ARE ALIVE 

inner forces, and to make ourselves whole. We turn this 

way, then that way, rats in a trap, searching for some 

activity by which we can make ourselves whole. But 
there are none. We cannot find a way of work which 

keeps us at one with our family; we cannot en joy our 
presence in the courtyard; and in the room without a win­

dow place, we cannot even wholeheartedly sit down. These 

surroundings will not let us take the steps we want to 

take, to be at peace with ourselves. \Ve experience con­

stant stress. 

Of course, stress and conflict are a normal and healthy 
part of human life. 

We constantly meet conflicts, or problems, during the 

course of the day: and each time, the body goes into a state 

of "stress" to mobilize itself, to deal with the conflict, to 

resol Ye the conflict. 
This effect is physiological. We have, within our bodies, 

a specific physiological mechanism which produces stress. 

It produces, within us, a highly mobilized state of readi­
ness, a state in which we have extra adrenalin, more alert­

ness, faster heartbeat, higher muscle tone, more blood to 

the brain, more mental alertness . . . this highly alerted 

state, which is the state that we call "stress," arises when­
ever we encounter difficulty, or conflict ... any situa­
tion in which we have to react, to solve a problem, meet a 

challenge ... 
Under normal conditions, when we solve the difficulty, 

cope with the threat, resolve the conflict, the stress then 
disappears, and all goes back to normal. In this normal 
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THE QUALITY 

sense, stress and conflict are an ordinary healthy part of 

everyday life. An organism could only exist without stress 
in an environment in which there were no conflicts or 

challenges at all-and under such circumstances the or­

ganism would atrophy and die. 

But a pattern which pre'Vents us from resol'Uing our 
conflicting forces, lea'Ues us almost perpetually in a 
state of tension. 

For, if we live in a world where work is separated from 

family life, or where courty<J,rds turn us away, or where 

windows are merely holes in the wall, we experience the 

stress of these inner and conflicting forces constantly. we 

can never come to rest. \V e are living then, in a world so 

made, so patterned, that we cannot, by any stratagem, de­
feat the tension, solve the problem, or resolve the conflict. 

In this kind of world the conflicts do not go away. They 

stay within us, nagging, tense ... The build-up of stress, 

however minor, stays within us. \V e live in a state of 

heightened alertness, higher stress, more adrenalin, all the 

time. 

This stress is then no .longer functional at all. It becomes 

a huge drain on the system. Since the organism's capacity 
to enter the stressed state is already partly "used up" be­

cause it is perpetually in this state, our capacity to react to 
real new problems, dangers, and conflicts goes down, be­
cause the organism is contantly exhausted by the perpetual 

state of stress. 
And so the "bad" patterns-the window which doesn't 

work, the dead courtyard, the badly located workplace-
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PATTERNS WHICH ARE ALIVE 

these stress us, undermine us, affect us continuously. In­
deed, in this fashion, each bad pattern in our environment 
constantly reduces us, cuts us down, reduces our ability to 

meet new challenges, reduces our capacity to live, and 

helps to make us dead . . . 
While, on the other hand, the corresponding "good" 

patterns, when they are correctly made, help us to be alive, 

because they allow us to resolve our conflicts for ourselves. 

As we encounter them, we are always fresh, in the face of 

new encounters, new problems . . . and we are continu­
ously renewed, and made alive . . . 

!tis therefore clear that patterns play a concrete and 
objective role in determining tlze extent to which we 
come to life in any given place. 

Each pattern that creates conditions in which people can re­
solve the conflicts they experience, for themselves, reduces 

people's inner conflict, helps to put them in a state where 

they can meet more new challenges, and helps them to 
be more alive. 

On the other hand, each pattern that creates conditions 
in which people experience conflicts which they cannot re­

solve for themselves, increases their inner stress, reduces 

their capacity to resolve other conflicts and meet other chal­
lenges, and therefore makes them less alive, more dead. 

But, beyond that, patterns are not merely instruments 
which help us live: tlzey are themselves alive or dead. 

For, valuable as it is, the concept of patterns as life-giving 
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THE QUALITY 

or life-destroying does not go far enough. The arguments 

of the last few pages could make it seem as though a good 
pattern is merely one which is good for us. Yet this view, 

in its simple form, would lead to the same anthropo­
centric view of the world which has done so much dam­

age in the past. And above all, it would lead, in the end, 

to the question-well, if it is to be good for us, then we 
must decide what we want-and all the arbitrariness 

which that entails. 

It is time now, to recognize that this quality without a 

name in our surroundings which lets us become ourselves, 

is not, and cannot be created there, by any effort to make 
it "for" man. 

Good patterns are good because to some extent each 
one of them reaches the quality without a name itself. 

After all, the criterion of being good for us could never 

be a general criterion for patterns-because obviously, 

there are many patterns, essential to the harmonious on­

going life of the seas, the deserts, the forests-which are 
not directly good for us at all. 

If the only criterion fcir a good pattern were its goodness 

for us, we should be forced to judge the ripples in a 
pond, or the crash of an ocean wave, according to 

whether we could get nice fish from it, or whether we 
liked the sound-and this would be ridiculous. 

Certain patterns are simply resolved within themselves, 
within their proper contexts-in these contexts they are 
intrinsically alive-and it is this which makes them good. 
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PATTERNS WHICH ARE ALIVE 

And this is as true for the pattern of an ocean wave as it 
is for the pattern of a courtyard in a house. 

Consider the ripples in a patch of wind-blown sand. 

When the wind blows, at any given speed, it picks up 
grains of sand, and carries them a few inches. It carries 
the smaller grains slightly farther, and the bigger grains 
not so far. Now, in any patch of sand, there are always 
a few irregularities-places where the sand is a little 

higher-and of course, as the wind sweeps over the sand, 
it is just the grains on these little ridges which get picked 
up and blown. Since, for any given wind speed the wind 
carries all the grains roughly the same distance, the blow­

ing wind now gradually deposits a second ridge a certain 
fixed distance from the first, and parallel to it. This sec­
ond ridge, as it builds up, is also especially vulnerable, so 
the grains from its top, once again, get blown on to form 
another ridge, the same distance again, and so on . . . . 

This pattern is a recognizable and constant pattern, 
because it is a truth about the laws which govern sand 
and wind. 

\Vithin the proper context, ·this pattern creates and re­
creates itself over and over again. It creates and 
re-creates itself whenever the wind blows on the sand. 

Its goodness comes from the fact that it is true to its own 
inner forces, not from any special sense of purpose. 
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THE QUALITY 

The same can happen in a garden, where the plants, 
and wind, and animals are perfectly in balance. 

Consider, for example, a corner of an orchard, where the 
sun warms the ground, the marrows grow, the bees pol­
linate the apple blossom, the worms bring air to the soil, 
the apple leaves fertilize the soil . . • . This pattern re­
peats itself, hundreds of times, in a thousand different 
gardens, and is always a source of life. 

But the life of the pattern does not depend on the fact 
that it does something for "us"-but simply on the self­
sustaining harmony, in which each process helps sustain 
the other processes, and in which the whole system of 
forces and processes keeps itself going, over and again, 
without creating extra forces that will tear it down. 

In short, saying these patterns are alive is more or 
less the same as saying they are stable. 

Compare the eroding gully, of chapter 2, with these 
patterns. The gully is unstable. It destroys itself. Its own 
action, gradually tears it , down. These patterns on the 
other hand, have the quality, that their own action helps 
keep them alive. 

You may worider: what about cancer. Cancer is stable. 
It maintains itself. And "in the small" this is true. But 
it only maintains itself. Since, in order to maintain itself, 
it mcst in the end destroy what is around it-the very 
organism where it lives-it ultimately too destroys itself, 
by helping to destroy its surroundings. 

And although it is true that nothing is perfectly stable, 
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PATTERNS WHICH ARE ALIVE 

and true that everything changes in the end, there are 
still great differences of degree. The patterns which are 
alive maintain themselves in the long run, because they do 
nothing to destroy their own immediate surroundings, and 
they do nothing drastic, in the short run, to destroy them­

selves. As far as it is ever possible, they are alive, because 
they are so much in harmony, that they support them­
selves, and keep themselves alive, through their own inner 
structure. 

And just this also happens in patterns from the 
human realm. Their quality does not depend on 
purpose, but on their intrinsic stability. 

Consider two human patterns. On the one hand, con­
sider the fact that certain Greek village streets have a band 
of whitewash, four or five feet wide, outside every house, 
so that people can pull their chairs out into the street, into a 

realm which is half theirs, half street, and so contribute 
to the life around them. 

And on the other hand, consider the fact that cafes in 
Los Angeles are indoors, away from the sidewalk, in order 
to prevent the food from being contaminated. 

Both these patterns have a purpose. One has the purpose 
of allowing people to contribute to the street life and to be 
part of it-to the extent they desire-by marking a 
domain which makes it possible. The other has the pur­
pose of keeping people healthy, by making sure that they 
will not eat food that has dust particles on it. Yet one is 
alive; the other dead. 
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One, like the ripples in the sand, sustains itself and 
heals itself because it is in harmony with its own 
forces. The other one can only be maintained by 
force of law. 

The whitewashed band is so congruent with the forces in 
people's lives and with their feelings that it sustains itself­
when the whitewash gets dirty or worn people take care 
of it themselves because the pattern is deeply connected to 
their own experience. From outside, it seems as though 
the whitewash maintains itself almost as if by magic. 

The indoor cafe in Los Angeles is almost opposite: it 
has no such congruence with people's inner forces. It has 
to be maintained by force, by force of law-because, 
under the impact of its own forces, it would gradually 
deteriorate, and disappear. People want to be outdoors on 
a spring day, want to drink their beer or coffee in the 
open, to watch the world go by, but they are imprisoned 
in the cafe by the laws of public health. The situation is 
self-destroying, not only because it will change as soon as 
the law which upholds it disappears, but also in the more 
subtle sense that it is continuously creating just those 
inner conflicts, just those reservoirs of stress I spoke of 
earlier which will, unsatisfied, soon well up like a gigantic 
boil and leak out in some other form of destruction or 
refusal to cooperate with the situation. 

In short, a pattern lives when it allows its own m­
ternal forces to resolve themselves. 

And a pattern dies when it fails to provide a framework in 
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which forces can resolve themselves, so that instead, the 
action of the forces, unresolved, works to destroy the 
pattern. 

That is the distinction between the two patterns in the 
last example. The fact that both of them are based on 
human "purposes" is quite irrelevant. 

And this explains the importance of the courtyard pat­
tern which inspires use. 

It is the self-sustaining character tlze living courtyard 
lzas, which is the essence of its life. 

As time goes on, the courtyard which lives is also grow­
ing. More and more happens there. Because people enjoy 
being there, they plant flowers there, and look after 
them; they keep the garden furniture painted; and even 
if you go there when no one else is there, you can "feel" 
the presence of life there, because you can sense that 
people are taking care of it. 

But the other lifeless courtyard, as time goes on, becomes 
more and more forgotten. No one enjoys going out 
there-so the paint is peeling; the gravel has weeds in it; 
even the sculpture standing there somehow looks aban­
doned. The courtyard which is whole, becomes richer 
and more whole; the courtyard which is unwhole slowly 
fades away and dies. 

And so we see the wholeness of the living courtyard does 
not depend on any human values, external to the court­
yard, invented by you, or by me, or by the people who 
live there. It is a fact intrinsic to its own organization. 
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