aleister crowley do what thou wilt

aleister crowley do what thou wilt is a phrase that has captivated scholars, occult enthusiasts,
and cultural historians for over a century. This enigmatic maxim serves as the cornerstone of
Aleister Crowley’s philosophical and spiritual system known as Thelema. Rooted in early 20th-
century esotericism, the phrase encapsulates a radical approach to individual freedom and moral
autonomy. Understanding the context, meaning, and implications of “do what thou wilt” requires
delving into Crowley’s life, his writings, and the broader occult tradition he influenced. This article
explores the origins, interpretations, and lasting impact of this famous dictum, shedding light on its
significance in both historical and modern contexts. Below is a structured overview of the key topics
covered.

e Origins of the Phrase and Aleister Crowley’s Background
e Thelema: The Philosophy Behind “Do What Thou Wilt”

e Interpretations and Misconceptions

e Influence on Modern Occultism and Culture

e Practical Applications and Ethical Considerations

Origins of the Phrase and Aleister Crowley’s
Background

The phrase “aleister crowley do what thou wilt” originates from Aleister Crowley’s spiritual
philosophy, which emerged in the early 1900s. Crowley was a British occultist, writer, and
ceremonial magician known for his controversial ideas and practices. Born Edward Alexander
Crowley in 1875, he adopted the name Aleister as part of his esoteric identity. His extensive travels
and studies in mysticism, combined with his involvement in secret societies such as the Hermetic
Order of the Golden Dawn, shaped his unique worldview.

The phrase itself comes from Crowley’s seminal work, The Book of the Law (Liber AL vel Legis),
which he claimed was dictated to him by a supernatural entity named Aiwass in 1904. This text lays
the foundation for Thelema, a spiritual system centered on the idea of discovering and fulfilling one’s
true will.

Historical Context of Early 20th Century Occultism

The early 1900s was a period marked by a resurgence of interest in esoteric traditions, mysticism,
and alternative spiritualities. Crowley’s teachings emerged amidst this milieu, blending elements
from Eastern religions, Western occultism, and his own innovative interpretations. The phrase “do
what thou wilt” reflected a break from conventional religious doctrines and moral codes prevalent at
the time.



Crowley’s Personal Philosophy and Life

Aleister Crowley’s life was characterized by a relentless quest for spiritual enlightenment and
personal freedom. His philosophy emphasized self-discovery, the rejection of societal constraints,
and the pursuit of one’s authentic purpose. The phrase “do what thou wilt” encapsulates this ethos,
advocating for individuals to act in accordance with their true nature.

Thelema: The Philosophy Behind “Do What Thou Wilt”

Thelema, derived from the Greek word for “will,” is the religious and philosophical framework that
centers on the maxim “do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the Law.” This principle asserts that
every person has a unique “True Will” — a divine purpose or path that they must identify and follow.

Within Thelema, “do what thou wilt” is not a license for hedonism or anarchic behavior, but a call to
align with one’s higher will, which transcends mere desires or impulses. The concept encourages
self-mastery, spiritual growth, and ethical responsibility.

Core Tenets of Thelemic Philosophy

The core ideas of Thelema include:
e True Will: The unique, divinely ordained purpose of an individual.
e Love is the Law: Complementing the will, love guides interactions and relationships.
e Self-Discovery: The process of uncovering one’s True Will through spiritual practices.

¢ Freedom and Responsibility: Balancing personal liberty with ethical conduct.

Relation to Traditional Religious and Moral Systems

Thelema’s approach contrasts with many established religious doctrines that emphasize obedience
and external moral laws. Instead, Crowley proposed an internalized moral compass based on
authentic will, suggesting that true morality arises when an individual acts according to their divine
purpose without infringing on others’ wills.

Interpretations and Misconceptions

The phrase “aleister crowley do what thou wilt” has often been misunderstood and misrepresented
in popular culture. Many interpret it as a justification for selfishness, lawlessness, or immoral
behavior, which diverges significantly from Crowley’s intent.



Common Misunderstandings

Some common misconceptions include the idea that “do what thou wilt” means:

e Indulging in any desire without regard for consequences.
¢ Rejecting all forms of social or ethical responsibility.

e Promoting chaos and anarchy as spiritual ideals.

In reality, Thelema advocates for disciplined self-awareness and respect for the will of others,
emphasizing harmony rather than conflict.

Scholarly Interpretations

Scholars of religion and occultism interpret “do what thou wilt” as a complex, layered injunction that
requires deep spiritual insight. It is often seen as a call to transcend ego and superficial desires to
discover a higher, more authentic self.

Influence on Modern Occultism and Culture

Aleister Crowley and his phrase “do what thou wilt” have left a significant mark on contemporary
occultism, philosophy, and popular culture. Thelema remains a living spiritual tradition with
adherents worldwide, and Crowley’s ideas continue to inspire new generations.

Impact on Esoteric and Magical Practices

Crowley’s teachings influenced various occult groups and practices, including chaos magic, modern
witchcraft, and ritual magic. The emphasis on personal will and spiritual autonomy resonates
strongly within these communities.

Presence in Popular Culture

The phrase and Crowley’s persona have appeared in music, literature, film, and art. Various
musicians and writers have referenced “do what thou wilt” to evoke themes of freedom, rebellion,
and mystical exploration.

Legacy in Contemporary Spiritual Movements

Thelema’s principles continue to shape new religious movements and spiritual philosophies that
prioritize individualism and self-realization. Crowley’s work remains a subject of academic study and
occult practice alike.



Practical Applications and Ethical Considerations

Applying the philosophy of “aleister crowley do what thou wilt” requires discernment and ethical
reflection. It is not a permissive slogan but a guideline for living in alignment with one’s highest
purpose.

Discovering One’s True Will

Practitioners of Thelema engage in meditation, ritual, and self-examination to uncover their True
Will. This process involves:

1. Self-reflection and awareness of desires and motivations.
2. Exploring spiritual and mystical practices.

3. Testing and refining one’s path through experience and learning.

Balancing Freedom with Responsibility

True Will is understood to coexist with respect for others’ wills, promoting ethical interactions and
mutual respect. Crowley emphasized that no one’s True Will should harm another’s, underscoring
the importance of balance.

Modern Ethical Perspectives

In contemporary contexts, the maxim encourages individuals to seek authenticity while
acknowledging societal norms and legal frameworks. It challenges rigid moral codes but also
demands integrity and accountability.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does the phrase 'Do what thou wilt' mean in Aleister
Crowley's philosophy?

In Aleister Crowley's philosophy, 'Do what thou wilt' is a central tenet of Thelema, meaning that
individuals should follow their true will or purpose in life, rather than societal expectations or
imposed morals.

How did Aleister Crowley develop the concept of 'Do what thou



wilt'?

Aleister Crowley developed the concept of ‘Do what thou wilt' as part of his spiritual philosophy
called Thelema, which he formulated after receiving a text known as The Book of the Law in 1904.

Is 'Do what thou wilt' a call for hedonism or reckless behavior?

No, 'Do what thou wilt' is not a call for hedonism or reckless behavior; rather, it emphasizes
discovering and following one's true will, which involves discipline, self-awareness, and
responsibility.

How has 'Do what thou wilt' influenced modern occult and
spiritual movements?

The phrase 'Do what thou wilt' has significantly influenced modern occult and spiritual movements
by promoting individualism, personal freedom, and the pursuit of one’s true purpose, impacting
practices in Thelema, chaos magic, and various esoteric traditions.

What is the full statement associated with 'Do what thou wilt'
in Aleister Crowley's teachings?

The full statement is ‘Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the Law," which is followed by 'Love is
the law, love under will,' encapsulating the idea that true will must be enacted with love and respect
for universal harmony.

Additional Resources

1. The Book of the Law: Liber AL vel Legis

This is Aleister Crowley’s foundational text of Thelema, revealing the central dictum "Do what thou
wilt shall be the whole of the Law." Written in 1904, it is said to have been dictated to Crowley by a
supernatural entity named Aiwass. The book outlines the philosophy of Thelema, emphasizing
individual will, spiritual freedom, and the breaking of traditional moral constraints. It remains a core
scripture for followers of Crowley’s teachings.

2. Aleister Crowley: The Biography by Tobias Churton

This comprehensive biography explores the life, works, and occult practices of Aleister Crowley.
Churton delves into Crowley’s complex personality, his influence on modern occultism, and the
development of his philosophy centered around the phrase "Do what thou wilt." The book provides
historical context and personal anecdotes to better understand Crowley’s enduring legacy.

3. Magick in Theory and Practice by Aleister Crowley

Often considered one of Crowley’s most important works on occult practice, this book explains the
theory behind magick as a method to discover and carry out one’s true will. It details rituals,
symbolism, and the practical applications of Thelemic principles. The text serves as a guide for those
wanting to explore the spiritual and magical dimensions of Crowley’s philosophy.

4. Do What Thou Wilt: A Life of Aleister Crowley by Lawrence Sutin
Lawrence Sutin offers a well-researched and balanced portrait of Crowley, focusing on his quest for



spiritual freedom through the maxim "Do what thou wilt." The biography covers Crowley’s mystical
experiences, writings, and the controversies that surrounded his life. It is an accessible introduction
to the man behind the myth.

5. The Vision and the Voice by Aleister Crowley

This work documents Crowley’s mystical journeys through the 30 Aethyrs, which are spiritual realms
he explored through scrying and meditation. The text expands on the themes of will and divine
revelation that underpin "Do what thou wilt." It is both a visionary and practical manual for
advanced students of Thelema.

6. The Law is for All: The Authorized Popular Commentary on Liber AL vel Legis by Aleister Crowley,
edited by Louis Wilkinson

This book presents Crowley’s own commentary on The Book of the Law, offering explanations and
insights into the enigmatic verses. It clarifies the meaning of "Do what thou wilt" in the broader
context of Thelemic thought. The commentary is essential for understanding the spiritual and
philosophical depth of Crowley’s work.

7. The Confessions of Aleister Crowley

Crowley’s autobiographical work reveals his personal journey of self-discovery, which revolves
around the central tenet "Do what thou wilt." The Confessions provide a candid look at his early life,
occult training, and the evolution of his magical philosophy. It is an indispensable resource for
anyone studying Crowley’s life and teachings.

8. The Equinox: The Review of Scientific Illuminism edited by Aleister Crowley

This periodical, published by Crowley, contains essays, rituals, poetry, and instructional materials

related to Thelema and magick. The content emphasizes the practical application of "Do what thou
wilt" in spiritual and magical work. It is considered a key compilation for understanding Crowley’s
occult system.

9. Understanding Aleister Crowley’s Thelema by Lon Milo DuQuette

DuQuette provides an approachable explanation of Crowley’s complex philosophy, focusing on the
maxim "Do what thou wilt" and its implications for personal freedom and spiritual growth. The book
includes historical context, symbolic interpretation, and practical advice for applying Thelemic
principles. It is ideal for newcomers and seasoned practitioners alike.
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