


Praise for Future Primal

“Who can doubt that we need a new paradigm for planetary civilization? Our 
economic models are projections and arrows when they should be circles. To 
define perpetual growth on a finite planet as the sole measure of economic 
well-being is to engage in a form of slow collective suicide. To deny or exclude 
from the calculus of governance and political economy the costs of violating 
the biological support systems of life is the logic of delusion. In Future Primal, 
Louis Herman offers a way out, a vision of a new kind of politics for a new era 
of humanity. Drawing on his time among the Kalahari Bushmen, the lessons 
of his service as a soldier in the Israeli army, and his experiences as a Jewish lad 
living through the darkest years of apartheid in South Africa, he has written 
a seminal book that bears witness to the folly of all those who say we cannot 
change, as we know we must, the fundamental manner in which we inhabit 
this planet.”

— Wade Davis, National Geographic Society Explorer-in-Residence and 
author of Into the Silence and The Serpent and the Rainbow

“Future Primal is a masterpiece. It braids together admiration for early societies, 
respect for science, and profound faith in our ability to create better collective 
lives on this endangered planet. Louis Herman merges the very old and the very 
new, the empirical and the mystical; he brings forward artists, shamans, dancers, 
hunters, and tricksters to beckon us toward a politics more respectful of human-
ity, of difference, and of the earth. Lively and learned, this book is written with the  
engaged hand of a practiced teacher. It will be a hit with students who long for 
Herman’s combination of practical examples and sweeping vision.”

— Kathy E. Ferguson, professor of political science and women’s studies at 
the University of Hawai‘i and author of  

Emma Goldman: Political Thinking in the Streets

“Future Primal is an urgent, adventurous, and glistening work. Louis Herman 
makes a powerful case that in our historical advancement we have lost some-
thing deep and fundamental in how we relate to one another, the world around 
us, and life as a whole. With a rich narrative that mixes the personal, the philo-
sophical, the anthropological, and the spiritual, Herman points to a politics 
of the future that will be informed by the beauty and power of shamanic and 
tribal insights that our abstract world has left behind — at our peril.”

— Wayne Cristaudo, chair of the politics department at Charles Darwin 
University, Australia, and author of Power, Love and Evil: 

Contribution to a Philosophy of the Damaged



“Louis Herman’s Future Primal demonstrates that political science has not com-
pletely degenerated into the meaningless accumulation and analysis of empiri-
cal data. His book reconnects us with visions of the good life that have been 
foundational to human existence since the Paleolithic beginnings of humanity 
in southern Africa. Herman refuses to accept the doctrinal answers of religious 
orthodoxy and the sterile responses of neo-Marxism, postmodernism, and 
neoliberalism. His book is a groundbreaking work of creative scholarship and 
philosophical vision that transcends all civilizational, religious, and political 
boundaries. It provides a compelling narrative that weaves our new under-
standing of the origins of human life and the larger community of being into 
an original vision of the good life that has the philosophical truth quest at its 
core.”

— Manfred Henningsen, political philosopher at the University of Hawai‘i

“The author’s powerful story of his search for truth over decades in South  
Africa, England, Israel, and Hawai‘i is integral to the fascinating and bold tale 
he is telling, at once ancient and contemporary, of a cosmos of faith, and of 
love, and of hope that draws from the best that historical and natural sciences 
have to offer. A thought-provoking challenge to any philosophy of politics and 
history.” 

— Paul Caringella, visiting research fellow at the Hoover Institution 
at Stanford University and trustee of the Voegelin Literary Trust

“Louis Herman has brought together a rich life journey on several continents 
with penetrating perspectives from political philosophy and contemporary 
cosmology. This work is a unique contribution to rethinking our collective 
story, from a common past out of Africa toward a shared future on our endan-
gered planet. To sink into this perspective is to see with fresh insight how we 
truly belong here — such a gift!” 

— Mary Evelyn Tucker, cofounder and codirector of the 
Forum on Religion and Ecology at Yale University
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To my daughter, Danielle, and her generation,

who face unprecedented challenges but also extraordinary opportunities 

to create a flourishing planetary civilization in balance with nature
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viii

Since the mid-1980s, a number of leading theorists across academic dis-
ciplines have been involved in the common endeavor of articulating the 
outlines of what might be called a planetary civilization. These physicists, 
economists, poets, cosmologists, sociologists, biologists, political scientists, 
engineers, city planners, farmers, religious scholars, philosophers, and ecolo-
gists all share the assumption that our human societies are undergoing what 
might prove to be the largest shift of structure since we first settled into 
villages at the start of the Neolithic era. The primary motivation for this re-
visioning is the realization that the ecological and social devastation taking 
place around the planet will only continue until some powerful new ideas 
take hold in human consciousness. The significance of Louis Herman’s Fu-
ture Primal can best be appreciated in terms of this ongoing creative project.

My sense is that, in a number of fields, remarkable progress has been 
achieved. Some of the landmarks include: in economics, Herman Daly and 
his articulation of the theoretical foundations for economic sustainability; 
in technology, Janine Benyus and her recasting of industrial infrastructure 
as biological mimicry; in agriculture, Wes Jackson and his new paradigm 
of a perennial polyculture; in physics, Fritjof Capra and his deconstruction 
of scientism; in human-earth relations, Susan Griffin and her work leading 
beyond the oppressions of dualism; in religion, Thomas Berry and his vision 
of the ultimate sacred community as neither humanity nor a subgroup of 
humanity but the entire earth community itself.  

foreword
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I would place the work of Louis Herman in this company of geniuses. 
Regularly, at conferences, however satisfied we participants were with what 
had been accomplished in revising physics or biology or economics, the glar-
ing omission was politics. For years, we have keenly felt this absence of a 
political philosophy that would support a planetary civilization.

No longer. In Future Primal we have a work that deeply resonates with 
the ideas from the other architects of this new earth era. Drawing from a very 
wide range of ideas and sources, including contemporary political scientists, 
the Kalahari Bushmen, and the Axial Greek philosophers, Louis Herman has 
created a vision of the human being as a microcosm of the entire evolving 
13.7-billion-year-old universe itself.  Perhaps the best way to describe this 
creative synthesis is to call it a work of political cosmology.  For with this new 
vision of politics we can begin to imagine ourselves not just as consum-
ers, and not just as political units of a nation-state, but as cosmological be-
ings — cosmological beings whose foundations are that same creativity that 
brought forth a time-developmental universe, and whose struggles are those 
same ongoing struggles of life itself to give birth to new forms of beauty.

I am convinced that Louis Herman’s Future Primal provides a corner-
stone for this emerging planetary civilization.  

— Brian Thomas Swimme, professor of evolutionary cosmology 
at the California Institute of Integral Studies (CIIS) and  

coauthor with Thomas Berry of The Universe Story



x

The universe, at its most basic level, is not only matter, energy, and information. 
The universe is a story. Each creature is a story. Each human enters this world 
and awakens to a simple truth: “I must find my own story within this great epic 
of being.”

— Brian Thomas Swimme, The Resurgence of Cosmic Storytellers

My fellow-men are those who can listen to the stories
That come to them from far-off, floating through the air.
Even now they hear them come from places far away,
These stories like the wind, floating like the winds.

— //Kabbo, one of the last of the now-extinct /Xam Bushmen, 
Return of the Moon

We are clearly involved in a dramatic race for time that has no precedent in the 
entire history of humanity. What is at stake is nothing less than the future of 
humanity and of life on this planet . . .humanity [is] at a critical crossroad fac-
ing either collective annihilation or an evolutionary jump in consciousness of 
unprecedented nature and dimension.

— Stanislav Grof, 2012 and Human Destiny 

introduction



xi

In the Beginning . . . 

Some fourteen billion years ago the entire cosmos, what would become the 
great wheeling galaxies with their trillions of blazing suns, burst into being 
from a single point, in an unimaginably violent, unfathomably immense ex-
plosion of light and energy. Since that “Great Flaring Forth” the universe has 
been expanding, cooling, and growing in complexity. . .and consciousness.*

This is the most astounding discovery of the last four hundred years  
of modern science and the foundation of our deepest understanding of re-
ality. It is also the limiting case of credulity. If you can believe this, you can 
believe just about anything. Yet our best science tells us it is so: that the in-
finitely ordered complexities of the earth — the delicate beauty of birds, 
flowers, forests, and oceans; the glories and tragedies of self-conscious hu-
manity — all of this grows out of that single, infinitely mysterious, explosive 
beginning. The cosmos is not so much a place as it is a continually unfolding 
event. 

Scientific laws and theories generally deal with universal, repeatable, 
predictable regularities. In contrast, stories capture the meaning of unique 
events — novelties — transforming over time. Every individual human life 
is a unique story told in the living. We could say the evolving universe itself 
is a story “telling us into existence.” Narrative captures something funda-
mental about the nature of reality. The story becomes a primordial unit of 
meaning, connecting the present to the past and all things to one another as 
they emerge from an original unity. All past cultures and civilizations have 
had some intuitive sense that humans lived within a larger process — a story 
whose ultimate origin was the most profound and sacred mystery. Each had 
a cosmology, a story of origins that formed the foundation of its way of life 
and guided its economics and politics. The viability of a society depended 

* Thanks to Brian Thomas Swimme and Thomas Berry for their inspirational framing of “The Uni-
verse Story” and for this more fitting alternative term to “the Big Bang.” 
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on the success of its cosmology in attuning human activity to the larger, ulti-
mately unfathomable reality that created and sustained all of life. 

Today, the story we tell ourselves about our economics and politics has  
run its course and is exhausted. Humanity enters the twenty-first century  
in a state of extraordinary crisis. It is a crisis of planetary dimensions in-
volving every major social and biological system, affecting almost every 
aspect of our individual lives. The same method of persuasive scientific  
inference we trust to splice genes and rocket humans to the moon tells 
us that industrialized humanity is directly responsible for the collapse of  
ecosystems on every continent. All our oceans are polluted, our fisheries  
dying, coral reefs bleaching, deserts expanding, and forests shrinking.  
Almost half the terrestrial surface of the earth has been transformed by 
urbanization and agriculture. There is overwhelming scientific consensus  
that human activity is accelerating global warming and climate change, 
which in 2012 melted the Arctic ice sheet to its smallest expanse in recorded 
history. Scientists warn that our civilization is forcing a planet-wide tipping 
point — a transition in our biosphere that is dramatically changing the con-
ditions under which civilization developed and flourished for the past ten 
thousand years. They tell us we have entered the Anthropocene, a geological 
epoch marked by the destructive impact of industrialized humanity on the 
earth.1 There is a growing awareness that nothing this catastrophic has hap-
pened to life on earth since the last great mass extinction, which ended the 
age of dinosaurs sixty-five million years ago.2 Almost as astounding is the 
fact that most human beings are completely unaware of our situation. In 
the words of William van Dusen Wishard, we are “sleepwalking through the 
apocalypse.”3

How has this happened? More than three centuries ago the story driving 
our politics decisively separated human self-understanding from the experi-
ence of the natural universe as sacred. Today the primordial experience of 
the mystery of our earthly origins has ceased to be a moral force in our lives. 
All our dominant institutions, from the global marketplace to the factory 
model of industrial production, were constructed on the basis of a radically 
constricted understanding of the place of the human in the cosmos. We ur-
gently need a vision of a new politics and economics that is attuned to our 
larger reality. 
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The Personal and the Planetary — A Primal Resonance

I started as an amateur political philosopher simply searching for a way to 
improve myself and my society. As I confronted the shocking extent of our 
crisis against the backdrop of the immensities of modern cosmology, the 
search came to dominate my life. Many times along the way I felt alone, as 
if swimming against the tide and was forced to question myself, to ask why 
and how I was searching. Then it occurred to me that in spite of the terrify-
ing prospect of civilizational collapse, and in spite of the personal sacrifices 
and difficulties, the process of searching had also become a comfort, a way 
of connecting more deeply with others and with the world. The search had 
become a kind of psychological and spiritual discipline, a key to my personal 
growth. It was as if in waking up to the vastness of our outer universe and 
the chaotic condition of modern humanity, I had also woken up to the in-
ner universe of the human psyche and found an expanse just as limitless, 
astounding, and full of creative possibility. Bringing the outer and the inner 
together generated a resonance that healed and inspired me; in doing so, this 
process revealed itself as the core of a better way to live — a new form of a 
very old politics. 

Once I became more self-conscious about my searching, I saw how its  
most essential aspects were obvious and simple, but strangely neglected in 
modern universities and public life. There were four essential, perennial 
components of the search, which seemed to differentiate out from the na-
ture of consciousness. They were the pursuit of self-knowledge and personal 
growth; honest, face-to-face discussion that enlarged and qualified personal 
understandings; communication within small democratic communities of 
trusted equals; and a collective, cooperative weaving together of a big story 
— a narrative of meaning — that helped the individual find his or her par-
ticular place in the ever-expanding shared big picture. 

Today, reflecting on the big picture of scientific cosmology helps us 
recognize that the searching human being is an organic outgrowth of an 
evolving earth. At the deepest level, we are an integral part of the biosphere, 
inseparable from the planet we are currently despoiling. We can see that, 
in some extraordinary way, our science-informed searching is the earth’s 
way of knowing itself through the human. Early societies, immersed in an 
unpolluted wilderness on which they depended absolutely, recognized this 
resonance between the natural world and human consciousness intuitively  
and explored it through their shamanic systems of religion and healing. This 
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attunement between inner and outer seemed capable of generating spiritual 
experiences we commonly call ecstatic or mystical, which have the effect of 
inspiring and ordering our lives. 

When we approach politics from such a perspective, magnificent pos-
sibilities open up: of ways of life profoundly “better, truer, and more beauti-
ful” than our sad and frenetic destructiveness. Future Primal offers one such 
vision by weaving together the various narrative layers of my search, from 
my personal history to the history of civilization, our species, and indeed the 
universe itself. The vision draws from other models of politics but differs 
from them in one fundamental respect: at its center is awareness of the ulti-
mate mystery of our origins, and with it the necessity for an ongoing process 
of creative searching. 

Bringing Soul Back into Politics — the Truth Quest

Our modern use of the word politics has become as thoroughly debased and 
misunderstood as the practice it is commonly used to describe — seeking 
and wielding power over others for personal gain. On the scale of public 
opinion, politicians rank somewhere between prostitutes and used-car sales-
men. The whole business of politics is considered as far from its Socratic 
roots in philosophy and “cultivating virtue” as one can get. To move out of 
this dead end, we need to retrace our steps to find a new way forward. If we 
go back two and a half thousand years to classical Greece, we can find the 
origin of the word politics in the Greek polis — the self-governing, autono-
mous, democratic city-state — where “politics” simply referred to the affairs 
of the polis, and as the concern of all, it was regarded as the most ennobling 
and meaningful of all human activities. 

I use the word politics in this original, inclusive sense, to mean the univer-
sal human struggle, individually and collectively, to seek and to live the best pos-
sible life. Political philosophy can then be reconnected to its original Socratic 
intention as the search for the ideal of “the good life.” This has two primary 
aspects: On the one hand, there is what Socrates called “the improvement of 
one’s soul,” or what we loosely understand as personal growth, since the Greek 
word for “soul” is psyche, from which we get our psychology. On the other hand, 
there is the improvement of one’s society. Traditionally, this sort of Socratic 
knowledge was called wisdom. By contrast, in today’s universities “political 
philosophy” refers to an obscure subspecialty within the discipline of political 
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science that focuses on the texts of the great philosophers of the past. It has 
lost its living connection to the primordial questions: “How should I live?” 
and “How should we all live together?” Part of my purpose is to recover this 
original search for meaning, what I call  “the primal truth quest.” Everything 
we do — the failure and success of all our politics — depends on our grasp of 
this quest and the reliability of the understanding it produces. 

The dangers we face today are compounded by the fact that we have never 
been more confused or more cynical about what constitutes the good, the 
true, and the beautiful. We are daily inundated with vast quantities of infor-
mation but lack the most basic shared understanding of how we should live 
together. Not only do we lack a shared vision but we are profoundly con-
fused about the way we should search. Science provides only neutral tools. 
Religion, when based on strict obedience to the Holy Scriptures, remains 
blind and closed to the search. If we don’t know how to look, how will we 
recognize the truth of a vision of a better way?  

Here is our central failing: We have created a political culture that has 
eliminated in principle the need for the individual to consider and take 
responsibility for the good of the whole. We have abandoned the truth quest 
in public life. Our system is set up so that economic and political decisions 
are made according to the conviction that if individuals, organizations, and 
nations follow self-interest, the “invisible hand of the market” will automati-
cally convert selfishness into the best possible outcome for the largest num-
ber. This is reinforced by a prevailing intellectual culture of skepticism and 
scientific materialism, which assumes that  “good” and “evil,” and “right” and 
“wrong” are entirely subjective matters for individual judgment. This sort of 
relativism has led to a global economic system that rewards a few individuals 
with grotesque quantities of wealth, rivaling the GDP of small nations, while 
a billion people go hungry. Never before has so much power over so many 
been concentrated in the hands of so few in the service of unashamed self-
interest. All the while the collective frantic energy of globalized humanity 
continues to pollute and plunder the planet.

Our situation embodies a stark paradox. We stand on the edge of great 
danger and great opportunity, both closer to and yet farther than ever from 
fulfilling some of the most crucial conditions for an enlightened and lib-
erated humanity. No period in history has had the benefit of the stagger-
ing vistas of modern cosmology — of how life evolved out of a planet that  
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4.5 billion years ago was a ball of molten rock. No previous generation has 

had such reliable detailed knowledge of the diversity of past human societies. 

This ongoing, exponentially expanding understanding of the human condi-

tion is now directly available to masses of ordinary human beings through 

the miracles of industrialization and electronic communication. The radical 

democratization of wisdom is a practical possibility for perhaps the first time 

since hunter-gatherers sat around the campfire every night sharing stories. 

 Yet emotionally we live in a smaller cosmological space than any previ-

ous society. Our daily routine keeps us urbanized and indoors as we go from 

home to car to office, from health club to shopping mall and back home. 

Asphalt and concrete bury wilderness, and our city lights blind us to the stars 

and galaxies. The “liberation technologies” of electronic communication can 

enlighten and mobilize masses of people, but they are shamelessly captured 

by commercial culture. The mass media of television, film, and radio are 

largely controlled by a few corporations who are as disinterested in the truth 

quest as they are interested is maximizing their profits through entertain-

ment and advertising.

So we endlessly pursue self-interest and wind up feeling alone, meaning-

less cogs in the machinery of mass society, while congratulating ourselves 

on being the freest people in history. Globally, contradictions sharpen as 

we see a rise in murderous fundamentalism and the slow destruction of ev-

ery traditional culture by consumerism. We are exhausting the resources of 

our planet and exhausting ourselves in the process. The philosopher Richard 

Tarnas summed up the paradox well: “The unprecedented outward expan-

siveness of modernity, its heroic confidence, contrasts starkly with an un-

precedented inner impoverishment, uncertainty, alienation and confusion.”4 

To find a way forward we need to know where we are and how we got 

here; we need to ask in the words of the political philosopher Eric Voegelin 

how the “spectaculum of modernity” became a “global madhouse bursting 

with stupendous vitality.”5 

“Big History” and the Fourth Revolution

Answering the big questions today requires the perspective of “big history” 

— the vastly expanded story of human emergence from an evolving earth. 

From this vantage point, we see that civilization’s 5,500-year written history 
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is little more than a millionth of the history of the earth, and that the life of 
the earth is but a small fraction of the life of the universe.6 

Twenty years ago, physicist and philosopher Peter Russell graphically 
demonstrated the power of big history’s capacity to illuminate our cri-
sis. In his book White Hole in Time, Russell used what has since become 
an unintentionally ominous image to wake us up to the significance of our 
present moment in human evolution.7 He took for his scale what was then 
the iconic achievement of civilization — the world’s tallest building — the 
quarter-mile-high, 108-story World Trade Center. Against this, he imagina-
tively projected the 4.5 billion years of earth’s history. Street level, then, repre-
sents the formation of our planet, and the first living cells don’t appear until 
one-quarter the way up, on the 25th floor (about 3.5 billion years ago); plant 
life starts halfway up, around the 50th floor. Dinosaurs appear on the 104th 
floor, and mammals and the great apes arrive on the topmost, 108th floor, 
of the building. Homo erectus becomes fully upright only a few inches from 
the ceiling of the top floor. Already, 99.99 percent of the story of evolution 
has been told, and civilization has not yet begun. One-quarter inch from the 
ceiling, Homo sapiens replaces Neanderthals, and the first Paleolithic rock 
paintings appear. Modernity begins at less than the thickness of the coat of 
paint on the ceiling of the top floor of the quarter-mile-high structure.

Russell’s point is as simple as it is obvious and ignored: this exponential 
rate of evolutionary change in “informational complexity” is approaching 
a singularity — a leap into a radically different order of being.8 Wherever 
this takeoff point is, and whatever lies on the other side, we are getting there 
fast. Something dramatically different is about to happen. The apocalyptic 
possibilities of our moment are reinforced by the fact that we can no longer 
use Russell’s metaphor without seeing the twin towers of the World Trade 
Center collapsing into rubble.

The convergence of these two perspectives — a vastly expanded histori-
cal narrative on the one hand, and global destruction on the other — puts 
extraordinary pressure on our moment. It impels us to consider the possibil-
ity that we are poised on the edge of a planetary transformation: of either 
global catastrophe or some “leap in being” that averts disaster and ushers in 
something radically novel.

Looking back over the past two hundred thousand years of human 
existence, we can identify three increasingly sudden leaps in human self-
understanding — three revolutionary discontinuities in our way of being 
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— that are critical in understanding and responding to the uniqueness of 
our moment. The first was the original primal revolution — the relatively 
sudden appearance of self-reflective human consciousness in a lineage of 
upright primates foraging in an African wilderness, which occurred some-
time between two hundred thousand and one hundred thousand years ago. 
The second was the agricultural revolution beginning around ten thousand 
years ago. The third was the industrial revolution, which had its roots in the 
sixteenth century and in the gradual convergence of three revolutions — sci-
entific, commercial, and religious. (See chart on page xx.)

The initial “primal revolution” was associated with fire making and the 
appearance of language and symbolic culture. With this leap into the realm 
of imagination and self-awareness came an expanded arena of real freedom, 
creativity, and choice; with choice comes the reality of good and bad choices. 
Humanity was confronted for the first time by the realm of morality and 
the question of “the best way to live.” In compact bands of nomadic hunter- 
gatherers, this question was continually addressed and answered in the ev-
eryday flow of face-to-face discussion and storytelling. All participated in 
the life of the self-sufficient, more or less egalitarian community, where the 
political economy was based on simple reciprocity, cooperation, caring, and 
sharing. All had some direct experience of the social and cosmological whole. 

Around ten thousand years ago, agricultural civilization started wall-
ing out wilderness. Ground was held, ploughed, seeded, irrigated, harvested, 
and defended. The initial domestication of wild plants and cereals was most 
probably the achievement of the woman-as-gatherer and her plant wisdom. 
The first Neolithic civilizations in Old Europe were, as far as we know, cor-
respondingly peaceful, egalitarian, nature- and goddess-worshipping soci-
eties.9 Over time, agricultural society made possible growth in population, 
which was accompanied by an increasing division of labor, specialization 
in knowledge, and more sharply defined hierarchies of wealth and power. 
Hunters became soldiers, shamans became priests, and captives became the 
slaves who built the fortifications and monumental architecture that de-
fined cities. Warrior societies became more patriarchal, and the power and 
influence of women declined. Religious and political wisdom passed into 
the hands of scribes, bureaucrats, and professionals who taught what they 
had been taught, enforced obedience, and eclipsed the authority of the indi-
vidual’s direct experience of the cosmological whole. 

The most recent leap in human self-awareness has been accomplished 
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through industrial capitalism, inspired and guided by the political philoso-
phy of Liberalism, which advocated freeing the rational self-interested indi-
vidual from the constraints of religion, tradition, and arbitrary government. 
Liberalism helped liberate the individual from a calcified and corrupt feudal-
ism. It produced the astonishing understandings of modern science and its 
near-miraculous technology. But this revolution has also deformed crucial 
dimensions of what it means to be human — in particular, the organic con-
nection to other humans and to the larger world of nature from which our 
humanity emerged. Over the past few centuries the astounding leap in our 
technological prowess has been supported by an increasingly complex divi-
sion of labor, held together by hierarchies of wealth and organized violence. 

In the past century, while we have applied our scientific intelligence to 
brilliantly illuminating aspects of the human condition, we have also applied 
it, with equal passion, to the bureaucratically administered extermination 
of millions. We have endured two world wars and witnessed how a highly 
developed industrial nation, Nazi Germany, focused advanced engineering  
in a production line of mass murder. The transports, gas chambers, and 
crematoria of one of the death camps, Auschwitz, operated for two years, 
killing and cremating up to twenty thousand people a day. Altogether some-
where between eleven and seventeen million perished in the Nazi extermi-
nation program. After declaring “never again!” we have already witnessed 
several smaller genocides in Cambodia, Rwanda, Bosnia, and now Darfur. 
Since World War II we have not had a single day without warfare. The toll 
of government-directed murder for the twentieth century exceeds 260 mil-
lion human beings.10 We face a situation in which humanity has become 
almost godlike in its technological prowess but demonic in how it directs 
that power. 

Peter Russell’s curve of accelerating change suggests that we are on 
the cusp of a “fourth revolution” in human self-consciousness. Thanks to  
science and critical scholarship, we have a depth of understanding of all 
three revolutions that no previous generation could have hoped for. We are 
in a position to recognize the enduring but partial truths of each and to 
integrate their wisdom in a higher, more-inclusive synthesis. Such an under-
standing would join together what has been fragmented; it would integrate 
the earth-based wisdom of primal societies, which sustained humanity for 
nine-tenths of the time that we have been human, with the achievements 
of the classical civilizations and the past four hundred years of science and 
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industrial capitalism. It would bring us into a fuller and more creative part-
nership with the evolving earth community. Such a future primal synthesis 
ultimately requires rethinking almost everything we do and, in the process, 
living differently. 

There are three parts to this enormous undertaking: 

• Understanding how the crisis of civilization has emerged within the 
evolutionary story “telling us into being.” 

• Grasping the critical role of the psyche of the individual and the 
significance of choice, constituting the realms of “good” and “evil” 
in this drama. 

• Growing into a fuller humanity by pursuing our capacity for under-
standing and creativity and by fashioning a wisdom-based way of 
life — a new politics — guided by a larger, truer vision of the good 
of the evolving whole. 

The Three Revolutionary Leaps
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The Four-Part Nature of the Quest as a “Tao of Politics”

Today, there are clear signs of something dramatically novel emerging: a vi-
sion of an evolving, creative humanity developing out of an evolving and 
stupendously creative universe. Many all over the world seem to be respond-
ing intuitively to the truth of this vision and to the existential reality of our 
global crisis. They are doing what they can, with what they have, where they 
are — creatively and courageously struggling to live more conscious, more 
meaningful, and more satisfying lives in ways that enhance the living diver-
sity of the biosphere. A number of great thinkers, scholars, and artists have 
already contributed to clarifying and developing this emerging cosmology. 
What is urgently needed is a corresponding political vision — a political 
philosophy — that will help us better relate the life of the individual to that 
of the community, and the life of the whole human community to that of 
the natural world.

Future Primal is my contribution to this enormous work. It presents a 
model of the truth quest as an archetypal dynamic of the human search for 
order. I discuss this model on several levels: as I have experienced it in my 
own life, as it apparently unfolded from the emergence of consciousness in 
the earliest human society, as it has been variously repressed and cultivated 
by different societies, and then as it is emerging in our own times.

The model itself identifies four fundamentally interconnected elements 
— each is both a process and a value, together constituting minimal condi-
tions for the truth quest. As mentioned, the four elements are 

1.  The self-understanding of the searching, growing individual; 
2.  Honest and ongoing face-to-face discussion; 
3.  Participation in a democratic community of fellow seekers; 
4.  The collective effort to construct an open-ended big picture of our 

single shared reality. 

Together, these constitute a four-part structure that can be represented 
graphically as a circle divided by a cross into four quadrants — a mandala. 
The mandala is also, appropriately enough, the oldest and most universal 
symbol of order, representing the relationship of the searching individual to 
the cosmos (see the diagram in chapter 4, page 118).

We see the model most clearly exemplified in one of the last remaining 
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indigenous hunting-gathering societies, the San Bushmen* of the Kalahari 
Desert. The San have been shown to be one of our closest relatives to that 
original human population we are all descended from.** If the success of 
a society is to be judged by longevity and resilience, San hunter-gatherers 
were probably the most successful society on earth. Despite the assumptions 
of early modern philosophers, life as a hunter-gatherer in a state of nature 
was not a “war of all against all.” Nor was it a desperate struggle for survival. 
Under reasonable conditions, ancient and modern hunter-gatherers seem 
to have enjoyed more leisure than any other form of society. They directed 
their energies to cultivating a rich social and spiritual life, attuning their ex-
istence to “the story telling us.” In the pages that follow, I show how the San 
exemplify this four-part dynamic as both the core of the truth quest and the 
coordinates of a humanizing politics. 

Surprisingly, we can also find the primal structure emerging as the cen-
tral values of the classical Greek polis — the creative font of Western civi-
lization, the source of our scientific rationality, humanism, and politics. It 
was as if in the relative freedom and affluence of a mountainous part of the 
eastern Mediterranean, the Greeks reached back to the primal wisdom of the 
hunter-gatherer band and integrated it into their own experience in a blaze 
of creative brilliance. Since the model seems to express an archetypal struc-
ture of the search for order that is rooted in the primal human condition — 
the autonomous creative individual, in face-to-face community, embedded 
in nature — we find it reappearing at those creative moments of transition 
in history where one order is collapsing, a new one is emerging, and the big 
questions resurface. This is the situation we find ourselves in today.

Throughout I show how the mandala structure of the quest can function 
as a conceptual map — an intellectual, moral, and political compass — help-
ing orient our movement into the future by keeping us organically rooted 
in our deepest nature. It can help us diagnose our crisis and clarify connec-
tions among a growing number of widely separate, liberating political and 

* There is no single satisfactory name for the indigenous click-language-speaking hunter-gatherers of 
southern Africa. Each tribe names itself in a different but closely related language. Outsiders have 
called them variously “Bushmen,” “San,” “Khoisan,” and “Baswara,” but there is no Bushman term 
for all the tribes taken collectively. While scholars favor the composite “Khoisan,” surviving groups 
in Namibia and Botswana tend to use the term “Bushmen,” in the way that “black” has been appro-
priated with pride in the United States. In this book, I use “San” and “Bushmen” interchangeably. 

** For the genetic, linguistic, geographic, and archaeological evidence for this, see chapters 5 and 6.
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cultural initiatives — ranging from the “Arab Spring” to the Israeli kibbutz, 
from corporate reform and economic decentralization to eco-villages, Green 
politics, and what appears to be a mass spiritual revival. In so doing it can 
hopefully inspire, guide, and accelerate the urgent transformation our situ-
ation demands. 

We stand at a breathtaking moment in human existence, an evolutionary 
turning point, where the integrity of the biosphere depends as never before 
on human understanding and choice. As I write, destruction to the living 
fabric of the earth accelerates and human suffering intensifies. What we lack 
are not technologies and tactics as much as political will. And this can only 
come from a compelling shared vision of our situation and the possibilities 
inherent in the paradox of the human condition: that the earth that gave 
birth to the free-thinking human is the very same earth we are choosing to 
devastate. 

Future Primal is not a conventional academic work in history, philoso-
phy, psychology, or anthropology, but rather a work of creative synthesis. It 
draws from a wide range of disciplines, cultures, and historical periods to an-
swer the big questions of personal and political life. Given the broad range of 
this project, it is inevitable that my treatment will be, in places, oversimplified 
and superficial. But what I hope to offer is an integrated vision of a better way 
of life grounded, as any such work must be, in my personal search. In drawing 
together images of the past, present, and possible future of such a politics, I 
show how at its center is a model of a way of searching, which is also the core 
of the good life we seek. This means the vision of Future Primal differs from 
past paradigms of politics in recognizing that the ongoing search itself — the 
primal truth quest — needs to be at the center of a new politics. 

By telling something of how this vision grew out of my search and my 
story, I invite readers to reflect on how their own worldviews have been 
shaped by their lives. When we pursue such understandings, and share them 
openly in face-to-face communication, we start to re-create a living shared 
cosmology while embodying the politics of questing in our lives. We find, in 
fact, that our searching becomes the goal; the path becomes the destination 
in a Tao of politics. Such a practice, if generalized into a political culture, 



xxiv Future  Primal

could help constitute that dramatic leap in collective self-consciousness our 
species so desperately needs.

Organization of the Book 

This book is organized in three parts. Part I, “Where Are We?” takes the mea-
sure of our current moment and how we got here. In the spirit of the truth 
quest, this weaves together both my personal story and society’s story. In a 
sense, chapter 1, “The Truth Quest,” begins at the end, describing how I came 
to recognize the structure of the mandala of primal politics in my life, the 
life of the San Bushmen, and society at large. Chapter 2, “Abandonment of 
the Quest,” tells the history of our ruling paradigm of the good life — the 
political philosophy of classical Liberalism and how it has come to constitute 
an increasingly global political culture that eliminated the quest from public 
life. Chapter 3, “Recovery of the Quest, Part I,” tells the “small story” of my 
life and my struggle for meaning, out of which this vision of primal politics 
emerged. Chapter 4, “Recovery of the Quest, Part II,” is the philosophical 
heart of the book, presenting the future primal political model I propose 
and explaining the dynamic of the four-part mandala structure of the truth 
quest at its center.

Part II, “Where Do We Come From?” elaborates on the “big story” of hu-
manity and the traditional life of the San Bushmen; it focuses on identifying 
our original, ancestral primal politics; how that is rooted in the evolution of 
our species; and how it is exemplified in the lifestyle of San hunter-gatherers.  
Chapter 5, “Out of Wilderness,” tells the story of how both consciousness 
and the coordinates of the quest evoloved out of an African wilderness. 
Chapter 6, “Lost Worlds,” re-creates what we know of traditional San Bush-
man hunter-gatherers when the fully nomadic hunting-gathering way of life 
was still viable; it also examines the intentions, achievements, and limits of 
the researchers and scholars who did the research. Chapter 7, “Primal Poli-
tics,” looks at more recent scholarship on San society and presents a fuller 
picture of how its traditional life exemplifies the four elements of primal 
politics. Chapter 8, “If You Don’t Dance, You Die,” describes the spiritual life 
of the San as expressed through their rock art, mythology, and healing dance, 
and it shows how shamanic practices are integral to their politics. I explore 
shamanic practice and its role in the truth quest further and more generally 
in chapter 9, “Boundary Crossing,” and chapter 10, “The Outer Reaches of 
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Inner Wilderness.” Chapter 11, “The Primal Polis: Socrates as Shaman,” steps 
back in time to explore the political parallels in the ancient Greek polis and 
the role of shamanism in Socratic teaching and the birth of Western politics. 

Part III, “Where Should We Be Going?” focuses on our present moment. 
Chapter 12, “Our Primal Future,” highlights instances where we can already 
see elements of primal politics emerging around the world. In particular, it 
examines the Israeli kibbutz and the politics of Nelson Mandela for lessons 
on how we might apply these principles in radically different contexts. The 
epilogue, “A Tao of Politics,” tackles the limitations of all political paradigms 
and shows how the future primal model differs from past paradigms in rec-
ognizing that the process of searching is at the heart of the good life we seek. 
Finally, the appendix, “Future Primal Toolkit,” suggests a range of strategies 
for bringing our primal future into our lives here and now. 





PART i

where are we?
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“But how do you know when a path has no heart, don Juan?”
“Before you embark on it you ask the question: Does this path have a heart? 

If the answer is no, you will know it, and then you must choose another path.”
“But how will I know for sure whether a path has a heart or not?”
“Anybody would know that. The trouble is nobody asks the question; and 

when a man finally realizes that he has taken a path without a heart the path is 
ready to kill him. At that point very few men can stop to deliberate, and leave 
the path.”

— Carlos Castaneda, The Teachings of Don Juan 

We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring 
Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.

— T. S. Eliot, Four Quarters, “Little Gidding” 

The truth of the quest is not a true doctrine resulting from an intentionalist in-
vestigation of objects, but a balanced state of existence. . . [formed in the process 
of the quest]. 

— Eric Voegelin, In Search of Order

the truth quest

cHAPTER 1
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The Journey Home

My search for a way forward took me back to beginnings — my birthplace 
and the likely birthplace of humanity, southern Africa. My hometown, Port 
Elizabeth, is a small coastal city on the eastern corner of the southern tip 
of Africa. Here, at the foot of this great continent, two ocean currents meet 
and mix: the icy Benguela sweeping up from Antarctica along the Skeleton 
Coast of West Africa, and the warm, hazy Mozambique flowing down from 
the tropics along the east coast. Their confluence creates one of the richest 

The tip of Southern Africa.
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collections of coastal and ocean ecosystems on earth. Rocky ledges and tidal 
pools support a wealth of shellfish, with whales, seals, dolphins, and great 
white sharks cruising offshore. North and east of Port Elizabeth begins a 
dramatic geological feature, the Great Rift, which runs most of the length of 
the continent. This epic mountainous escarpment separates the rain forests 
of the west from drier, more open savanna to the east — what South Afri-
cans call the veldt* — the game-filled, tree-dotted parkland around whose 
lakes, rivers, and coastlines our earliest ancestors thrived. This forms what 
the South African historian Noel Mostert calls the “hemispheric seam” of 
the planet, a primordial frontier separating east and west, from which early 
hominids emerged.

In 1998 I returned to Port Elizabeth, the site of luminous childhood ex-
periences that started me on my quest long before I understood what “poli-
tics” meant. I had been at the University of Hawai‘i for two decades, teaching 
and researching, trying to get the largest, clearest picture of the crises that 
seemed to grip the heart of our civilization. In the process I had come to 
some shocking realizations. The first was that the collective impact of global-
izing industrial capitalism was destroying wilderness ecosystems and caus-
ing the extinction of living species at a rate unprecedented since the earth’s 
last great mass extinction. We were applying our African-incubated genius 
to an act of destruction equivalent to the impact of the gigantic asteroid that 
collided with the earth sixty-five million years ago. The second was that this 
situation was the result of choices we made centuries ago, choices we remake 
daily when pledging our allegiance to political and economic institutions 
promising growth in material wealth at all costs. 

 My studies in political philosophy had made it clear that the intellectual 
foundations of our current way of life had long since been demolished. But 
the institutions those philosophies led to — the bureaucratic nation-state, 
the multinational corporation, the global marketplace, the mechanized fac-
tory producing cheap goods, and competitive, self-centered individualism 
— all continued reproducing and expanding with the crazy vitality of a 
cancer. Their sheer overwhelming presence paralyzed political imagination, 
trapping us in a tyranny of “what exists.” The first step out of this impasse 

* Veldt is the old Dutch spelling for the more common Afrikaans word veld, derived from the word for 
“field.” It is pronounced with a soft v and a hard t as in “felt.” I follow the older spelling to help non–
South Africans approximate the correct pronunciation. The word refers to the wide-open spaces of 
scrub- and grass-covered savanna reminiscent of the landscape on the North American prairie. 
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seemed intuitively obvious: to go back to “what was,” to imaginatively re-
construct the simplest, earliest form of human society, in order to rethink 
“what could and should be.” Later I came to think of this movement back to 
go forward as a fundamental aspect of creative renewal — an “eternal primal 
return.” 

Personal reasons also drove me back. Until that point I had approached 
the consciousness of early human societies through texts, libraries, and uni-
versities. I felt an urgent need to fix this contradiction, to balance some of 
the thousands of hours spent indoors with my face turned away from the 
world, sitting at a desk, staring at books and computer screens. I was hungry 
for strong, simple experiences of what it meant to be a fully embodied hu-
man being in a southern African wilderness. Finally, I was close to burnout 
and just plain homesick. 

The Port Elizabeth airport had barely changed since I was a child. Its 
single, small terminal building sat in the bush near a rocky wild coastline. 
As soon as I stepped out of the plane, I took in a deep breath, thick with the 
smells of salt spray and coastal vegetation, and savored the thrill of being 
home again. The coastal terrace of southern Africa gets rain throughout the 
year and is covered with tough, small-leafed, flowering bush — the aromatic 
fynbos or “fine bush” of the Southern Cape. This small area is so ancient and 
so unique that it constitutes one of the earth’s six plant kingdoms, with one 
of the largest concentrations of biodiversity anywhere.1 Forest- and bush-
covered mountain ranges follow much of the coastline, providing a noble 
backdrop to enormous curving bays of surf-pounded white sand beaches. 
Clear rivers and streams, stained amber by forest vegetation, run through 
valleys and steep gorges to empty into rocky coves and open sandy bays. 

When Europeans first arrived, the area was filled with the magnificent 
big game of Africa — elephant, rhinoceros, lion, leopard, buffalo, and a great 
variety of buck. Hippopotami waded out of river mouths into the ocean 
surf to greet the startled Dutch sailors, who named the creatures zeekoe, “sea 
cows.” The natural bounty of a region filled with flowers and birds is re-
flected in the Khoisan name for one of the mountain ranges, Outeniqua, 
meaning “laden with honey.” The coast is dotted with gaping rock shelters, 
which hold some of the richest evidence for that last leap into modern hu-
man consciousness that took place roughly two hundred thousand years ago. 
Few places on earth could be more evocative of an African Eden than this 
most southern point of the ancient continent of Africa. 
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As a child I regularly explored one shelter on the Robberg Peninsula, the 
Mountain of Seals, which juts off the coast halfway between Port Elizabeth 
and Cape Town. The eastern edge of the peninsula offers a spectacular view 
of the former whaling station of Plettenberg Bay. The western coast over-
looks a small sandy beach cove fringed by rocks and tide pools. I began my 
pilgrimage home by returning to the Robberg for the first time after many 
years. I arrived at the end of the day to find the place deserted. I stepped out 
of the car, followed the path down the cliff to the cove, and was immediately 
immersed in the sights, smells, and feel of the coast: the sharp, feral mix of 
the fynbos, seaweed, and salt; the surf crashing on the ocean-scrubbed, bone-
white shell-and-stone beach; and the shock of the cold water as I dove in. I 
scrambled out quickly, spooked by the shadows of large fish next to me in 
the raised swell. I climbed up and sat inside the mouth of the largest shelter, 
wide enough for a band of perhaps a dozen people. The floor was made up 
of fresh and fossilizing shell and bone; in nearby caves, these floors can ex-
tend down more than a dozen feet. The whole coastline is rich with archaeo-
logical finds from the period when self-conscious Homo sapiens emerged 
over the past two hundred thousand years. Nothing had changed since my 
childhood except for the addition of a small knee-high fence through which 
Stone Age relics spilled down the slope. As I sat warming in the golden last 
light of the day, I could see almost no sign of the intervening thousands of 
years of civilization. I felt as if I was stepping through a personal dream-
scape into our deep past to when some of the first humans lived in that same 
place.* 

We now know in persuasive detail that the earth was once nothing but 
wilderness: everything, everywhere untouched by human hand, unseen by 
human eye; nothing tamed, domesticated, or civilized. We know that out of 
an African savanna, incubated in it, nurtured by it, a primate lineage gradually 
evolved into hominids. Then hominids slowly developed the self-reflective,  
creative consciousness capable of language, art, religion, and politics. The 
very nature of our freedom and creativity emerged gradually, conditioned by 
the daily rhythms of sunrise and sunset, the seasonal movements of game, 

* Humanity’s oldest symbolic artifact, a piece of carved ochre seventy-seven thousand years old, was 
found a little farther down the coast in a rock shelter called Blombos near the small town of Stilbaai. 
More recently, a pair of hundred-thousand-year-old “painting kits” in abalone shells were found in 
the same shelter. See chapter 5 for more on this. 
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and the smells and colors of fruit, flower, and veldt. This is the first fact of 
life — one of the most startling discoveries of modern times: human be-
ings were made by wilderness. Yet all our contemporary political institutions 
were created by men ignorant of this most basic reality. 

Around sixty thousand years ago a population of hunter-gatherers 
walked out of southern Africa and rapidly spread over the rest of the planet. 
Most human beings alive today are direct descendants of that small group. 
Parts of that founder population never left their African Eden; they contin-
ued to develop and thrive as nomadic hunter-gatherers into modern times, 
protected by the harshness of the Kalahari Desert. Today their children 
barely survive, forced off their ancestral hunting grounds, often living in 
squalor, at the mercy of government agencies. Recent genetic and linguistic 
mapping studies support what long seemed clear to many of us who grew 
up in South Africa: Bushmen populations are the closest living relatives to 
our shared “African Adam and Eve.”* Their traditional cosmology is most 
likely among the oldest on earth, seeming to recede back into the Paleolithic 
origins of human consciousness. Traditional nomadic Bushmen led an exis-
tence that in some ways seems enchanted, moving in small egalitarian bands 
held together by an ethos of caring for and sharing with one another, while 
being sensitively attuned to the natural world. 

By contrast, the dominant political and economic institutions of our 
modern world were created from radically different assumptions about our 
origins. Political philosophers like John Locke accepted the Genesis account 
of earth’s creation: that the planet was young, that all the plant and animal 
species appeared as a result of separate acts of divine creation, which culmi-
nated on the sixth day in the miraculous appearance of human beings. They 
believed the natural world existed as raw material for the central human 
project of productive labor — converting wilderness into wealth. In 1688, 
when Locke published his Two Treatises on Government, the iconic text of 
modern politics, the global human population was less than half a billion 
and vast tracts of forest and prairie still covered North America. Southern 
Africa was an Eden filled with great herds of grazing and browsing animals. 
To Locke and his contemporaries, all of this existed to feed human appe-
tite and ambition. It was simply “waste” until transformed by human labor: 

* Chapter 6, “Lost Worlds,” discusses the evidence for this.
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“Land that is left wholly to nature, that hath no improvement of Pasturage, 
Tillage, or Planting, is called, as indeed it is, wast[e]: and we shall find the 
benefit of it amounts to little more than nothing.”2 Locke didn’t have the 
slightest idea of the evolutionary continuity of species or the fact of mass 
extinction. His view was precisely the opposite of my own deepest experi-
ences of wilderness: that the man-made is the realm of the mundane, and 
the natural world of creation is the domain of the sacred — God-made — 
exquisitely beautiful, supremely valuable, its very existence miraculous. 

Revelation

After visiting the Robberg and other coastal sites of early modern humans, I 
continued my pilgrimage north through Johannesburg, the violence-plagued 
metropolis of the country, and then into the sanctuary of the Drakensberg, 
the “dragon mountains,” the highest range in the South African escarpment. 
This was the ancient summer hunting ground and last refuge of the /Xam, 
the southern San Bushmen. It is also something of a wilderness temple con-
taining one of the largest concentrations of the most complex and beautiful 
of their sacred rock paintings.

 I spent most of the first day following my guide across a gloriously empty 
setting: golden grass-covered foothills, sandstone cliffs, sheltered bush-lined 
valleys with icy streams, all framed by mountains, hazy blue and purple in 
the distance. It was perfect winter weather, warm, sunny, and windless with 
an impossibly blue sky. Every stone, every leaf, every blade of grass sparkled 
as if cut from crystal. Occasionally we would spot grazing eland — the larg-
est of the African antelope and the sacred game animal of the Bushmen. We 
were looking for a shelter that contained a particularly significant collection 
of old paintings. The guide crossed a stream and then climbed up to the base 
of a sandstone cliff. We walked through a clump of thick bushes and, with-
out any warning, stepped into the entrance — an enormous overhang of 
sandstone with a level sandy floor and sun-warmed rock panels. The shelter 
was like a gigantic natural balcony, offering a panoramic view of the valleys 
below and the mountains in the distance. But the view that fixed my gaze 
was the back wall covered with dozens of hauntingly detailed multicolored 
paintings. 

A line of eland seemed to move across the central panel. Several cloaked 
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figures stood behind. Some of the images are carefully painted over one an-
other, in great detail and with obvious care. Off to one side was a large soli-
tary eland with its head down, back legs crossed, and the hair on its shoulders 
erect, all signs of its death throes. Touching the tail of the eland was an upright  
human-like figure, also painted with legs crossed — but instead of human 
feet, the figure had painted hooves with the detailed fetlocks clearly visible. 
The part-antelope, part-human creature held what looked like a dancing stick  
in one hand, suggesting the central religious ritual of the Kalahari San — the 
healing trance dance sometimes called “the little death.”*

The complexity and mystery of the images were immediately obvious. 
No easy literal interpretation would do. The sensitivity of execution con-
trasted movingly with the rugged mountainscape outside the shelter. Yet the 
paintings seemed to complete the scene perfectly by suggesting the presence 
of an ancient creative hand and beauty-loving eye, both hand and eye crafted 
by that same surrounding wilderness. 

The guide left me to spend the rest of the day alone, examining the 
paintings and enjoying the view. In late afternoon I walked back, satisfied 
and relaxed, happily musing how ancestral San life must have fitted into this 
landscape, hand in glove. The sun was setting below the hills in the distance. 
On my right, a series of steep sandstone cliffs glowed pink and gold in the 
last light. Suddenly, a hoarse shout echoed across the valley, sounding like 
“GET-EM!” Shocked wide awake, I looked up: the silhouette of a head and 
shoulders appeared on the cliff edge ahead of me. More figures appeared. 
My thoughts flashed to Johannesburg, then the murder capital of the world. 
I tensed and held my breath. The shout was repeated — and just as suddenly 
I relaxed, recognizing from some forgotten memory the strangely human 
sound of a baboon’s warning bark. 

While less dangerous than their two-legged, urban relatives, baboons 
can still be intimidating. They seem a mix of human and dog, with teeth  
that can match a leopard’s and a bad habit, probably learned from humans, 
of stoning climbers from above. A whole troop had arrived, and in the  
distance, a second troop appeared; I could see the outlines of the young 
scampering over the rocks. They were no longer looking at me. The adults 
moved to the edge of the cliff and squatted, still as sentinels, staring at the 

* I discuss this particular painting in more detail in chapter 8, “If You Don’t Dance, You Die.”
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sinking sun. I found a flat rock, and as we sat together and watched the  
sun disappear, something deep inside me shifted and settled. For a long mo-
ment I had an exquisite feeling of complete identity with the baboons echo-
ing back through the millennia to some old, ancestral primate sitting on a 
warm rock watching an African sunset. It was an exquisite feeling of connec-
tion to this place and a bone-deep certainty of the truth of Darwin’s insight 
— “who understands the baboon would do more toward metaphysics than 
Locke.”

This simple revelation was a turning point in my journey and a powerful 
affirmation of my quest. It had touched some emotional bedrock that gave 
me the confidence to continue my efforts to reconstruct a deeper, truer way 
of being human, of living together on this miraculous, evolving, and now-
threatened earth.

The Navel of the World

My subsequent journeys back to South Africa also helped me find mean-
ing in my comfortable Hawaiian exile through an illuminating opposition. 
Hawai‘i is one of the most isolated, ecologically fragile pieces of land on the 
planet. Surrounded by thousands of miles of Pacific Ocean in every direc-
tion, it is the exact antipode of South Africa, both geographically and cultur-
ally as far away from my African roots as it is possible to get. As I sit on my 
lanai writing this, I can look up and see the emerald green Ko‘olau mountain 
range at the back of the valley. Directly beneath the Ko‘olaus, on the other 
side of the planet, are the eroded granite cliffs of Cape Town’s Table Moun-
tain. Like the Ko‘olaus, Table Mountain rises dramatically from beaches and 
rocky coves. In photographs the two locations appear strikingly similar. On 
the ground they couldn’t be more different. The Ko‘olaus are geologically 
young, pushed up through a volcano on the ocean floor barely three million 
years ago. Their valleys and cliffs often seem lonely — no screeching mon-
keys, no snakes, no leopards, no sunset bark of baboon. 

On the other hand, the Cape Fold Mountains are hundreds of millions 
of years old, scarred, cracked, and weathered by baking sun, storms, cold 
ocean fog, and the numberless generations of African wildlife living, grow-
ing, and dying on its surface. Hiking around the Cape today one still meets 
baboons foraging in an environment similar to the one that helped shape 
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our shared primate ancestry. Southern Africa is where the great human  

adventure of globalization began; Hawai‘i is where, in a sense, it ended — 

one of the last places to be colonized by our African ancestors. Kilauea, on 

the Big Island, is the longest continually erupting volcano in the world — like 

a piko, or “navel,” of the earth — still actively giving life to new land. From 

the oldest to the newest, from the first to the last, this symmetry of opposites 

made the islands a privileged place for philosophical distance. Distance from 

my birthplace also helped by putting the sharp edge of homesickness to my 

reflections on humanity’s alienation from our African Eden. 

My journey to Hawai‘i was circuitous. My family left South Africa for 

England when I was a boy. After a Cambridge education in science, I emi-

grated to Israel, lived on a kibbutz, served as a paratrooper in the Israeli 

army, and survived a Middle Eastern war. Throughout, I made trips to South 

Africa every few years to visit my parents, who had returned from England in 

1970. Most of the trips were confined to the southern coast, where I revived 

old friendships and started to recover some of those extraordinary states 

of consciousness I had experienced in wilderness with a child’s fresh eyes. 

By the time of my first university sabbatical in 1998, I had been in Hawai‘i 

twenty years, and I had come to realize that South Africa stood in unique 

relationship, not only to Hawai‘i, but to the rest of the world. The natural 

and human history of my birthplace seemed to offer a crucial perspective on 

my times and my species. 

I felt ignorant and excited about exploring my neglected homeland 

more thoroughly. I wanted to experience directly the people and the places 

that would allow me to imaginatively reconstruct something of the life of the 

first people of southern Africa — the ancestors of all humans. My goals were 

modest. I wanted to be able to sit and think in front of some of those ancient 

Bushman rock paintings that cover the walls of rock shelters throughout 

southern Africa. There are an estimated fifteen thousand such painted sites 

— an immense wilderness art gallery filled with tantalizing images from the 

spirit world of the first people of South Africa. I wanted to find some of the 

best-preserved examples in the wildest settings, so I could experience them 

closer to the way the long-dead artists had, surrounded by the multitudes 

of African wildlife. Finally, I wanted to meet face-to-face, if only briefly,  

the modern descendants of the human beings who had never left southern 
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Africa, those who still lived in the desert of the Kalahari and still knew some-
thing of the “old ways.” 

After getting acclimatized in Port Elizabeth revisiting my childhood haunts, 
many virtually unchanged over the years, I traveled to the urban nightmare 
of Johannesburg. I was told not to stop at traffic lights when driving at  
night because hijackers had been shooting the drivers and stealing their  
cars. But Johannesburg was also home to the world-famous Rock Art Re-
search Institute at the University of the Witwatersrand, where I met David 
Lewis-Williams, its founder and director, and one of the pioneers of the 
shamanic interpretation of Bushman rock art. He generously gave me in-
troductions to the wardens who would be able to direct me — sometimes 
accompanied by armed rangers — to some of the more impressive paintings 
in the Drakensberg Mountains. Much of the game in the Drakensberg has 
been hunted out, but large empty areas are protected and being repopulated 
by herds of eland. 

To get a little closer to imagining what life in wilderness must have been 
like, I spent a few days in a primitive wilderness camp in the lowveld of Kru-
ger National Park — a wilderness area the size of the entire country of Israel. 
Every morning at dawn our small group walked out into the bush led by two 
armed rangers in search of encounters with the “big five” — elephant, rhino, 
buffalo, lion, and leopard — supposedly the five most dangerous animals 
to hunt on foot. The Kruger is one of the first, the largest, and the least-
transformed game reserves in southern Africa. It is also one of the few places 
where it is still possible to find a few Bushman paintings in an indigenous, 
intact ecosystem with the full variety of animals the painters lived with. To-
day we often think of a walk in the woods as placid, where nature is a pretty 
backdrop for what really interests us — the human drama. But an intact 
African ecosystem is enormously complex and continually fascinating. 

One morning we were following the spoor of a lone bull buffalo — re-
garded by many big-game hunters as the most dangerous of the big five be-
cause of its habit of turning off the trail and doubling back to ambush the 
hunter. We stopped for a break, and I walked out of sight of the group to 
some bushes at the base of a small outcrop of rock. As I approached the 
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bushes and peered inside, an enormous mass of black muscle exploded out 
of the vegetation, almost knocking me over with fright, and galloped off in a 
panic. A lone wildebeest bull had, for some reason, separated from the herd 
and hidden himself in the shade of the bush. The whole event had taken 
place out of sight of the rangers, who on hearing my story laughed in disbe-
lief. Wildebeest are herd animals and seldom found alone in a bush. Life in 
an intact savanna wilderness is full of surprises. 

The Bushman paintings in the Kruger were worn, but their mere pres-
ence was evocative, reminding me that the theater of Bushman life included 
a cast of thousands — from the majestic elephant and rhino to the mantis, 
the little green flying insect, one incarnation of the trickster deity of Bush-
man mythology.

After a gentle initiation in the Kruger, we proceeded to a more extreme 
wilderness immersion experience: five days backpacking in the riverine bush 
of the Hluhluwe-Umfolozi Game Reserve in what used to be called Zulu-
land, and is now Kwazulu, Natal. We carried all our food and slept under the 
stars. This was the hunting preserve of Shaka and the Zulu kings, and is still 
home to the full complement of indigenous, savanna megafauna, including 
the largest rhino population in the world.* Surrounded by large and poten-
tially dangerous animals, guided and protected by two seasoned rangers, I 
experienced some of the most beautiful and peaceful moments of my life.  

The climax of the trip involved flying to Windhoek, the capital of Na-
mibia, renting a Land Rover, and driving into the veldt of Nyae Nyae, East 
Bushmanland, to visit surviving Ju/twasi** (Ju/hoansi) San communities. Af-
ter Namibian independence in 1981, the filmmaker and ethnographer John 
Marshall, who had grown up with the Ju/twasi, helped set up the Nyae Nyae 

* Much credit goes to Dr. Ian Player for leading the efforts to create this wilderness reserve and  
initiating the “Save the Rhino” project. Rhinos are again critically endangered by poaching for the 
Asian market in rhino horn. In South Africa in 2011, over three hundred rhino were slaughtered by 
poachers. 

** There is confusing variation in the spelling of Ju/twasi, ranging from Ju/wasi and Zhun/twasi to 
the scholarly Ju/hoansi, which follows phonetic convention. Elizabeth Marshall points out that 
Ju/hoansi reads to the average person like “Jew hone si” and has little resemblance to the actual 
pronunciation. The “/” is a dental palatal click made by withdrawing the tongue sharply from the 
back of the front teeth in a sucking sound, as in “tsk.” The spelling that comes closest to the actual 
pronunciation to my ear is the slightly unconventional Ju/twasi (singular: “Jul/twa”). For more on 
this name, see also chapter 6. 
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Development Foundation of Namibia with the purpose of helping the peo-
ple get access to their traditional land — Bushmanland — and gradually 
transition from hunting and gathering to farming and raising livestock.* As 
development priorities shifted, the government started working with inter-
national aid and conservation agencies — the US Agency for International 
Development and the World Wildlife Foundation — to establish the Nyae 
Nyae Conservancy in 1996. This was in part inspired by the idea that Bush-
men were best suited for a hunting-gathering way of life, and they should be 
encouraged to pursue it as much as possible, together with benefiting from 
trophy hunting and ecotourism. Large numbers of elephants and lions had 
migrated to the area, attracted by the water of the newly dug bore holes. 
The tourist and trophy-hunting markets, however, were fickle, lions and el-
ephants did not mix well with farming, and the land base was too small to 
support a traditional nomadic hunting-and-gathering lifestyle. The result 
was that the people remained impoverished in what John Marshall called 
“death by myth” — the myth of the Bushman forever consigned to hunt and 
gather — the title of the final volume of his five-part film documenting the 
saga of his family’s time with the San.3

Amazingly, in 1998, some of the old ways still remained. One of the an-
thropologists who spent many years working with the community intro-
duced me to a young Bushman guide, /Twi (/Ui) Toma, who helped me 
connect with some of the old healers and shamans. We camped outside a 
tiny village consisting of a few simple huts, went hunting with the men, gath-
ered veldkos (bushfood) with the women, distributed pouches of the harsh 
Botswana tobacco that visitors are expected to provide, and shared rounds 
of tea and biscuits around the campfire. Finally, we found singers and healers 
in a neighboring village who organized a healing trance dance for the group. 
The Kalahari Bushmen still practiced the same trance dance that seems to 
have been universal among diverse Bushman groups throughout southern 
Africa. The healer-shamans stamped and danced in a tight circle around the 
singers, who sat shoulder to shoulder around the fire singing and clapping 
the eerie, complex contrapuntal songs. The healers were bent over, propping 
themselves up with their dancing sticks, and carried the fly whisk made from 

* In 1986 this become the Nyae Nyae Farmers Co-operative, a grassroots advocacy organization for the 
Ju/twasi.
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wildebeest hair — the signature of the dancer. Once caught up in the trance-

inducing energies of the singing and dancing, some of the healers started 

entering the spirit world, shaking, sweating, shrieking, talking in tongues, 

circling the group diagnosing and healing sickness and disorder. That night, 

under the stars, on the sands of the Kalahari, I witnessed an activity that I 

had seen depicted in rock paintings over a thousand miles away in South 

Africa, where the now-extinct southern San — the /Xam — performed the 

same dances and then painted their experiences on the rock walls of their 

shelters. 

I had no illusions of playing anthropologist or of contributing to the 

empirical fieldwork on the San, one of the most thoroughly studied groups 

of hunter-gatherers in the world. One scholar estimated that there are over 

a thousand published pages for every living San. I simply approached them 

with the big questions of political philosophy in mind. What can we learn 

about human nature from one of the last and oldest of such cultures that 

can guide us now? How did the changing context and circumstances of San 

life shape their society and politics? How can speculations about our distant 

Author and /Twi (/Ui) Toma,  
Bushman guide and interpreter.
(Photo: Vicki Nielsen)
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past illuminate how we all should live together on this single, increasingly 
crowded, and fragile planet? 

After 1998, I continued making regular trips to South Africa. In 2007 I went 
to Andriesvale on the edge of the Kalahari to visit one of the last groups of 
Bushmen to survive within South Africa — the Khomani San. They had 
inhabited what is now the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park (which includes the 
old Gemsbok National Park) on the border between South Africa and Bo-
tswana. During apartheid, they had been removed from the park and had 
scattered, losing their language — perhaps the oldest of all the San languages 
— and much of their culture. Then in 1999 the new South African govern-
ment returned to the Khomani some forty thousand hectares, half of which 
were inside the game reserve. Since then some fourteen surviving language 
speakers have been found, and there are vigorous attempts to revive the cul-
ture and establish a viable local economy. 

But the Khomani I saw were still living in shacks in the sand, plagued  
by poverty, sickness, alcoholism, and boredom. I traveled with one of the 
leaders — now an Afrikaans speaker with an Afrikaans name, Jan van der 
Westhuizen, or simply “Oom Jan” — into the central Kalahari of Botswana 
to D’Kar, where dozens of other Bushman groups had gathered from all over 
southern Africa for the annual Bushman dance and healing festival. There, 
filmmakers Craig and Damon Foster were filming /Urugab “Toppies” Krui-
per, a young Khomani man who with his family was on a mission to recon-
nect with the “old ways” and become a fully initiated hunter.* Toppies was 
all muscle and sinew, his front teeth knocked out and his chest marked with 
long, jagged white scars from several near-fatal knife fights. He was soft- 
spoken and laughed as he told me, pointing to his scars, that it was a miracle 
he was still alive. I spent several days with Oom Jan in the red dunes of the 
Bushman section of Kgalagadi Park, listening to his stories about how as a 
young man he had been raised in the park and taught how to hunt with a 
spear, running down antelope. During the day we followed animal tracks, and 

* The film, a full-length high-definition feature, My Hunter’s Heart, has since been shown throughout 
South Africa. 
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at night I did a lot of thinking, sitting in front of the campfire, and then lying 
on my back, looking up — or was it down?! — dizzyingly into those millions 
of distant suns glittering in the unpolluted blackness of the desert sky. 

Primal Political Philosophy

The insight I got from repeated and sometimes difficult returns to Hawai‘i 
made me realize that I was no longer primarily interested in being a de-
tached academic, applying critical methodologies to solve scholarly prob-
lems. Like it or not, I came to understand that my whole life was a struggle 
with something like the daunting project of classical political philosophy. 
This traditionally required nothing less than bringing together the totality of 
one’s lived experience to confront the defining question of the truth quest: 
“How should we live?” Socrates and Plato, Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, and 
Marx, all giants among many others, attempted to articulate an integrated 
vision in response to this question. Entire societies and ways of life were or-
ganized around these visions. In each case the philosopher had responded to 
a personally felt sense of crisis in the life of the larger society. In each case the 
creative response required a return to beginnings, to asking and attempting 
to answer the foundational questions around which every worldview and 
way of life are constructed: What is the human condition? What connects 
humans to the rest of creation — the community of being? How can this 
guide our thinking about good governance, a just and healthy economy, and 
a satisfying and meaningful life for the individual?  

From the perspective of scholarly research, the scope of such a project 
was clearly huge, and I hesitated to admit my ambition and face the accusa-
tion of grandiosity. Then the primal perspective gave me courage, remind-
ing me that in a very basic sense no one escapes the challenge facing the 
political philosopher. Everyone has to take a stand in the face of the totality 
of life — even if it is the bad-faith choice of simply going with the flow or 
living in denial and choosing not to think. We are part of an epic story whose 
beginning and end are the deepest mystery. We all grow from infancy into 
adult consciousness asking periodically, “Who am I? What is real? Where am 
I going? What role shall I play?” All of us answer these questions more or less 
self-consciously, more or less hurriedly. Ultimately we answer them in the 
pattern of the daily decisions and actions that make up our lives. 
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I was also encouraged in this task by the groundbreaking work of 
Thomas Kuhn in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, first published in 
1962, which exposed the inherent limitation of all paradigms — all models 
of reality in science, and by extension every other area of human knowledge. 
Kuhn demonstrated convincingly that all scientific theories are inevitably 
shaped by the context and intention of the scientists and scholars who for-
mulated them. There is no absolutely objective knowledge independent of 
the perspective and situation of the researcher. Discoveries in modern phys-
ics and evolutionary cosmology have confirmed that even at the most funda-
mental level of elementary particles the observer can never be fully separated 
from what is observed. So in the late 1990s, it seemed to me that politics was 
in something of a “postparadigm phase,” where we could no longer defer to 
the great minds of political science and wait for another John Locke to figure 
it all out for us. Somehow we now all have to be implicated in the business of 
thinking about how we should live together. We all have to wrestle with the 
big questions that were reserved for the geniuses of the past.* 

I was further heartened by the fact that, as I went back to beginnings and 
confronted these questions, I could feel myself becoming whole and healthy. 
The deeper I went into wilderness, the faster the regeneration, and the more 
I could see the glories and flaws of civilization in sharp relief. I discovered I 
was also following a path that could be called shamanic and that was much 
more ancient than our written philosophical and religious traditions. 

Shamanic practices seem to constitute the earliest form of religion and 
are central to the lives of hunter-gatherers the world over. Today, related 
practices can still be found in many religious and spiritual paths across cul-
tures. Shamanic experiences seem to have a common structure in which the 
ego is overcome, opening awareness to a larger, transpersonal field of in-
formation in the service of healing and visioning. The variety of shamanic 
“psychotechnologies” is truly extraordinary, ranging from chanting, fasting, 
and self-mutilation to wilderness immersion, incessant dancing, and the in-
gesting of hallucinogenic plants and mushrooms. The loss of ego can be 
terrifying but is more typically ecstatic, providing an experience of reality 
that is often described as larger, deeper, and exquisitely beautiful. Scholar of 

* I return to Thomas Kuhn in the epilogue, where I consider the model of primal politics as a 
“metaparadigm.” 



The Truth Quest 19

comparative religion Mircea Eliade described shamanism simply as “archaic 
techniques of ecstasy.”4 The old shamans seemed to realize that in order to 
understand society and live more fully attuned to reality, we need periodi-
cally to go wild, to travel out of our normal minds to the invisible world of 
spirit, which underlies the visible. The uninitiated often dismiss such ex-
periences as vague, misty, and emotional. The reality is that the visions are 
often so incredibly detailed and vivid that one is convinced of having looked 
through the veil of everyday life into an underlying, normally hidden order 
of immense complexity and beauty. But shamanic visions are also like mysti-
cal experiences in having a powerful, subtle salutary effect of great value in 
guiding and tuning our lives.*

So while I was developing my theories about politics, I would also regu-
larly pry my rationality-indoctrinated, logic-trained ego from its civilized 
existence and open myself to the subtle prelinguistic knowledge from the 
body and the earth. Hawai‘i offered me a simple discipline for balancing the 
poles of civilization and wilderness. I could bookend a workday spent inside 
— reading, writing, arguing, and teaching — with an hour or two early and 
late in the day immersed in mauka and makai, mountain and ocean, the old 
Hawaiian daily prescription for healthy living. Neither beach nor mountain 
was more than fifteen minutes from my campus office. By late afternoon I 
could be alone running on empty mountain trails or swimming half a mile 
beyond the reef in open ocean. I loved the way I could almost magically exit 
one world and enter its opposite. Each world — hyperintellectual and urban 
on the one hand; physical, unfocused, and wild on the other — seemed an 
essential complement to the other. 

After work, I would start running with my head filled with the argu-
ments, encounters, and anxieties of the day. After twenty minutes of deep 
breathing and sweated exertion, my eyes saturated with greens and blues, my 
ears full of birdsong, the talk in my head would exhaust itself and slowly be 
replaced by a blissful sense of peace and boundlessness. I would only realize 
the absence of the voice in my head when it returned periodically. At certain 
points I would stop and look back down at Honolulu, shrunk into some-
thing I could cover with my outstretched hand, and remind myself that all 
of it — the stacked white and gray blocks of concrete high-rises fringing the 

* Chapter 9, “Boundary Crossing,” discusses shamanism in more detail. 
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ocean — only existed because of this richly forested, much-ignored upland, 
holding the rain clouds, filling the underground aquifers, replenishing oxy-
gen, photosynthesizing carbon dioxide into our food. I bushwhacked up and 
down the steep slopes and streambeds and learned where the feral pigs lived 
and where the wild food grew. I learned the patterns of wind, sun, and rain 
and got to know the trails well enough to run in moonlight — just as I got 
to know the ocean well enough to swim beyond the reef at sunset, my senses 
sharpened knowing that tiger sharks swam the same waters and occasionally 
mistook humans for prey.

After a while I realized that my daily wilderness immersion was not sim-
ply a pleasant escape but a kind of meditation, one that literally brought 
my intellectual life down to earth and helped align mind, spirit, and body. 
Afterward I would feel more elevated, cleansed, and inspired than I ever did 
coming out of a synagogue or temple. The intellectual fog would lift, and 
the reason for my frustrations with academia would become absurdly obvi-
ous. Texts, interpretations of interpretations, and language games had been 
eclipsing all of “what was not text,” not-language. What I needed, what any 
politics needs, is direct experience of how the human being is ultimately 
connected to the natural world of creation as a whole. I started to think of 
running trails as part of my philosophical practice, helping restore the bal-
ance between opposites: experience and language, body and mind, wilder-
ness and civilization. A huge truth had been so close it was invisible.

Then I discovered Eric Voegelin, the only major political philosopher to 
recognize the importance of understanding this in-between nature of the 
human condition for politics. During a lifetime immersed in the scholarship 
of world civilizations and the history of philosophy, he developed a philoso-
phy of consciousness that was surprisingly congruent with an understanding 
of an evolving earth and shamanic states of consciousness. Voegelin stressed 
that we have to keep reminding ourselves that we are born into a drama not 
of our making. We wake up within the story of our civilization, which in 
turn emerges from the story of the earth, as the earth itself emerges from 
the unfolding universe. We have some freedom to write our own script, but 
like it or not, we are also playing a part in a script written by another hand. 
Politics involves tuning ourselves and our stories to the “story telling us.”* 

* I return to my expanded use of Voegelin’s “in-between” in chapter 4, “Recovery of the Quest, Part II.” 
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This means we are always “looking out” from within our own field  
of awareness. This is the reason that I make a point to tell something of 
my own life story, in order to be self-conscious and explicit about my own  
lived perspective. For the same reason I also make a point of considering  
the lives and contexts of the scientists, researchers, and thinkers who devel-
oped the stories and theories on which modernity has been constructed.  
For instance, Thomas Hobbes, René Descartes, John Locke, and Adam Smith 
are primary architects of our current paradigm of the “good life,” but it is  
beyond naive to expect their seventeenth- and eighteenth-century answers 
to continue to work for us today. Understanding the context for their think-
ing helps us distinguish what remains vital and illuminating and what  
does not. 

As this unusual mix of political philosophy, shamanism, self-knowledge,  
and science converged into what I came to identify as the archetypal truth 
quest, I saw with increasing clarity the failure of our current paradigm in 
education. I saw that political science was not primarily interested in the big 
questions of value and meaning; in fact, the very terms truth and wisdom, 
good and evil, were being purged from the curriculum. Even meaning had 
been eclipsed by almighty critique. This was strange and disappointing, since 
it was precisely questions of value and meaning that had led me to political 
philosophy and had defined it for its founders, Socrates and his pupil, Plato. 
On the face of it, the situation seemed bizarre. The university, the preemi-
nent institution of higher learning, was ignoring the question of questions, 
the answer to which was required to justify its own existence. No more an 
ivory tower, the university has long been an integral part of the larger society. 
Its focus on specialization without generalization, critique without recon-
struction, and its increasingly refined division of labor ultimately served the 
values and institutions of the ruling political philosophy of classical Liberal-
ism: rationalism, competitive individualism, and efficient production in a 
global marketplace.

I saw that the primary function of higher education was to equip the  
individual to contribute to the common good by pursuing self-interest. 
Across disciplines, there was little consideration of what the “good of the 
whole” might mean, other than being the unintended outcome of com-
peting self-interest in an ever-expanding free market. Instead of education  
for responsible participation in the life of a democracy, the focus was on 
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mathematics, science, and literacy in the interests of job training and work-
force development. The logic of the factory and the marketplace determined 
university disciplinary divisions as much as it did most research budgets and 
methodologies. The sciences thrived, and philosophy, history, and the hu-
manities fragmented and declined, with only cosmetic attempts to address 
the search for the good through vague references to character, integrity, and 
ethics.  

Reflecting on my dissatisfaction with the current state of the knowledge 
industry, I considered what distinguished wisdom from mere knowledge or 
information. First of all, wisdom has a moral concern; it brings all of human 
experience and knowledge to deal with questions of how we should live — 
questions of right and wrong, good and bad. I could imagine how, through-
out most of human existence, when we lived as hunter-gatherers this sort of 
teaching was freely shared, as young and old sat around the same campfire 
every night, under the stars, surrounded by wilderness, talking, arguing, and 
telling the stories relating one life to another, the living to the dead, and the 
human community to the great, wide world of nature. Traditionally, wisdom 
was the special purview of elders, those who had experienced some of the 
great, archetypal transitions from infancy through adolescence to maturity, 
adulthood, and then old age; they were those who had tasted the great pas-
sions of life — love and hate, beauty and ugliness, the sweetness of victory 
and the bitterness of loss. Most importantly, elders were closer to the mys-
tery of death, a fate as certain as the fact of our birth and just as crucial for 
grasping what “life” might mean. 

 Wisdom is built on self-knowledge — a recognition that our most valu-
able understanding is energized and shaped by our strongest emotions and 
deepest experiences. Ultimately, everything we learn and teach is framed and 
given meaning by the unique stories of individual lives. But the wise individ-
ual also knows how to live in society, something learned over years of face-
to-face engagement with others — direct, honest, caring communication 
within a community of similarly seeking individuals sensitive to the great 
natural community of being. The search for wisdom needs to be the core of 
the “good life” that the classical political philosophers sought to understand 
and promote. 

I became aware gradually that the threads of the truth quest were spun  
out of the basic ordering processes in the life of the hunting-gathering 
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band. There was something in the push-pull of life in small, decentralized,  
democratic, and self-sufficient communities, living in a shamanic resonance 
with the natural world, that sustained and promoted the quest. My personal 
search in its own faltering and incomplete fashion had been following an 
archetypal dynamic embodied in a primal politics. 
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With the seventeenth century begins the incredible spectaculum of modernity 
— both fascinating and nauseating, grandiose and vulgar, exhilarating and de-
pressing, tragic and grotesque — with its apocalyptic enthusiasm for building 
new worlds that will be old tomorrow, at the expense of old worlds that were 
new yesterday; with its destructive wars and revolutions spaced by temporary 
stabilizations on ever lower levels of spiritual and intellectual order through 
natural law, enlightened self-interest, a balance of powers, a balance of profits, 
the survival of the fittest, and the fear of atomic annihilation in a fit of fitness; 
with its ideological dogmas piled on top of the ecclesiastic and sectarian ones 
and its resistant skepticism that throws them all equally on the garbage heap of 
opinion; with its great systems built upon untenable premises and its shrewd 
suspicions that the premises are indeed untenable and therefore must never be 
rationally discussed; with the result, in our time, of having unified mankind into 
a global madhouse bursting with stupendous vitality.

— Eric Voegelin, Published Essays, 1966–1985

It has no doubt been worth the metaphysical barbarism of a few centuries to 
possess modern science.

— E. A. Burtt, The Metaphysical Foundations of Modern Science

abandonment of the quest 
— a path with no heart

cHAPTER 2
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The Western Revolutions

All the defining institutions of modernity emerged out of western Europe 
beginning in the sixteenth century as a thousand years of feudalism collapsed 
and three revolutionary movements converged. Traditionally, historians  
deal separately with the Protestant Reformation, the scientific revolu-
tion, and the commercial revolution. But taking them together we can see 
how each changed the common cultural and intellectual context in ways 
that reinforced the most revolutionary ideas of the other two to produce a 
civilizational shift. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, these 
ideas solidified into the “metaphysics of modernity,” the philosophical un-
derpinnings for global industrial capitalism. It provided the framework 
for approaching the search for the best way to live, which eventually pro-
duced the political philosophy of classical Liberalism. This was most clearly  
expressed by the writings of the defining Liberal thinkers — Thomas Hobbes,  
John Locke, and Adam Smith — who together offered a compelling vision 
of the good life and the just society that remains the default ideology of 
modernity. Liberalism remains the primary philosophical justification for 
our dominant institutions and values: free-market capitalism, minimal rep-
resentational government, the rights and freedoms of the individual, indus-
trial mass production, and a culture of unlimited material consumption.* 

The Liberal vision inspired a wave of democratic revolutions, including, 
most notably, the American Revolution, which culminated in the drafting of 
the Constitution of the United States. The founding fathers of the American 

* In this sense both modern-day conservatives and liberals with a small l are classical Liberals with 
a capital L. Both are committed to the institutional package of individual rights, minimal govern-
ment, and free-market capitalism. Modern conservatives tend to be ideological purists who resist 
reforming the established institutions of classical Liberalism (in particular ideas of minimal govern-
ment in conjunction with free-market forces) and tend to favor cultural norms associated with the 
eighteenth-century founders. Modern “liberals” are more open to reforming ruling institutions in 
the light of new knowledge, but in the service of the core mission of the Liberal revolution: the lib-
eration of the individual from internal and external oppression and the promotion of a fuller flow-
ering of what it means to be human. Typically, neither seriously questions the founding assumptions 
of Liberalism by expanding the metanarrative to include “big history.” 
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republic represented the creative elite of the new revolutionary philosophy.  
The delegates from the colonies who met in Philadelphia in 1787 to draft 
the Constitution were exemplars of a triumphant middle class: predomi-
nantly successful businessmen, lawyers, and farmers; Protestant, property 
owning, and imbued with the promise of the new mechanistic science.  
The country was vast and blessed with great natural wealth. Victory in the 
War of Independence eliminated the British colonial presence and, with it, 
the need for the victorious revolutionaries to accommodate an old guard. 
In this sense, the American Revolution was less a revolution than a war of 
national liberation against a foreign occupation. Since American Liberals, 
unlike those in Europe, never had to compromise with the residues of feudal 
opposition, their vision remained unalloyed. This produced a country so 
politically homogenous that its revolutionary ideology became almost in-
visible.1 The result was that America emerged into the twentieth century as 
a unified economic and military giant, showing in stark relief all the great-
ness and the flaws of this quintessentially modern, Western paradigm of the 
good life. 

In Civilization, his lively and penetrating comparative history of the rise 
of Western civilization, the conservative historian Niall Ferguson identifies 
what he calls six “killer apps” (using unintentionally sinister cyber-slang) for 
the institutions that most distinguished the West from “the Rest” and that 
are most responsible for its dramatic rise to global dominance.2 All the apps 
were products of the three revolutions of modernity. They are: competition 
based on a degree of decentralization of political and economic life; science; 
property rights; medicine, as an application of science; the consumer soci-
ety; and the work ethic. They were applied aggressively and inventively in 
the four hundred years between 1500 and 1900 to transform the position of 
the West from relative insignificance to comprehensive domination of the 
global population and economy.3 Western dominance is now in question, 
says Ferguson, because this quintessentially Western package has become 
global. “The Chinese have got capitalism. The Iranians have got science. 
The Russians have got democracy. The Africans are (slowly) getting modern 
medicine. And the Turks have got the consumer society.”4 

Ferguson keeps the faith that the Western formula still offers human 
societies the best available set of institutions: “the ones most likely to un-
leash the individual human creativity capable of solving the problems the 
twenty-first century faces.”5 His concluding recommendations for the West 
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to retain its edge are surprisingly timid: educational reform, perhaps reinsti-
tuting “formal knowledge” and “rote-learning” and reading the classics. He 
lists his “great books” — the King James Bible, Newton’s Principia, Locke’s 
Two Treatises on Government, Adam Smith’s Moral Sentiments and Wealth of 
Nations, the complete works of William Shakespeare, and so on. 

But Ferguson’s Civilization operates like most conventional historical 
analyses, within the time frame of the past 5,500 years of written history. To 
grasp the larger significance of the crisis of Liberalism, we need to invoke 
the perspective of big history, within which civilization itself is a very recent 
event on an evolving earth. From this perspective, the world of industrial 
capitalism, ushered in by Liberalism, can be seen as dramatically intensify-
ing some of the most conspicuous, defining aspects of civilization: division 
of labor, hierarchies of wealth and power, specialization in knowledge, and 
application of instrumental rationality to the mastery of nature and its con-
version into wealth. This civilizational trajectory has reached a dead end. 
The Liberal narrative is exhausted and its institutional forms in their present 
state are undermining the very conditions necessary for civilization to flour-
ish. The time for a radically more life-affirming vision arrived. 

The “big history” perspective helps us see how some of the killer apps are 
becoming truly deadly. The metaphysics of modernity had a contradictory 
effect on the truth quest. Liberalism originally supported the truth quest in 
a number of crucial respects: it liberated the individual from ossified feudal 
structures and clarified and systematized the scientific method. It also made 
possible an explosive increase in the human population and our immense 
achievements in science, art, and the material quality of life. On the other 
hand, Liberalism’s emphasis on an instrumental, mathematical rationality, 
minimal government, and the invisible hand of the free market effectively 
eliminated the need for the individual to consider the good of the whole. 
So here we have a stark irony: Liberalism emerged from the pursuit of the 
truth quest but its consequences undermined the very quest responsible for 
its truth. The result is an increasingly corrupt political culture based on self-
interest and avarice, while our policies and institutions are leading us to civi-
lizational collapse. 

The challenge for our age, in essence, is to advance, deepen, and in a 
sense complete the Liberal revolution by bringing to bear the larger perspec-
tive. This will involve recovering some of the oldest traditional wisdom that 
Liberalism rejected and then integrating it with some of the newest. 
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The Medieval Roots of Our Modern Crisis

One could sum up by saying that the missions of science, the Reformation, 
and the capitalist revolution converged in a single imperative: to exclude 
religious, spiritual, and philosophical concerns from political and economic 
affairs in the interest of transforming nature into ever-larger quantities of 
wealth. This formula succeeded beyond any of its founders’ wildest dreams. 
But its greatest achievements are now becoming some of its most destructive 
flaws. We can understand this more clearly when we see Liberalism as an in-
version of the feudal worldview, its one-sidedness an extreme reaction to the 
traumatic collapse of the medieval order and to three centuries of repeated 
crop failures, famines, plagues, and almost incessant warfare. 

The fourteenth century opened with price inflation; ruined harvests in 
northern Europe then caused a serious famine between 1315 and 1317. This 
was followed by a massive typhoid epidemic. In 1318 cattle and sheep were 
decimated by disease. This was followed by another bad harvest and famine 
in 1321. In Languedoc, poor harvests occurred twenty times between 1302 
and 1348, by which time the weakened population was only too vulnerable 
to the first of a series of bubonic plague epidemics. The Black Death broke 
out in England in 1361, then again in 1368, 1369, 1371, and 1375. Altogether 
it killed approximately one-third to one-half of the population. Collective 
suffering was intensified by “the Hundred Years’ War” — actually a series of 
wars between England and France from 1337 to 1453 — which shattered faith 
in divine benevolence and the harmonious Great Chain of Being. The result 
was a profound sense of pessimism and failure.6 

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Europe was still scourged by 
disease, famines, riots, popular uprisings, and war. It should not be surpris-
ing to find that the ideology that emerged out of this collective sustained 
trauma was radically oversimplified and overstated. The result was the re-
placement of a corrupt religious order and an aristocracy of birth with an 
increasingly corrupt aristocracy of wealth.

Our focus sharpens as we go further back. Feudalism emerged after the  
collapse of the Roman Empire as a decentralized, agrarian society based on 
relatively self-sufficient manorial estates, called fiefs or feudums, which were 
loosely held together by local custom, remnants of Roman law, and Christian- 
Aristotelian cosmology. Peasants swore an oath of loyalty to a warrior aris-
tocracy of knights and lords, who in turn provided defense and administered 
justice. The whole static order was seen as part of the divine Chain of Being, 
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under the custodianship of the Catholic Church. Trade and craft produc-
tion were limited and carefully regulated through guilds, which were as con-
cerned with spiritual life as they were with material production. The guilds 
would set the prices an artisan could charge for a product, with a “just price” 
being the amount calculated to cover the costs of production and maintain 
the artisan at his customary place in society. Moneylending for interest — 
the lifeblood of a capitalist economy — was despised as usury and declared 
a mortal sin, since it took advantage of the needy to enrich the wealthy. The 
simple act of buying wholesale and selling retail, known as regrating, was 
seen as intrinsically exploitative and became a punishable offense. The ethos 
of feudal economics was precisely the opposite of a modern market society 
and could be summed up by the medieval aphorism homo mercator vix aut 
nunquam deo placere potest — “the merchant will never be pleasing to God.” 
Making a profit was inherently sinful.

A story from the tenth century of one pious lord, St. Gerald of Aurrilac, 
illustrates the stark opposition between medieval and modern attitudes re-
garding profit. Upon returning from a pilgrimage, St. Gerald showed some 
Italian merchants a magnificent pallium (a religious garment) he had bought 
in Rome. When they heard what he paid for it, they congratulated him on 
his bargain. But instead of being delighted, St. Gerald was deeply disturbed 
and quickly sent the merchant additional money lest he be found guilty in 
the eyes of God of the sin of avarice.7 In principle the entire orientation of 
the social and economic order focused on inner, spiritual life and questions 
of meaning and value. 

By the end of the fifteenth century, however, the corruption of the Cath-
olic Church was undermining its spiritual authority, while a rapidly increas-
ing population and growing need for new sources of raw materials made 
an expanding mercantile economy essential. The pressure to expand ocean 
trade intensified after 1453 with the fall of Constantinople to the Ottoman 
Empire and the closing of Europe’s land route to the East. Eastern spices 
were essential for preserving meat during Europe’s long winter, when fields 
froze and farm animals were slaughtered. At the same time innovations  
in naval and military technology opened the world’s oceans to European 
shipping. The compass, the brass cannon, and the three-masted, full-rigged 
ship, which could tack against the wind, opened the stormy Atlantic for 
transoceanic navigation. This made it possible for Columbus to reach the 
Americas in 1492, for Vasco da Gama to round the Cape of South Africa a 
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few years later, and for Cortez to arrive in Mexico in 1519. The expansion 
of long-distance trade and the opening of foreign markets stimulated the 
shift from guild production to a new class of merchant-manufacturer- 
entrepreneurs that was able to invest in such risky but lucrative ventures. 
Overseas trade then provided the capital needed for further technological 
and scientific innovation, which in turn helped inform, arm, equip, and mo-
tivate further expansion. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, a growing 
cash economy put pressure on the landed aristocracy to enclose and farm 
previously uncultivated common land. Peasants whose survival had de-
pended for centuries on grazing their animals on the commons were forced 
off the land. They joined the ranks of the destitute in the growing towns and 
cities, helping to provide a workforce for an emerging class of property own-
ers. These were neither serfs nor lords, neither peasants nor aristocrats, but 
a new “middle” class that would provide the base of support for the Liberal 
revolutions.

In the context of an expanding market society, Protestant notions of  
“doing God’s work” became connected over time to worldly success through 
thrift and hard work — what Max Weber famously identified as the “Prot-
estant work ethic.”8 When this was combined with notions of religious free-
dom and the separation of church and state, it reinforced a political culture 
of growing individualism and materialism. Protestant nations soon led the  
commercial revolution; first the Netherlands, then England, followed by the 
United States. The scientific revolution reinforced both tendencies by ap-
pealing to the authority of the senses guided by the laws of logic and reason. 
At the heart of science was a single revolutionary insight — mathematics 
was the secret language of the world. Whatever could be quantified could  
be dealt with by mathematics; it could be known with precision and ma-
nipulated for our own ends. In practice this meant science focused exclusively 
on the outer measurable aspects of material reality. Since the method could 
be replicated by anyone with the right equipment anywhere in the world,  
results could be verified independently. The objectivity and universality of 
science undermined arbitrary ecclesiastical and political authority and helped 
remove traditional fetters on commerce. It also resulted in the rapid develop-
ment of near-miraculous machinery, which was applied with accelerating ef-
fectiveness to the scientific investigation of nature, to the market production 
of goods, to exploration and navigation, and of course to warfare. 
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In 1543, King Henry VIII of England broke away from the authority of 
the Pope and the Catholic Church and established the Church of England 
with himself as its head. The religious and political conflict that followed 
ultimately ended in the turmoil of the English Civil War (1642–49) and a 
tenuously renegotiated relationship between the king and Parliament. The 
Liberal philosophers Thomas Hobbes and John Locke wrote against the 
memory of the dark ages of feudalism and its chaotic breakdown into civil 
war. Generalizing and extrapolating from their experience, they asserted 
that human nature was fundamentally aggressive, competitive, and selfish. 
Hobbes put this pungently in the most often quoted lines in modern politi-
cal philosophy, from his masterwork Leviathan, published in 1651. He saw 
human beings in “a state of nature” without strong central government as 
naturally free but also selfish and aggressive, caught up in an endless struggle 
for advantage, in “a war of all against all.” In a condition devoid of justice and 
order, they were condemned to live a life that was “nasty, brutish and short.” 
He concluded that individuals needed to give up some freedom to establish 
a strong central authority — a “Leviathan” —in order to ensure the common 
good. 

A few decades later, John Locke in his Second Treatise on Government soft-
ened this bleak understanding by recognizing that human beings also had a 
natural urge to be productive: to work rationally with hands and tools, craft-
ing wilderness — which he considered simply wasteland — into useful, and 
thus valuable, products. Value accrued through labor. “Thus the Grass my 
Horse has bit; the Turfs my Servant has cut; and the Ore I have digge’d in any 
place where I have right to them in common with others, becomes my Prop-
erty, without the assignation or consent of anybody.”9 Inspired by the physics 
of Isaac Newton and Enlightenment ideas of rationality, Locke provided the 
philosophical foundation for government based primarily on protecting in-
dividual rights and freedoms, most especially the right to hold and dispose of 
property and to enjoy the fruits of one’s labor in security. Individual rights in-
creasingly meant property rights, and as we shall see, property rights became 
the organizing value for the writers of the Constitution of the United States. 

From this baseline the Liberal philosophers constructed a theory of  
society, economics, and government providing for maximum individual lib-
erty. Rebelling against the oppressiveness of aristocratic privilege and the 
divine right of kings, they sought a political order in which the individual 
would be neither beholden to nor responsible for others. Government was 
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simplified into a social contract among such rationally calculating, indepen-
dent, self-interested individuals, who came together to create society by giv-
ing up some of their freedom. In so doing, they gained the security necessary 
to hold and enjoy their wealth. This system made no appeal to altruism or 
generosity; it had little faith that self-interested individuals would take re-
sponsibility for the good of the whole. An impersonal mechanism — the 
invisible hand of the free market — was assumed to operate according to 
a semiscientific law of supply and demand, converting individual selfish-
ness into growth in collective wealth. Since corporations barely existed, the 
threats to individual liberty were seen to come from social chaos on the one 
hand and big government on the other. It was a minimal vision of govern-
ment giving maximum rein to self-interest.

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the North American con-
tinent offered Liberal revolutionaries a clean slate — a “state of nature” that 
from the European perspective was also a political vacuum. Settlers arrived 
in what appeared to be a vast game-filled wilderness, blessed with an incred-
ible wealth of natural resources and peopled by “savages” who could be easily 
defeated or “civilized.”10 Under these idealized conditions, without a coun-
terrevolutionary feudal aristocracy, the American Revolution produced the 
paradigmatic Liberal polity. 

A potential counterrevolutionary force existed in the form of spiritu-
ally developed, but technologically undeveloped, Native American societies. 
Within a few centuries this living contradiction to the founding assumptions 
of Liberalism was crushed by mass immigration and industrial technology. 
When European settlers first arrived, North America contained about five 
hundred different indigenous tribes with a total population of perhaps five 
million. Vast herds of buffalo — some thirty million — covered the con-
tinent from east to west, from the current Canadian border to Mexico. As 
the United States transformed and expanded into an industrialized society, 
it saw both the native populations and the buffalo as obstacles to progress. 
By the 1860s, as the final Indian wars approached, the great herds had been 
destroyed and the survivors were confined to the Great Plains, where they 
provided subsistence for about three hundred thousand free Native Ameri-
cans who still resisted the Europeans surrounding them. 
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Resistance ended with the final slaughter of the herds. Between 1872 and 
1874, 3.5 million buffalo were killed. Of these only 150,000 were taken by 
Indians for subsistence.11 The rest were shot by Europeans for meat, hide, 
tongues, and sport and as a matter of military tactics. General Sheridan ex-
horted the US Congress to pass a bill to exterminate the herds, saying that 
“every buffalo killed is an Indian less.” By the 1880s, the buffalo were virtually 
extinct. Only a handful of pure specimens remained in the United States. 
Native Americans saw this blindness to the sacredness of the natural world 
as a kind of psycho-spiritual disease. The words of Lakota visionary Black 
Elk capture the gulf between a primal and industrial ethic: 

That fall [1883] . . . the last of the bison herds was slaughtered by the 
Wasichus [Europeans]. I can remember when the bison were so many 
that they could not be counted, but more and more Wasichus came 
to kill them until there were only heaps of bones scattered where they 
used to be. The Wasichus did not kill them to eat; they killed them for 
the metal that makes them crazy, and they took only the hides to sell. 
Sometimes they did not even take the hides, only the tongues and I have 
heard that fire-boats come down the Missouri River loaded with dried 
bison tongues. You can see that the men who did this were crazy. Some-
times they did not even take the tongues; they just killed and killed 
because they liked to do that. When we hunted bison, we killed only 
what we needed. And when there was nothing left but heaps of bones, 

the Wasichus came and gathered up even the bones and sold them.12

From the primal point of view, wilderness is the closest face of the 
mystery of creation. From the Liberal point of view, the primary value of  
wilderness is in its potential for the private production of wealth — ulti-
mately, marketable commodities. Part of the immediate universal appeal 
of Liberalism comes from its simplicity and the directness of its appeal to 
the most basic of human impulses: freedom, power, comfort, and wealth. 
Another part of its appeal is the fact that it presented itself as rational — 
the application of an empirical, scientific approach to government. A year 
after Isaac Newton published his monumental Principia Mathematica, the 
grand synthesis of mechanistic science, Locke modestly presented his own 
work as the contribution of a mere “under-labourer” to the “incomparable  
Mr. Newton.”13 

But science offered a profoundly materialistic definition of truth, based 
on measurement and control of the natural world in the service of the  
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production of material wealth. Such a science could not, by definition elu-
cidate the good life. This separation of value and fact, paralleling the sep-
aration of church and state, or spirituality and politics, is at the heart of 
Liberalism’s abandonment of the quest. To understand how the use of sci-
ence is implicated in our crisis and how it might serve in its transcendence, 
we need to look more closely at the conditions under which it emerged. 

Deformation of the Soul: The Scientific Revolution

The revolutionary founders of the modern Liberal state understood science 
as the fruit of God-given rationality and the key to human liberation. They 
were also for the most part devout Christians who still believed in the literal 
truth of the Bible as God’s word. But the practical importance of science as 
a method of “certain knowledge” grew, and as science increasingly contra-
dicted literal biblical descriptions of the natural world, the political relevance 
of the entire religious, ethical, and philosophical sphere declined. Religion 
and philosophy became private matters, as did all questions of value and 
meaning, other than the self-evident value of Liberal institutions as imper-
sonal, legal mechanisms for checking and balancing individual self-interest. 
Science became equated with publicly reliable knowledge. The Liberal prin-
ciples of minimal government and the invisible hand of the market further 
undermined the role of religion and philosophy. 

In 1543 Copernicus initiated what was to become the scientific revo-
lution by publishing an obscure mathematical text, De Revolutionibus de 
Oribum Celestium, in which he argued that the movement of the heavenly 
bodies could be more elegantly explained, using a simpler geometry, if one 
assumed that the earth and the planets rotated about the sun rather than  
the other way around. Copernicus had been inspired to consider this radi-
cal hypothesis by the rediscovery of classical Greek texts and the mystical 
Pythagorean notion that the world was constructed according to math-
ematical laws. Since medieval Christian cosmology regarded the heavens as 
the realm of divine perfection, and since mathematical laws were perfectly 
true, it seemed obvious to Copernicus that God would construct the heav-
ens mathematically. At bottom Copernicus was as much persuaded by the 
mathematical elegance of this new model as he was by its practical capacity 
to explain and predict the movement of the heavenly bodies. This equation 
of mathematical elegance, precision, and truth became a cornerstone of the 
scientific method. 
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Medieval cosmology, however, was based on the notion of a Great Chain 
of Being, with the stable immovable earth below and the perfect heavenly 
bodies spinning above. The fact that the mathematics of Copernican astron-
omy literally turned medieval cosmology upside down had profound reper-
cussions for epistemology, philosophy, and politics, which are still playing 
out in our present moment. The elegant certainties of mathematical proofs, 
and the capacity of mathematical formulations to explain, predict, and then 
control so much of the natural world, displaced religion and philosophy in 
intellectual life. Even more unsettling was the fact that science could contra-
dict direct experience. Few things are more obviously true to human senses 
than the fact that the earth is solid and unmoving and that the blazing sun 
moves across the sky. Mathematics persuaded us of the opposite. In the omi-
nous words of Galileo, the greatness of Copernicus’s intelligence was in al-
lowing mathematics to “rape” his senses.14 Much of modern philosophy has 
still not recovered its center after being displaced by science.

 The Italian mathematician, physicist, and philosopher Galileo Galilei 
took Copernicus’s insight about the explanatory power of mathematics and 
helped turn it into a fundamental epistemological and ontological principle. 
He argued that the deeper significance of Copernicus’s achievement was  
to show us that the universe is constructed mathematically, and so math-
ematics needs to be understood as the language of a true philosophy and a 
useful science: “Philosophy is written in that great book. . .of the universe.” 
And it is written in the language of mathematics, whose “symbols are tri-
angles, circles and other geometrical figures without whose help it is impos-
sible to comprehend a single word of it; without which one wanders in vain 
through a dark labyrinth.”15 By working closely with practical men — the 
gunners and artisans in the arsenals of Venice — on the eminently practical 
matters of ballistics, he developed the experimental method in which the 
mathematics that explained the heavens so brilliantly was applied to mov-
ing objects on earth. In so doing, he directly connected the act of cognition 
to manipulation, and technology became the embodiment of mathematical 
reason.

The French philosopher and mathematician René Descartes, inspired by 
the power of mathematics, then developed a coherent metaphysical system 
that enthroned this mechanical, mathematical method as the exclusive path 
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to that certain knowledge that would make us “masters and possessors of 
nature.” Since this powerful method of mathematics could only deal with 
numbers, Descartes’s bold philosophical move was to assert an absolute dis-
tinction between those experiences that could be quantified (and dealt with 
by mathematics) and those that could not. Certain knowledge was hence-
forth confined to the world that could be measured, the world of tangible 
external things, which Descartes called res extensa. These were the unam-
biguous qualities of shape, weight, and movement — or in the language of 
physics, mass, extension, and motion — what Galileo called primary quali-
ties. Almost everything else was unknowable, existing only in the realm of 
res cogitans, “things of the mind,” what Galileo called secondary qualities. It 
is hard to overestimate the world-changing significance of this intellectual 
gambit. Suddenly, in one move, Descartes rendered all the qualities of taste, 
smell, and color, the full range of human emotions — including all the grand 
passions of love and hate, grief and joy, despair and hope — unknowable 
and, by implication, irrelevant to what really mattered! 

When they [res cogitans] are judged to be certain things subsisting be-
yond our minds, we are wholly unable to form any conception of them. 
Indeed, when anyone tells us that he sees colour in a body or feels pain 
in one of his limbs, this is exactly the same as if he said that he there 
saw or felt something of the nature of which he was entirely ignorant, 

or that he did not know what he saw or felt.16

Common sense tells us the opposite is true. The world of emotions and 
feelings is not only real but where we spend much of our time. When we 
feel nothing, we value nothing and life loses its meaning. To consign the 
fullness of our emotional life to the irrational and thus unknowable was an 
extraordinary act of metaphysical mutilation. By accepting Descartes’s pro-
posal, and excluding most of what constitutes our experience from system-
atic disciplined exploration, society made possible our unfolding modern 
catastrophe. 

Why was this patent absurdity so persuasive to Descartes and, following 
him, the intellectual elite of early modern Europe? First, Descartes, like many 
of his contemporaries, was enormously impressed with the sudden profusion 
in the seventeenth century of clockwork robots, “automata,” and machines. 
Since their workings were a predictable outcome of precisely measurable 
pieces of matter in motion, machines represented the most fully realized ex-
pression of “useful knowledge” based on res extensa. The explanatory power 
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of mechanical knowledge was amplified by the fact that a number of the new 
inventions were instruments for measuring. By the time Descartes published 
his Discourse on the Method in 1637, the microscope, thermometer, pendu-
lum clock, and telescope had all been invented and were radically extending 
the realm of what could be measured and mathematized.17 

The application of machinery in the service of commerce added the in-
centive of profit — also calculated numerically — to manufacturing meth-
ods based on mass production of goods in factories. Finally, the superior 
truth of Cartesian science was demonstrated most emphatically by violence, 
as the machinery of killing annihilated the traditional societies that stood in 
the way of European expansion.

In applying the mechanical model to the earth and animals, Descartes 
was particularly impressed with vivisection — in which living cats and dogs 
were nailed by their paws onto boards in order to have their chests cut open 
to expose their still-beating hearts and breathing lungs. In the thrall of his 
mechanical revelation, Descartes fixated on the obvious similarity between 
a mechanical pump and the heart, and then he made a bold leap of logic, 
which was to become a monstrous leap in moral thinking. He postulated 
that a cat, for example, is nothing more than a kind of clockwork whose 
parts are so arranged that, when you nail it to a board, screams come out of 
its mouth. 

[Animals] . . .are not rational, and that nature makes them behave as 
they do according to the disposition of their organs; just as a clock, 
composed only of wheels and weights and springs, can count the hours 
and measure the time more accurately than we can with all our intel-

ligence.18

Cruelty to animals became an unofficial test of being a Cartesian. If you 
felt compassion for an animal, you simply failed to grasp the absolute sepa-
ration between things of the mind and things of matter, between sentient 
humans and mechanical animals. Only humans had reason; therefore, only 
humans had feelings and could be moral agents. Descartes specifically at-
tacked the notion that animals might have an inner life — a soul — as the 
most common source of error in the pursuit of reliable knowledge. Things 
of the mind might be ultimately unknowable, but the mind could recog-
nize itself as absolutely separated from the body and nature. This doctrine, 
known as Cartesian dualism, eliminated in principle the moral constraints 
on doing with animals and nature what we would. Despite its obvious  
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absurdity, this notion is almost universally embraced by industrial cultures. 
We see it on a mass scale in the cruelty of routine testing of pharmaceuti-
cal products on laboratory animals and in the heartlessness of our factory 
farms, in which animals are reared for slaughter as so much protein-per-
unit-space-occupied, per-unit-input-of-feed. 

Ultimately, we can say that Descartes’s ideas took their form to serve 
short-term human self-interest — the need for certainty under conditions 
of extreme existential anxiety. When we take a closer, un-Cartesian look 
at Descartes’s psychology, we can see the stages involved in how one man 
gradually turned away from the truth quest to develop a method that extin-
guished, in principle, the importance of the quest in public life. By carrying 
out this exercise, we reverse Descartes’s process and find ourselves beginning 
to recover the quest.

Descartes’s Dream

According to Descartes, res cogitans, things of the mind, were unknowable 
except for a few important exceptions — clear, evident intuitions. One was 
the reality of the doubting, thinking mind itself, hence his much-celebrated 
revelation cogito ergo sum, “I think, therefore I exist.” Also real and know-
able were a few propositions of logic, the laws of mathematics, and a few 
supposedly self-evident propositions of theology. If we reflect for a moment 
in a wholistic fashion on the contents of consciousness at any particular  
moment, the fullness of experience becomes apparent. On the face of it the 
reality of the rational, thinking mind is no more or less self-evident than any 
other particular content of consciousness revealed through reflection, such as: 
“I sit contentedly on a warm rock watching a sunset with baboons — there-
fore I exist.” Why, then, was Descartes so convinced that the act of thinking, 
questioning, and doubting was more real than that of feeling and empathy? 

From a psychological perspective, Descartes was like anyone else, an 
emotionally driven human being on a particular quest conditioned by time 
and place. Surprisingly, Descartes himself provides us with exactly such an 
un-Cartesian account of himself in the Discourse and more extensively in his 
journal Olympica.19 What is immediately striking is that he tells a story of an 
emotional revelation, a drama unfolding over time, taking place as unique 
events in the supposedly unknowable realm of things of the mind. These 
writings offer the strange spectacle of Descartes exemplifying elements of 
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the truth quest, then coming to the conclusion that he should prohibit it for 
others. 

He starts by describing how, despite having attended some of the best 
schools in Europe, he emerged disgusted with the state of philosophy,  
which seemed “built on mud and sand.” He notes that it had been studied 
by the most outstanding minds for centuries, yet it had failed to produce 
“anything that was not in dispute and consequently doubtful and uncertain.” 
In conclusion he describes his mental state as wracked by anxiety over the 
turmoil of the times, and he talks of his despair that he might never find the 
certain knowledge needed to improve the human condition.20 Descartes was 
desperate for certainty. Libido dominandi — the lust for power — comes to 
the fore.

Descartes had spent the summer directly involved in one of the military 
campaigns of the Thirty Years’ War, and this no doubt intensified his general 
sense of crisis. In late fall, he retired to winter quarters near Ulm. His search 
climaxed in a waking vision, reinforced by a series of dreams the follow-
ing night of November 10, 1619. The dreams were highly symbolic but their 
meaning was clear to Descartes. He saw them as pointing to a new science 
based on mathematics as the key to that certain and useful knowledge he 
was seeking. The dreams were so profound, and so directly relevant to his 
quest, that he was convinced he had been graced with divine revelation. In 
gratitude he vowed to make an offering of a pilgrimage, on foot, from Venice 
to the shrine of Our Lady of Lorette, a vow he fulfilled five years later. 

Descartes’s own account makes it clear that this entire, extraordinary 
process of discovery takes place within the realm of secondary qualities, the 
supposedly unknowable things of the mind. He experiences distress at the 
chaos and confusion of his time, anxiety over the failure of traditional wis-
dom, and fierce determination in searching for answers. He obviously values 
the spontaneous dreams and visions and then reflectively interprets them 
in the context of his life. He reacts, feels, considers, and creates meaning all 
within the subjective realm of his own mind. In addition, he communicates 
the meaning and value of his great discovery not through numbers but in 
the form of a narrative — the Discourse — a story describing a series of 
unique events. Oddly, his own certainty and relief is such that he neglects 
the decisive flaw in his conclusions: He is so enraptured by the results that he 
discards the process that led to them. 

This is an extraordinary moment in the history of the West, where a 
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drama unfolding in the psychology of one man catalyzes, then becomes em-
blematic of, a related process of transformation in the entire culture. This 
moment captures the contradiction that currently splits the modern mind, 
in which self-reflection attempts to annihilate itself in the spectacle of the 
genius telling his followers: “Do what I tell you, not what I do!” 

By the same token, this account contains the kernel of a process of recov-
ery and transformation for us today. Don’t only do what Descartes tells you 
to do. Do also what he does: question persistently; be open to the fullness of 
experience, including ecstatic revelation (like that of Descartes himself); re-
flect on the full amplitude of human experience in both its measurable and 
unmeasurable aspects; and then keep making connections between the part 
and the whole, between the drama taking place in the life of the individual 
and the story and state of the larger community. Of course, in formulating 
his ideas, Descartes was not alone. He was heavily indebted to the achieve-
ments of Copernicus, Kepler, and Galileo, and his framework was in turn 
developed, qualified, and articulated by others who followed, culminating in 
the grand synthesis of Sir Isaac Newton. 

The scientific method emerged together with a rapidly growing, global, 
industrial capitalist economy to produce a remarkably uniform, character-
istically Western way of experiencing and thinking about the world. These 
habits go so deep that even highly intelligent critiques of modernity, like 
those of many self-proclaimed postmodernists, as we shall see, reveal quint-
essentially Cartesian, and thoroughly modern, reflexes. 

Deus Ex Machina

Today, we can see one particularly vivid reductio ad absurdum of mecha-
nistic Cartesian science in the hypertechnological fantasies of cryogenicists, 
roboticists, and nanotechnologists who fantasize about transcending the 
messy biology of the human condition through robots and androids. Fu-
turists Gregory Paul and Earl Cox point out that humans evolved as better 
hunter-gatherers, but we are only “marginally adapted for high level physics 
and novel writing, like the archaeopteryx for flight.” Marvin Minksy, MIT 
professor and researcher on artificial intelligence, laments that we have not 
become conspicuously smarter since Shakespeare or Euripedes. He notes 
that humans can only learn and remember about two bits of informa-
tion per second. Even if we did nothing but learn twelve hours a day for a  
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hundred years, the total sum of information would only be about three bil-
lion bits — less than we could store on a memory disk from 1998.21 

If we start from our self-evident, fully embodied human consciousness, 
the fallacy is obvious: the mechanists unconsciously assume what they are 
trying to prove. They implicitly define intelligence mechanically, then trium-
phantly declare that machines do it better. The roboticist Rodney Brooks’s 
cheerful posthuman futurist fantasy celebrates genetic engineering as indi-
cating “the very deep extent to which we are biological machines . . .mole-
cules interacting with each other according to well defined laws, combining 
in predictable ways, and producing, in our case, a body that acts according 
to a set of specifiable rules. We are machines, as are our spouses, our chil-
dren, and our dogs. And we are now building machines that will match and 
surpass us. Resistance is futile.”22 Dr. Robert Haynes, who was the president 
of the sixteenth International Congress of Genetics, concluded that “it is no 
longer possible to live by the idea that there is something special, unique or 
even sacred about living organisms.”23 

These facile pronouncements about the human condition are generated 
by a method of inference — mechanistic science — that, as we have seen, 
begins from an already mutilated understanding of human consciousness. 
The method reproduces the Cartesian error of forgetting that we have chosen 
to focus exclusively on the primary qualities of res extensa that can be mea-
sured. We forget the freedom of the in-between. We forget we made a choice 
to treat the world as a machine, not because it is a machine, but because, if 
we treated it as if it were a machine, then we could get a certain type of knowl-
edge useful for practical ends. 

Descartes made the archetypal Faustian bargain. His deal with the devil 
required that we give up the science of soul for the science of wealth and 
power. Having turned away from considering the soul, we compounded our 
sin by repressing reflection, and with it the memory of having made the deal 
in the first place.  

Technocrats entirely miss the point when they argue that machines can 
perform mechanistic functions more efficiently — compute data faster, 
shoot straighter, dig deeper, lift heavier, travel faster. Efficiency is hardly the 
point of being human. Cultural historian William I. Thompson says it best: 
“For the mechanists, the flesh is slow, sloppy, and wet, and, therefore, primi-
tive. . . . [But] slow and wet is the ontology of birth and the act of making 
love. . . .Fast is fine for the programmed crystalline world of no surprises and 
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no discoveries, but slow is better for the creative world of erotic and intel-
lectual play.”24 It is exactly our inefficiency that gets to the heart of the human 
condition. Being embedded in our biological messiness explains our mor-
tality; the sting of death, loss, and grief; and the joy and struggle of loving,  
of bringing up a child, writing a song, dancing, and philosophizing. Embrac-
ing this keeps us close to the irreducible mystery of the way nature works 
itself into the body, the body into consciousness, and consciousness back 
into nature. 

The philosopher of science E. A. Burtt, in his 1925 masterpiece The Meta-
physical Foundations of Modern Science, talked of “metaphysical barbarism” 
as the price we paid for the power of modern science, which he, along with 
many others since, thought worthwhile. Today, in an age marked by genocide,  
weapons of mass destruction, and ecocide, it seems long past due to renego-
tiate the terms of our culture’s Faustian bargain. 

The Contradictory Logic of the Heart — Dialectics

One of the great ironies of modernity is that we have now exposed the philo-
sophical absurdity of the Cartesian world-machine at exactly the same time 
that machinery has become nearly ubiquitous, defining almost every aspect 
of our direct experience of reality. Virtually every object in the room where 
I write — books, chairs, tables, computer, phone, and lamp — has been 
machine made. The components of the house itself — the sheetrock walls, 
the windows and blinds, the doors and floors — were all fashioned by ma-
chines. We live our lives moving from one manufactured interior to another. 
The primary reality of our wilderness origins has been eclipsed from di-
rect experience, literally buried under our ever expanding cities. Faith in the 
Cartesian abstraction has led us to create a secondary reality that embodies 
that abstraction. We experience the world-as-machine because we live in a 
machine-made world. 

The logic that got us here goes back to an original act of splitting: be-
tween agriculture and wilderness, or the fence that separated the civilized 
farm from undomesticated nature. From this has flowed a whole series of re-
lated, supporting splits: the outer objective world of matter from inner, sub-
jective life, the rational from the irrational, idea from emotion, the human 
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from the animal. One can trace a philosophical thread from Descartes back 
to humankind’s original alienation from wilderness. In each case of the above 
pairs, the first term is privileged over the second in a hierarchical dualism that 
is tearing our world apart. This brings up a fundamental issue about types of 
logic that we need to be clear about in recovering the quest. 

Splitting reality into pairs of absolute opposites requires the deductive 
logic of noncontradiction, also called syllogistic logic. This stipulates that one 
thing, or A, cannot be something else, such as B, and still be A (A cannot be 
not-A). This seems self-evident and very useful, since it allows us to define 
pieces of reality unambiguously, as if they existed like parts of a machine. 
Each thing is understood as wholly distinct in itself and distinguishable from 
everything else. Defining each individual thing as isolated requires a related 
process of abstraction from the field of experience, taking things apart and 
then analyzing how they fit together. Our primary methodological habits 
have become abstraction, analysis, and critique. But the process of disman-
tling and separating cannot, in principle, make meaning. Meaning requires 
putting things together, making connections; it requires narrative description, 
integration, reconstruction, and synthesis, all of which run on a different logic. 

For example, what of Descartes’s poor cat? In strict Cartesian fashion 
we can describe the beating heart of a living animal in abstract, measurable 
terms, even accounting for its changing dimensions over time — the volume 
of its chambers, the force of contraction, and the speed and pressure of the 
blood flow. But the truth is, when disconnected from the body, the heart no 
longer works, and neither does its owner. A living heart can only be under-
stood in context. The separated pieces need to be reconnected and related 
through a process of creative integration and synthesis. This recognizes that 
the beating heart requires breathing lungs and healthy kidneys, oxygenating 
and detoxifying the blood flowing in the coronary arteries, feeding the heart 
muscle. We deepen our understanding of the healthy heart by recognizing 
the role of diet, exercise, environment, and general lifestyle. Further, as we 
consider these issues, in order to evaluate any particular heart, we ultimately 
must account for the mental and emotional state of the whole living crea-
ture in relationship with its total living environment. The bigger the picture, 
the more relations established, the deeper and more meaningful the under-
standing. We refer to this simply as wholistic thinking.
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The search for meaning and value — the quest — requires integration 
and synthesis, which rests on the nonsyllogistic, contradictory logic of seeing 
how opposites give each other meaning. There is no up without connection 
to down, no hot without cold, no black without white, no A without not-
A. Not surprisingly, we see this as a foundational principle in non-Western 
philosophies like Zen Buddhism or Taoism, where the meaning of yin is in 
relationship to its opposite, yang: female requires male, outer requires in-
ner, matter requires mind, and so on. Such logic is common in primal and 
shamanic cosmologies, where knowledge based on direct experience and 
the closeness of wilderness immediately confronts one with the paradoxical 
structure of consciousness. We can call this dialectical as opposed to dualistic 
logic. This is the logic that is expressed in the dialektike of Socratic discussion, 
which recognizes that meaning begins and ends with unique, fully embodied 
human beings who inevitably experience the world differently. Understand-
ing comes through face-to-face discussion, where the partial truth of thesis 
is challenged by the partial truth of antithesis, so that both can be integrated 
and transcended in a more-inclusive synthesis. This then becomes a new 
thesis, and so on. Western thinkers typically stumble over dialectical think-
ing and get stuck on one side or the other of paradoxical dualisms — mind-
body, civilization-wilderness, human-animal. 

In practice, we engage in dialectical synthesis all the time; it is neces-
sary and unavoidable. Yet we have also failed to honor it and to cultivate 
it as a habit. This is striking in higher education, where one hears endless 
calls for teaching analytical and critical thinking skills but almost nothing 
about synthesis and constructive and creative skills. Without these comple-
mentary opposites we remain stuck. Wholistic, big-picture thinking is either 
neglected or produces frozen structures of meaning, blocking an under-
standing of integrated, organic, growing wholes — the whole person, the 
whole society, the entire species, the planet. 

“There Is No Such Thing as Society”

Descartes helped eliminate the method for making meaning from the in-
ner, emotional, qualitative data of the wisdom quest. Classical Liberalism 
eliminated the motive for even pursuing it. The clearest argument for this 
comes through the lineage of the classical Liberal philosophers, starting  
with Thomas Hobbes and proceeding through John Locke, Adam Smith, 
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and America’s founding fathers, who embodied these ideas in the Constitu-
tion of the United States. American democracy offers the clearest example 
of a society created de novo according to the principles of Lockean Liber-
alism. This model is now in the final stages of globalizing under the guid-
ance of the United States as the world’s preeminent superpower. In this sense  
the United States is the paradigmatic modern polity, demonstrating with 
great clarity both its most life-affirming and destructive aspects. While the 
following discussion focuses on America, in principle it is increasingly ap-
plicable globally. 

As I’ve said, the creation of the political vision of Liberalism emerged 
from the truth quest — from a reflective, passionate concern with the good 
of the whole. But the Liberal values of personal freedom, private property, 
and competitive individualism were presented in Cartesian fashion as ab-
solutes, abstracted from the whole without a living connection to their op-
posites: altruism, generosity, service to and responsibility for others, and 
love of community. As a result, the less-tangible, hard-to-measure, supreme 
values — love, beauty, and truth — were increasingly ignored. As Plato and 
Socrates made clear, any value pursued in isolation as a supreme good in-
evitably becomes a supreme evil.25 Any political order that forgets this and 
assumes certainty becomes deformed and ultimately deadly.

In 1787, after the success of the American Revolution, representatives 
from the various states gathered in Philadelphia to draft a constitution for 
a revolutionary theory of government. They were realists and pragmatists, 
familiar with the struggles among self-interested individuals in the market-
place. They were also aware of the latest advances in science, steeped in the 
writings of Hobbes and Locke, and imbued with a sense of their historical 
mission. Following Locke, the writers of the Constitution recognized that 
in a condition of freedom, where people are born into different social situ-
ations, with different abilities and dispositions, some will inevitably acquire 
more property and others less. Inequality was an inevitable consequence of 
competition. Thus, government was needed to stop the have-nots from rob-
bing the haves. As Locke put it: “The great and chief end therefore of Mens 
uniting into Commonwealths, and putting themselves under Government, 
is the Preservation of their Property” (emphasis in the original).26 He assumed 
reasonable men, recognizing this, would come together to form a social con-
tract and agree to give up some of their natural freedom for the security 
of a common authority. Such an authority needed to be strong enough to  
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provide protection and order, but not so strong as to quash individual free-
dom and initiative. Adam Smith put it even more bluntly: “Civil government, 
so far as it is instituted for the security of property, is in reality instituted for 
the defense of the rich against the poor, or those who have some property 
against those who have none at all.”27 

The members of the Constitutional Convention saw themselves as ex-
actly such reasonable men, coming together to draft a social contract for a 
government that would not attempt to improve human nature but would 
simply work as a kind of institutional clockwork. A complicated set of 
checks and balances would ensure a government strong enough to protect 
private property and to foster trade and commerce, but not so strong as to 
unnecessarily cramp freedom, enterprise, and initiative.28 The case for rati-
fication of the draft constitution was laid out in a series of some eighty-five 
anonymous essays published in New York newspapers, collectively referred 
to as The Federalist Papers. Its authors, now known to be John Jay, Alexander 
Hamilton, and James Madison, document a remarkable example of applied 
political philosophy — how institutions of government can be crafted from 
a philosophical paradigm of the good life. 

Much of the focus of the Constitution is on the right to acquire and 
hold material property as the primary expression of individual freedom. In 
Federalist No. 10, James Madison argued that the most important function 
of the Constitution would be to prevent social chaos by guarding us against 
the violence of the competing interest groups he called factions. Following 
Locke and Smith, he noted, “The most common and durable source of fac-
tions has been the various and unequal distribution of property. Those who 
own property and those without property — i.e. the rich and the poor — are 
the most significant of the potentially violent factions.”29 We could say in 
this sense that class conflict was a founding assumption of the Constitution. 
Madison rejected the idea of direct democracy, criticizing the small, self-
governing “pure” democracies of the ancient Greek polis for their instabil-
ity and failure to protect inequalities in wealth: “Such societies . . .have ever 
been found incompatible with personal security or the rights of property  
and have in general been as short in their lives as they have been violent 
in their deaths.”30 Instead, the Constitution established a republic that of-
fered the advantages of “a scheme of representation,” where the popular will 
would be refined and enlarged through a process of selection — “a chosen 
body of citizens, whose wisdom may best discern the true interests of their 
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country, and whose patriotism and love of justice will be least likely to sacri-
fice it to temporary or partial considerations.”31 The Federalists assumed that 
the electoral process itself would somehow select the wisest. But would it? 
And what was wisdom, anyway?

Madison quickly passed over the challenging question of wisdom and 
moved on to the practical problem of mechanics. He identifies the struc-
tural advantage of a republic over a (direct) democracy in protecting private 
property. Because republics were large they included a greater diversity of 
interests, particularly the diversity of those factions based on different kinds 
of property — land owning, slave owning, mercantile, banking, and simply 
landless. With greater diversity, there is less chance that any particular inter-
est will form a majority and violently impose its will on a minority. Like 
many of those attending the convention, Madison was deeply disturbed by 
the nation’s postrevolutionary financial crisis and no doubt had in mind 
Shay’s Rebellion, an uprising of impoverished war veterans and poor debtor 
farmers who took up arms and called for the abolition of debts. 

The solution was, as Madison put it, that “ambition must be made to 
counteract ambition,” so that it would be virtually impossible for a single 
passion to overtake all branches of government. He comments ruefully, “It 
may be a reflection on human nature, that such devices should be necessary 
to control the abuses of government.” Then he repeats Hobbes’s argument 
for the necessity of strong government: “If men were angels, no government 
would be necessary. If angels were to govern men, neither external nor in-
ternal controls on government would be necessary.”32 In the absence of the 
wisdom of angels, the Constitution set up intricate rules for establishing the 
main branches of government — the executive, the legislature, and the ju-
diciary. Then it clearly defined and limited the powers of each, so the net ef-
fect would be a pleasingly mechanical, apparently scientific system of checks 
and balances, which would automatically convert competing selfish interests 
into the best possible outcome. The machinery of government would make 
wisdom redundant.

In the eighteenth century, in the aftermath of an order based on a landed 
aristocracy and a landless peasantry, it must have seemed easier to accept 
as truth the Lockean assumption that private property was fundamental to 
human freedom and that wealth would constitute a minimal measure of 
wisdom and worthiness to govern. In fact, in 1787 most states had property 



48 Future  Primal

qualifications for voting and holding office, and this probably excluded at 
least a third of the white male population. Women, Native Americans, and 
slaves were of course also excluded.33 Those who attended the convention 
— white, Protestant, property-owning men — could reasonably assume a 
larger moral consensus than we can today. In fairness, many of the founding  
fathers were also imbued with a high-minded sense of service, and none 
would have been fully satisfied with wealth as a measure of wisdom. But 
today, when the top 10 percent of the American population owns over 
70 percent of the nation’s wealth, and where elections are determined by 
increasingly unregulated and undisclosed financial contributions to media 
campaigns, we can see the Madisonian formula for what it always was — 
wishful thinking. It succeeded in replacing an aristocracy of birth with an 
aristocracy of avarice — the rule of the wealthy.

Instead of seeking a politics that nurtures love of wisdom, the Federalists 
produced a government that would mitigate the effects of selfishness. The 
Constitution offered a mechanical arrangement of competing powers and 
interests intended to produce the best possible collective outcome for all.  
It provided a moral justification for shifting attention away from the com- 
munity to the self-interested individual. The reductio ad absurdum of  
this approach is the notion — attributed to the conservative former British 
prime minister Margaret Thatcher — that “there is no such thing as soci-
ety; there are [only] individual men and women and. . . families.” The politi-
cal culture focused on rights and freedoms and said almost nothing about 
the individual’s responsibilities and duties toward the community — to the 
good of the social whole. The pursuit of wisdom was made irrelevant to 
government. 

The Free-Market Machine:  
Short-Sighted, Narrow-Minded, and Selfish

If modern government was to have only the most minimal role in restrict-
ing the freedoms of individuals and providing for the common good, what 
would regulate the vast arena of economic activity, ensuring the optimum 
distribution of goods and services? The answer came from Adam Smith, the 
brilliant Scottish economist and philosopher. 

Smith’s central work, The Wealth of Nations, published in 1776, has been 
celebrated as having more of an impact in transforming the world than the 
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Bible. Although Madison never mentions Smith in The Federalist, his for-
mula for government assumes the truth of Smith’s simple reasoning. Smith 
claimed to identify a natural law of the market that would automatically 
convert self-interest into public benefit. He reasoned that in a situation  
of complete freedom, where all relevant knowledge was available, compe-
tition between self-interested individuals, seeking only their own profit, 
would produce an outcome benefiting all. If every transaction between buyer  
and seller was voluntary, then, ipso facto, no exchange would take place 
unless both parties agreed and presumably benefited. It was as if there was  
an invisible hand, the hand of God, that operated in a free market guiding 
individuals who intended only their own gain to promote an end — the 
public good — that was no part of their intention. No governmental co-
ercion, no violation of freedom, and no concern for the good of the whole 
would be required to produce the cooperation necessary for all to benefit. As 
Smith put it: “It is not through the benevolence of the baker that we get our 
bread.” He added that he had “never known much good to come from those 
who affected to trade for the public good.” 

The irony of Smith’s genius is that he provided a philosophical and moral 
justification for the free market that inadvertently resulted in the elimina-
tion of philosophical and moral reasoning from economic life. Its impact on 
economics was equivalent to the effect of Cartesian dualism on metaphysics: 
“Don’t do what I do. Do what I tell you to!”

Smith pointed out that the market mechanism ensured that, not only 
would both parties to a transaction benefit, but society as a whole would be 
served by an overall increase in the “wealth of the nation.” He gave the fa-
mous example of the pin factory to show how the profit motive would impel 
a division of labor producing dramatic efficiencies in boosting production. 
Where one man working alone, without machinery, could barely make one 
pin a day, division of labor enabled ten men with machinery, each doing one 
piece of the job, to make a total of around forty-eight thousand pins a day, at 
forty-eight hundred each. “One man draws out the wire, another straights it, 
a third cuts it, a fourth points it, a fifth grinds it at the top for receiving the 
head; to make the head requires two or three distinct operations; to put it on 
is a peculiar business; to whiten the pins is another; it is even a trade by itself 
to put them into the paper.”34 

The logic was compelling and the practice conclusive. The quickest way 
to boost profits was to grow the size of the business so as to take advantage 
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of economies of scale: invest in machinery, institute a division of labor, buy 
raw material more cheaply in bulk, and save on bulk distribution. Labor 
would be kept cheap so long as the population kept growing, which it would 
as a consequence of the steady improvement in material existence. Increased 
profits would feed back into a spiral of continually growing productivity. 

Smith’s insight brought together the mechanics of Cartesian-Newtonian 
science, the profit motive, and minimal government in the explosive growth 
of the mechanized production line. The factory soon became one of the de-
fining institutions of modernity, bringing together raw materials, machin-
ery, and the masses of workers displaced from the countryside. The results 
were rapid urbanization together with near-miraculous quantities of cheap 
commodities.35 City life and shopping reinforced in the most conspicuous 
way the power, truth, and goodness of the mechanical, materialistic meta-
physics of modernity.

Certainly, the rise of America’s cities, especially by the late nineteenth 
century, provided opportunities for cultural creativity, but it also brought 
overcrowding, exploitation, pollution, and a life chained to the clockwork 
routine of the production line. The heaviest price was paid in the invisible 
currency of res cogitans — psychology. The production line subjected the 
working populations to a life-world defined by the division of labor, frag-
mentation, and hyperspecialization implicit in Descartes’s method. Under 
the feudal system, the individual artisan — fashioning, say, a bow, barrel, 
or sword — would gather raw materials and control much of the pace and 
nature of the work. Generally, the work involved learning a craft and some 
creative expression, and to this degree it reflected the individual who made it 
and who could take pride in the product. The sale or exchange of the prod-
uct was also made more meaningful by face-to-face relationships within a 
localized community. 

Now urbanized masses work according to the time clock and assist ma-
chinery; they focus endlessly on a few simple, repetitive tasks and produce 
identical products for distant markets. Depersonalization only increases as 
state, corporate, and educational bureaucracies apply the mechanical logic 
of the factory to society as a whole. The resulting irony has been that even 
though industrial capitalism has globalized, the experience of the urban 
individual has only become more fractured and narrowly focused. Today, 
economies are global and interdependent, but people continue to experience 
themselves as isolated, atomized individuals, no different from any other cog 
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in the machinery of corporate and national bureaucracies. Meaning comes 
from doing your job and taking care of yourself. 

Loss of autonomy and this fragmented experience of both the world and 
oneself can cause a person’s sense of being an integrated whole person  
and a moral agent with some responsibility for others to collapse entirely.  
At its most extreme, the modern paradigm for the morally vacuous indi-
vidual is the Nazi war criminal Adolf Eichmann. Eichmann was the obedient 
bureaucrat directly responsible for the transport of millions of Jews to the 
production lines of the Nazi concentration camps. Hannah Arendt’s account 
of his trial, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil, presents 
Eichmann as the personification of the modern form of evil: the soulless 
product of a materialistic, mass society; an individual who has lost the ca-
pacity to be the moral authority of his own life.36 

According to Arendt’s account, Eichmann was no anti-Semite. In fact, 
during the trial, Eichmann took pains to point out that he had good rea-
sons for being sympathetic to Jews. He was indebted to a distant uncle who 
offered him a job during the Depression and who was married to a Jewish 
woman. Eichmann had returned the favor by allowing the uncle and his wife 
to escape while the “final solution” was still under way. At one point during 
the war, Eichmann had committed the crime of Rassenschande, or “racial 
defilement,” by taking a Jewish mistress. Further, his psychological examina-
tion revealed him to be “thoroughly normal” with some very “positive at-
titudes” to family and society.37 

Eichmann pleaded “not guilty in the sense of the indictment,” meaning 
he never directly killed a Jew with his own hands, and he certainly did not 
feel he was an innerer Schweinehund, a foul and corrupt person. He made it 
clear, as many of the Nuremburg war criminals did, that he “was doing his 
job and obeying orders” and that he would only have had a bad conscience 
had he not done what he was told. Though a nonreligious person, he said he 
felt “guilty before God” but added more revealingly that he thought “repen-
tance is for little children.”38 For Eichmann, morality had shrunk to obeying 
orders. Repentance and, by implication, conscience, that inner tension we 
feel when there is a conflict between satisfying external authority and per-
sonal feelings of empathy for others, were childish. Eliminating conscience 



52 Future  Primal

helps eliminate the tension of emotional conflict. Inner life is simplified. Just 
obey orders. 

The psychologist Stanley Milgram was so disturbed by the implications  
of Arendt’s analysis that he devised an ingenious, and now infamous, ex-
periment to test empirically the degree to which average Americans would 
follow the orders of an authority figure to inflict physical pain on some-
one else.39 In the name of a bogus memory experiment, a scientist urged the 
subject to give “dangerous” electric shocks to a second subject for failing to 
memorize word pairs. The second subject was restrained and hidden from 
view in an adjacent room but could still be heard. Though no shock was ac-
tually administered, the second subject would scream as if in intense agony. 
The results revealed that over half the subjects continued to give 350-volt 
electric shocks to a restrained, screaming victim pleading to be released and 
then falling ominously silent. Such obedience was induced by nothing more 
coercive than a scientist in a white coat intoning, “The experiment must go 
on. . . .You have no other choice than to proceed.” Milgram’s experiment re-
cords in painfully precise detail how quickly the anxiety of moral conflict 
in the increasingly isolated individual gives way before the simple habit of 
obedience to socially sanctioned authority.40 

The psychological damage of Liberalism’s institutions is real and ubiq-
uitous, and in Milgram’s experiment, this becomes measurable in terms of 
choices made and voltage delivered. Yet we are only shaping ourselves in the 
ways society asks of us, whether our job is to please the boss or to please the 
client. For example, one of the largest marketing agencies, Initiative Media, 
conducted market research to help develop an advertising strategy target-
ing children; the idea was to give children cues to help them nag their par-
ents more effectively to purchase the product. The research revealed that 
ads could manipulate children into a type of reasoned nagging that would 
be more effective than repetitious whining. When the director of strategy 
was asked whether she thought it unethical to make money by manipulat-
ing children, she reflected for a moment: “Yeah. Is it ethical? I don’t know.” 
Then she quickly recovered, smiling enthusiastically, “Our role at Initiative is 
to move products. If we move products . . .we’ve done our job.”41 In a culture 
where the overriding ethical imperative has been narrowed to doing one’s 
job, earning a living, and maximizing profits, there is no sense of respon-
sibility for one’s larger impact on society and nature. Ethics dwindles to an 
afterthought. 
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Calculating the Cost of Ethics

Adam Smith was a moralistic thinker who was deeply concerned with so-
ciety as a whole and well aware that there was more to the good life than 
material wealth. In making the case for the invisible hand of the free mar-
ket, he also made a number of critical assumptions and qualifications that 
we would do well to consider. For example, the nation was still small and 
relatively homogenous, so he could assume something of a shared moral 
universe. Since markets were smaller, even when national, the parties to any 
economic transaction would likely live closer to the consequences of their 
actions, and they would naturally feel a greater responsibility for the impact 
on their shared community. Smith was opposed to monopolies, and he as-
sumed that individual businesses would not become large enough to distort 
the competitiveness of the free market. Most revealing for the present, Smith 
wanted to outlaw the corporation as fundamentally flawed, since it separated 
ownership from decision making. The ubiquitous idea of limited liability 
meant shareholders were only liable for the money they invested, reaping 
the benefits but taking no moral or legal responsibility for the behavior of 
the corporation. 

In the United States, the problem of “corporate mischief” was com-
pounded after the Civil War as an unintended consequence of the Four-
teenth Amendment. Passed in 1868, this amendment to the Constitution was 
designed to protect the civil liberties of freed slaves, its “due process” clause 
stipulating that no state should deprive “any person of life, liberty or prop-
erty without due process of law.” This was immediately seized on by clever 
corporate lawyers to argue that a corporation was in fact a “legal person,” 
and so corporations should enjoy the freedoms and rights of a person. Be-
tween 1890 and 1910, corporate lawyers invoked the Fourteenth Amendment 
288 times to serve business interests, while African Americans claimed its 
protection on 19 occasions.42 

Perhaps most importantly, we tend to forget Smith’s model also assumed 
wide distribution of knowledge of the whole, since voluntary transactions 
could only be mutually beneficial if all parties had full access to “relevant 
information.” Here, right at the inception of free-market capitalism, is  
an implicit requirement that something akin to wisdom needs to balance 
short-term self-interest. I will return to this remarkable caveat later on.

Today few of Smith’s assumptions hold. We face a global and growing 
economic machine that penetrates almost all aspects of modern life, with 
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an overwhelming variety of moving parts and players. We have moved from  
Smith’s world of nations to one increasingly dominated by competing multi- 
national corporations, with incomes that can dwarf the GDP of national 
economies. Of the 150 largest economic entities on the planet, fewer than 
half are nation-states. The rest are unelected, undemocratic, multinational  
corporations, which are free to come and go, manage themselves, shape 
markets and mass culture, manipulate global finance and government pol-
icy — all to serve the bottom line of private profit.43 Not only is relevant 
information often hidden, but global markets that make honest attempts 
to grasp the whole seem almost beyond reach. Obviously, total knowledge 
is an impossible standard, but as we will see later, dedication to the truth 
quest provides criteria and methods for developing a “truth of degree” that 
balances hubris with humility, greed with generosity, and love of wealth and 
comfort with love of beauty and learning. 

Over the past century, as global economic reality has become over-
whelmingly complex, centralized, and susceptible to self-interested ma-
nipulation by banks and financial institutions, the popular understanding  
of the economy has become even more simple-minded and ideological.  
One of the most influential expressions of this comes from Nobel laureate 
Milton Friedman, whose free-market fundamentalism helped inspire the pro-
gressive deregulation of much of the current American economy. Beginning  
in the 1960s, Friedman advocated a stripped-down, simplified version of 
Adam Smith’s invisible hand, asserting that the only social responsibility of 
business is to maximize its profits. A business will do more good for society, 
Friedman insisted, by pursuing its own profits than by consciously attempt-
ing to work for the collective good.44 This imperative of “profits first and 
last” obliges corporations wherever possible to pass on to the public the costs 
of risk taking. 

One result of this is the common corporate practice of balancing the 
cost of compliance with regulations against the cost of deliberately breaking 
the law and paying the fine. This is a direct outgrowth of the limited-liability 
corporate status that Adam Smith argued against: that corporations would 
have the rights and freedoms of an individual, but no shareholder would be 
personally liable for its malfeasance. The corporation might be an individual 
in law, but as Baron Thurlow, an eighteenth-century politician, reportedly 
said, “It has no soul to save and body to incarcerate.” For example, between 
1990 and 2001, General Motors, one of the world’s largest manufacturers, 
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was caught breaking the law, prosecuted, and convicted on over forty occa-
sions. One of the most revealing cases involved the 1979 Chevy Nova, whose 
gas tank had been dangerously repositioned to cut costs, making it suscep-
tible to fuel-fed fires. Court documents from a lawsuit filed in 1993 revealed 
that even after GM realized the car was vulnerable to gas-fueled fires, it chose 
not to fix the car’s design. Initially, upon realizing there was a gas-tank issue, 
GM management asked the Advance Design Department to provide a com-
parative cost analysis. They calculated that the cost of paying out anticipated 
damages came to $2.40 per automobile, whereas the cost of repositioning 
the fuel tank more safely came to $8.59 per automobile. GM decided its pri-
mary responsibility was to shareholder profits and declined to reposition the 
fuel tanks.45 Would GM management have decided differently if the execu-
tives knew they themselves would have been held personally liable for any 
deaths or injuries that resulted? 

As Joel Bakan, a professor of corporate law, points out, if the corpora-
tion were an actual person (as its legal status contends), then the standard 
practices of many of the largest corporations fit the Personality Diagnos-
tic Checklist of a psychopath: “callous unconcern for the feelings of oth-
ers; incapacity to maintain enduring relationships; reckless disregard for the 
safety of others; deceitfulness: repeated lying and conning others for profit; 
an incapacity to experience guilt and failure to conform to social norms 
with respect to lawful behavior.”46 No doubt GM’s executives didn’t regard 
themselves as psychopaths, yet they justified abdicating responsibility for the 
harm they knew their choices would cause because Liberal culture and their 
corporate charter required them to put profits first. 

One of the most damaging large-scale expressions of this “ethic of no 
ethics” is in the work of full-time corporate lawyers and lobbyists who at-
tempt to shape government regulations in the interests of their clients’ profit. 
This is reinforced by corporate-financed media campaigns that, in the name 
of freedom, whip up an ideological rage against the tyranny of “big govern-
ment.” Self-regulation in the name of private profit regularly leads to envi-
ronmental damage and public costs that can occasionally be catastrophic. 
One of the most dramatic examples in recent years was the 2010 blowout 
of the British Petroleum Macondo Deepwater Horizon drilling rig, which 
dumped five million barrels of crude oil into the Gulf of Mexico. Over the 
course of several years leading up to this, BP had cut costs by releasing thou-
sands of older, more experienced, and thus expensive specialists, while at the 
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same time it lobbied to weaken regulation and enforcement.47 These were 
all considered reasonable cost-cutting ways to improve the bottom line of 
boosting profits. The resulting disaster was less an accident than the likely 
outcome of a system that allowed short-term private gains to be reaped by 
transferring long-term risks and costs to some third party — the public. 

Friedman’s simple-minded elimination of ethical thinking in business 
has helped create a political climate where many leaders in finance and poli-
tics no longer seem capable of distinguishing between greed, reasonable self-
interest, and the common good. While examples of this are many, some of 
the most shocking recent events involve the US finance industry and the 
global financial collapse of 2008, which destroyed the assets of millions of 
American families and sparked the Great Recession. This occurred after 
years of corporate-sponsored deregulation of the financial markets made 
it possible for banks and financial institutions to make enormous profits 
through a variety of predatory credit and investment schemes. When the 
whole unsustainable system collapsed, most of the participating firms could 
reasonably claim they hadn’t done anything wrong. 

This wasn’t, strictly speaking, true, but the pervasive culture of valuing 
private profit over public good made it difficult for executives to feel respon-
sible. In an interview after the collapse, Lloyd Blankfein, then the chief execu-
tive officer of Goldman Sachs — one of the firms implicated in the mortgage 
crisis, and one of the world’s largest, most profitable, and most politically 
influential investment banking firms — defended the $54 million bonus he 
received in 2007 by explaining that he was simply “doing God’s work.”48 

Such hubris can be seen as a predictable psychological inflation resulting 
from the politics of self-interest. In 1886, Black Elk, the great Sioux vision-
ary, left his reservation to join Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show in the desper-
ate hope of traveling the country and finding a way of helping his defeated, 
starving people. After a few enervating months in New York City, he saw 
the noble pretensions of American democracy degenerating into a morally 
impoverished plutocracy:

After a while I got used to being there, but I was like a man who had 
never had a vision. I felt dead and my people seemed lost and I thought 
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I might never find them again. I did not see anything to help my people. 
I could see that the Wasichus [whites] did not care for each other the 
way our people did before the nation’s hoop was broken. They would 
take everything from each other if they could, and so there were some 
who had more of everything than they could use, while crowds of peo-
ple had nothing at all and maybe were starving. They had forgotten that 
the earth was their mother. This could not be better than the old ways 

of my people.49

From such a perspective, the notion that the invisible hand of the mar-
ket entitles us to whatever we can get away with is a kind of mental and spiri-
tual illness. In practice it means that the rich inevitably grow richer and feel 
self-righteous doing so. In the United States, in 1965 the average CEO earned 
24 times what the average worker earned; by 2007, this had risen to 275 times 
the average worker’s wages,50 creating what the economists Paul Krugman 
and Robin Wells dubbed the “creed of greedism.”51 Small-government con-
servatives, blinded by the dogma of free-market ideology, have great diffi-
culty recognizing that in the absence of wise regulation (imposed from both 
within and without), such a culture inevitably leads to the “tyranny of the 
biggest,” as the larger, more powerful entities use the competitive advantage 
of size to further undermine free competition in the service of their own 
wealth. Unlimited freedom without the guidance of wisdom leads to new 
forms of tyranny. 

The Eclipse of Wisdom

Classical Liberalism as it has come to be embodied in the United States  
relies on three impersonal mechanistic understandings that converge in  
at least one major way: eliminating the need for the individual to consider 
the good of others and of the whole. The first is the mechanical material-
ism of Cartesian-based science, which values only the measurable certain 
knowledge of the tangible world and dismisses as unknowable and un-
important most of the things of the mind. The second is a minimal form  
of collective decision making and conflict resolution based on a mechani-
cal system of elected representatives, separation of powers, and checks and  
balances. The third is the law of supply and demand embodied in the invisible 
hand of the market that supposedly converts self-interest into the collective  
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good. Combined, these ideas and mechanisms release the citizen in principle 
from the struggle of soul searching and considering the big picture. They 
make selfishness and a lack of introspection into virtues. The casualty is not 
only the good but the truth of the whole. Greed eclipses a humble opening to 
the mystery of the human condition. Without openness and humility, deep 
learning and moral growth are impossible. Truth becomes whatever makes 
you rich and powerful. Ipso facto, the rich have the truth and should rule. 

In the wake of the corrupt and decrepit feudal institutions of the me-
dieval era, the American Constitution was a revolutionary and liberating 
advance. It was as close as one could imagine to a mechanical form of gov-
ernment congruent with the clockwork universe of Descartes and Newton, 
in which the various branches of government would act like the cogs and 
levers of a machine, converting the chaos of selfish humanity into the har-
monious order necessary for commerce and agriculture to flourish. Today 
we rightfully celebrate its achievements: the rights and freedoms of the in-
dividual; the efficiencies of industrial production; the cornucopia of wealth; 
the endless succession of technological miracles; and the massively expanded 
perspective of science and the reliability of its inferences. 

However, America’s founders could have had no inkling of how their 
ideas might translate in a twenty-first-century world. They wrote almost a 
century before Darwin and Marx and without the revolutionary insights of 
Freud and Einstein. We now know that neither human beings nor the uni-
verse operates like clockwork, and we are also painfully aware of the failings 
of eighteenth-century clockwork thinking as a basis for politics and society: 
most particularly, we’ve witnessed the depersonalization of mass bureau-
cratic societies and the failures of electoral and market mechanisms to en-
sure the good of the whole. We see that when individuals are encouraged to 
give up the search for wisdom, the blind outcome of collective selfishness 
damages and degrades the natural world while exploiting the weakest and 
most vulnerable. Without a truth-loving culture, no electoral mechanism 
can protect us from demagogues who manipulate fear and ignorance in 
their pursuit of power. The miracle of an ever more productive consumer 
economy — Adam Smith’s promised “wealth of nations” — now confronts 
us with a double bind: we face an immediate political crisis whenever the 
economy fails to keep growing, and we face the ultimate environmental ca-
tastrophe if the economy continues to keep growing. All the while, wealth is 
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inexorably concentrated in the hands of the few, who then use part of it to 

perpetuate the status quo by propagating an ideology of self-interest. 

 Here we have to face squarely the most damaging and least understood 

consequence of the Liberal paradigm: the definitive elimination of a culture 

based on the love of wisdom — the truth quest. In the absence of the quest, 

which is both an individual and a collective effort, the culture fragments 

and society lurches between a cynical, pragmatic materialism and a closed-

minded fundamentalism. People lose faith in each other and cling tightly 

to their own beliefs. Today, the majority of Americans regard politicians as 

morally equivalent to prostitutes, while many hold rigid ideological and re-

ligious beliefs in which bizarre individual interpretations are taken as divine 

certainties.52 

It is demoralizing and ironic that one result of the Cartesian-based revo-

lution of Liberalism in the United States is the persistence of scientific il-

literacy. Today, a significant portion of the electorate defiantly embraces a 

simple-minded medievalism: one in five Americans believes the sun revolves 

around the earth, and almost one in two dispute biological evolution, believ-

ing instead that God created human beings in their present form within the 

past ten thousand years.53 In March 2009, an elected representative, Con-

gressman John Shimkus from Illinois, a Lutheran who believes in the literal 

truth of the Bible, testified before a House Energy Subcommittee on Energy 

and Environment by quoting the book of Genesis (chapter 8, verse 22) to 

reassure the committee that humanity need not worry about global warm-

ing because of God’s promise to Noah after the flood. He added, “I believe 

that [the Bible] is the infallible word of God, and that’s the way it is going  

to be for his creation. . . .The earth will end only when God declares it’s time to  

be over.”54 Soon after this pronouncement, Shimkus made a credible bid 

to become chair of the House Energy Subcommittee dealing with global 

warming. 

Even at the highest levels of government, dogma eclipses wisdom. Real-

ity becomes what it is convenient to believe. Our political culture is losing 

its grip on the most elementary criteria for knowledge of what is real. Since 

industrial capitalism is more immense than ever — global, interlocked, and 

increasingly impersonal — the idea of radical change seems hopelessly quix-

otic. What to do?
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We Are Each Responsible for the Good of the Whole

This brings us to another wonderful irony. At the inception of free-market  
capitalism, Adam Smith assumed that all participants in a transaction would 
need “relevant knowledge,” which suggests the more radical path not taken: 
invert the understanding that currently rules. Take Smith’s condition seri-
ously. Recognize that ultimately markets will only serve justice and the com-
mon good to the degree that those involved pursue justice and the common 
good in their thinking and in their daily decisions. Instead of wishfully as-
suming, against all the evidence, that selfishness will be automatically con-
verted by the market into the good of the whole, we need to address the 
heart of the matter — the values, awareness, and motivation of the human 
individual. Each of us needs to balance selfishness with an openness to oth-
ers and a concern for the good of the whole, and we need to do this in our 
various roles and through the various institutions we participate in.

This pursuit of wisdom cannot be simply legislated and bureaucratically en-
forced. Government — like every other human-created, human-led institu-
tion — has a role and an influence in proportion to its power, but ultimately 
no external regulation will provide the good society we seek. Instead, at the 
center of such a revolution in political culture and consciousness must be 
the moral, intellectual, and spiritual regeneration of the individual — what 
Plato called a periagoge — a turning around of the soul toward a love of 
truth, beauty, and the good. 

The rest of this book will examine what this “turning around” looks like 
and how it could be accomplished, in theory and practice, but it’s worth 
noting here that we can already see it taking place in a variety of arenas in 
civil society, the economy, and government. The formula is simple: start with 
where you are and with what you have. For example, one brief, paradig-
matic story illuminates in general terms what is at the heart of our problem 
and the way forward. In 1996, Ray Anderson, the CEO of Interface, one of 
the largest office carpet manufacturing corporations in the world, became 
Forbes magazine’s Entrepreneur of the Year. Anderson’s recognition came af-
ter a revolutionary two-year process of transformation in his soul, and the 
ethos of his company, that produced a model of ethical behavior and busi-
ness more aligned with the truth quest.  
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The story starts with Interface setting up an environmental task force in 
response to consumer pressure. The task force approached Anderson as the 
CEO to give an inspirational kick-off speech presenting an “environmental 
vision” for the company. With a shock, Anderson realized he had no envi-
ronmental vision. He had never given a thought to what the company was 
taking from or doing to the earth in the making of its products. Desperate 
for inspiration, he read a book that had propitiously landed on his desk, 
Paul Hawken’s The Ecology of Commerce. In an interview, he described the 
moment when he came to a particular phrase that suddenly confronted him 
with the enormity of the industrial devastation of the earth: “the death of 
birth,” E. O. Wilson’s term for species extinction. Anderson said, “It was a 
point of a spear into my chest . . .and as I read on the spear went deeper, and 
it became an epiphanal experience, a total change of mind-set for myself and 
a change of paradigm.. . for the company.” 

As he investigated his company’s processes, Anderson was shocked to 
discover that, for every ton of finished product, his company was responsible 
for thirty tons of waste. It was, he realized, the “way of the plunderer. . .plun-
dering something that is not mine, something that belongs to every creature 
on earth.” He then faced squarely the political dimension of the issue and 
realized that “the day must come when this is illegal, when plundering is 
not allowed. . . [and] people like me will end up in jail.” Anderson translated 
his periagoge into action and institutional change. He decided that if Inter-
face couldn’t produce carpets more sustainably, then maybe it shouldn’t be 
producing them at all. He instituted “Mission Zero” for the company — a 
model program for recycling and eliminating negative impacts on the envi-
ronment. In 2007, he was named as one of Time magazine’s Heroes of the 
Environment. By 2009, Interface was about halfway to its goal.55 Implicit in 
what Anderson called his “mid-course correction” was the moral revolution 
of giving priority to the truth quest, inverting the market principle and mak-
ing a concern for the good of the whole a condition of pursuing profit.

This sort of turning around of the soul can be seen in a variety of citizen 
groups now pushing for greater corporate responsibility. There is a related 
consumer movement advocating “socially responsible investing” and “triple 
bottom line” accounting, where the bottom line of profit is balanced with 
concern for people and planet. Since 2005, the United Nations has devel-
oped and supported Principles for Responsible Investing (PRI) dealing with 
sustainable environmental, social, and corporate governance. What is most  
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encouraging is that as consumers become more aware of the bigger picture 
and push for moral reform, such measures increasingly make good busi-
ness sense.56 There is even a new grassroots campaign in the United States to 
amend the Fourteenth Amendment to the US Constitution, which, as noted, 
has been the basis for corporations claiming the rights and freedoms of “per-
sonhood.” Called Move to Amend, the movement has passed resolutions in 
over thirty counties and cities across the United States to reaffirm that “con-
stitutional rights and freedoms apply only to persons and not corporations, 
partnerships, and organizational entities.”57 Such initiatives taken together 
signal the beginning of a shift in business and corporate culture — one that 
is driven by the growing number of morally reawakened individuals work-
ing, shopping, and living differently.58 

This turning around of the soul toward the quest inverts the current 
Liberal assumption that self-interest — and private profit — should be the 
main driver of every economic calculation and replaces it with a consid-
eration of the whole. When individuals try to balance self-interest with a 
consideration of the bigger picture, they discover, as Socrates did, that deep 
self-interest actually includes concern for of the good of the whole. 

As we slowly come to terms with the larger narrative of our runaway global 
economy, we are realizing that our two-hundred-year-old moral holiday in 
the interests of economic growth is an indulgence we can no longer afford. It 
was difficult to create a form of consciousness that would set about destroy-
ing the living biosphere that created us. We strain against our deepest nature 
to maintain this destructive one-sidedness, while we secretly crave whole-
ness and good health. Yet we can be encouraged by the fact that some of the 
more thoughtful of our founding fathers recognized that love of truth would 
inevitably require us periodically to rethink the foundations of government. 
Here are the words of Thomas Jefferson on this subject: 

But I know also, that laws and institutions must go hand in hand with 
the progress of the human mind. As that becomes more developed, 
more enlightened, as new discoveries are made, new truths disclosed, 
and manners and opinion change with change of circumstance, insti-
tutions must advance also, and keep pace with the times. We might as 
well require a man to wear still the coat which fitted him when a boy, 
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as civilized society to remain ever under the regime of their barbarous 

ancestors.59 

We need to remember that Jefferson owned slaves and that the Consti-
tution implicitly endorsed slavery as part of its political vision. Today we 
have a radically expanded understanding of the human condition. Jefferson 
himself recognized that as our understanding changed, so our institutions 
needed to follow. This is our political challenge today, to clarify a reliable 
method for understanding the human condition and its possibilities for im-
provement, so we can rethink government and economics. 

This recovery of the truth quest proceeds as it has always done, on two levels, 
following the simple ancient wisdom of the alchemists: “as above so below; 
as within so without.” To know the world, one must know oneself; to know 
oneself, one must know the world. We are reminded that the search for the 
grail of the good life begins and ends with self-exploration — reflecting on  
anamnesis and discovering and telling one’s story. 

The next chapter tells something of my individual story of opening to 
the wisdom quest. Then chapter 4 overviews the “big” story of self-reflective 
humanity’s emergence from nature and of how the core structure of the 
quest emerges from the paradoxical nature of consciousness. In the process 
of weaving together our personal and our collective stories, guided by a con-
cern with the common good, we make a surprising discovery: we find our-
selves already on a path with a heart, engaged in the practice of a new ethics 
and a new politics. 
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I have no Ideology. My life is my Message.                     — Mohandas Gandhi

A philosopher, it appeared, had to engage in an anamnetic exploration of his 
own consciousness in order to discover its constitution by his own experience of 
reality, if he wanted to be critically aware of what he was doing. This exploration, 
further, could not stop short at the more recent events in political and personal 
life, but had to go as far back as his or her remembrance of things past would 
allow in order to reach the strata of reality-consciousness that were least overlaid 
by later accretions. The anamnesis had to recapture the childhood experiences 
that let themselves be recaptured because they were living forces in the present 
constitution of his consciousness.

 — Eric Voegelin, Anamnesis 

In myths the hero is the one who conquers the dragon not the one who is de-
voured by it. And yet both have to deal with the same dragon. Also, he is no hero 
who never met the dragon, or who, if he once saw it, declared afterwards that he 
saw nothing. Equally, only one who has risked the fight with the dragon and is 
not overcome by it wins the hoard, the “treasure hard to attain.” He alone has a 
genuine claim to self-confidence, for he has faced the dark ground of his self and 
thereby has gained himself. . . .He has arrived at an inner certainty which makes 
him capable of self-reliance, and attained what the alchemists called the unio 
mentalis. As a rule this state is represented pictorially by a mandala. 

— C. G. Jung, Mysterium Conjunctionis #756 

cHAPTER 3

recovery of the quest,  
part i — anamnesis:  
searching with my life
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Home

I have a mother in Africa who used to send me packages of kudu biltong. 
Biltong is Afrikaans for the strips of sun-dried venison the Boer trekkers took 
on their ox-wagon journeys into the wilderness interior of southern Africa. 
The kudu is one of the most regal of the African antelopes; the male, with 
its long spiraling horns, is well chosen as the emblem of the South African 
National Parks. Biltong is enjoyed as a delicacy by most native-born South 
Africans, perhaps most of all by the Bushmen. It is all lean muscle and some-
times so dry it can be snapped like a twig or peeled off in long thin strips. 
It tastes like no other food and has little resemblance to the fatty, marbled 
steaks of our corn- and antibiotic-fed cattle. Kudu biltong smells wild, gamey, 
infused with the herbs and shrubs of the antelope’s diet — the flavor of the 
veldt. At times of “meat-hunger,” a Bushman hunter has been known to run 
most of the day in the summer heat of the Kalahari Desert chasing down an 
adult kudu. I share some Bushman tastes. I loved long-distance running, and 
kudu biltong is my soul food — the taste of home. Savoring the tough strips 
of flesh fills me with a nostalgia so strong it’s a kind of communion. For a 
moment I feel like I am an African back in Africa. 

At other times I also feel myself to be a Jew, an Englishman, an Israeli, 
and a kama‘aina, a dweller in the land of Hawai‘i. My quest began as a search 
to find myself in a world where identity could be a matter of life and death. 
Today, identity can still be a matter of life and death, and since the pieces 
identifying me do not make a familiar category, I risk being badly misun-
derstood by all. 

My Jewish identity preoccupied me for much of the first three decades of 
my life. The time I spent working on a kibbutz and soldiering in the Israeli 
army empowered and healed me. But more surprisingly, Jewish nationalism 
opened me to the wisdom of indigenous peoples. I found myself participat-
ing in activities that gave me insight into some of those archetypal experi-
ences that define what it means to be human, and this, paradoxically, helped 
liberate me from a purely “tribal” identity.

Biblical Israel was the site for the original monotheistic revelation and 
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marked the beginning of written history as a drama of divine revelation in 
human affairs — what Eric Voegelin called the “leap in being.”* Modern Is-
rael may well prove to be the catalyst in history’s next unfolding — another 
leap in being — or its catastrophic unraveling. Today the Middle East can be 
seen as the epicenter of the global crisis. Israel is armed with nuclear weap-
ons, led by a hard-line government, and caught in a regressive cycle of fear, 
anger, and brutality. The surrounding Arab governments are rushing to be-
come equivalent powers. At the same time, their people are starting to as-
sert a form of direct democracy in an “Arab spring,” whose course currently 
oscillates between Islamic fundamentalism and Western consumerism but is 
still pregnant with the promise of something truly creative. 

Beneath the furiously battling, bleeding tribal religions is the contested 
territory — an expanding, drying desert containing some of the largest re-
maining oil reserves on the planet. Climate change, drought, limited fresh 
water, and a rapidly degrading ecosystem threaten the protagonists as well 
as everyone else. For simple practical reasons all of our problems are now 
increasingly interlocked. A sustainable resolution to the Middle East conflict 
cannot be separated from global concerns about living on a habitable earth. 
Clearly, a bigger story of meaning and identity is required — something that 
goes to the shared “indigeneity” of both Israeli and Palestinian. Ultimately, 
this needs to express a shared love for the single indivisible homeland that is 
planet earth — a primal-planetary culture.

It took my own self-imposed Hawaiian “exile” to distance me sufficiently 
from my various homelands to recognize a deeper dynamic working in my 
life. Life in these warm, welcoming islands helped me envision a politics 
within which the unique stories of individuals, tribes, and nations could ex-
press the truth of their particularity and still flourish in a single planetary 
community. 

So, I offer my story as a personal example of the dynamic of the future 
primal politics I advocate. Telling my story is simultaneously an invitation 
to the reader to recognize the role of his or her own story in the collective, 
cooperative creation of meaning that is at the living center of a future primal 
politics. 

* In the next chapter I discuss Voegelin’s philosophy of consciousness and how the biblical revelation 
has helped both define and deform the truth quest. 
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Exile in Eden

Just beyond the suburbs and pavements of my hometown, Port Elizabeth, are 
miles of spectacular beach and bush. The city is situated in a region where two 
very different climates meet and mix, creating one of the most unique and 
ancient ecosystems in southern Africa. To the west along the southern coast is 
the winter-rainfall Mediterranean climate. The beaches are fringed with fynbos, 
rich with the remains of the first human seafood culture. In the background, 
following the ocean and watering the coastal plain are serried ranks of moun-
tains. To the east and north is the summer-rainfall region of the tropics. Where 
they meet east of Port Elizabeth is a transitional zone of extreme contrasts and 
diversity — the distinctive tangled bushveld of the Eastern Cape.

The Fish River marks the end of this intermediate region and the be-
ginning of the undeveloped Wild Coast of the Transkei north to Zulu-
land. About two thousand years ago, cattle-owning Bantu-speaking people  
migrated down the east coast, where there was rich pasture for their herds 
and a suitable climate for their summer-rainfall crops. As they moved south 
they displaced the original first people, the San Bushman hunter-gatherers, 
and their close relatives the pastoralist Khoikhoi. At the beginning of the 
nineteenth century, Dutch and English settlers moved from the southern 
coastline to the east and north. They met the Xhosas just east of Port Eliza-
beth, where they clashed in the Xhosa wars, which were more numerous and 
bitterly fought than the better-known Zulu wars. This was the true frontier 
separating climate, people, and culture. It was settled by the British, who de-
veloped a relatively enlightened attitude to the native population and started 
a number of mission schools and universities. This British-educated area 
was the home of some of the great leaders of the struggle against apartheid 
— Nelson Mandela, Govan Mbeki, Walter Sisulu, and Steve Biko. 

The frontier land itself is full of contradictions. Some seasons are wet 
and rainy, others stone dry. This gives the Eastern Cape bush an utterly 
unique quality symbolized by the bitter-juice aloes and their bristle-topped, 
red-hot-poker “flowers of thirst.” Gray beard lichen hangs from the tangle 
of thorn bushes, giving the impression of a primeval forest. Noel Mostert, 
the historian of the Xhosa wars, describes in his book Frontiers the intense 
impression this landscape makes on the traveler: 

[Here] nature flowers and fruits in a willful and undependable man-
ner, in a fantasy of colour of feverish combinations, the soft and the  
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delicate with the violently brilliant, blooms that poison and bulbs that 
feed the starving, all of it expressing the alternating bounty and gener-
osity and malevolent caprice of the land itself. . . .One moment it is a 
land that seems to be all English meadows, parkland. Roses and carna-
tions bloom, orchards hang with soft fruit. . . .Then, at no distance at 
all . . .mere yards it sometimes can seem, one confronts the other side of 
it all: drought, dust, despair. It is here that the aloes burn, among vast 
cracked granite boulders that radiate heat like furnaces, and serve as 
altars for coiled and venomous serpents, which add a new aberration 
to their threat by spitting their venom unerringly into the eyes. And 
all about, mile after mile, stretches thick mimosa bush, a hardy green-
ery, wielding massed thorns the size of small daggers, which stab and 
strike at whatever passes. . . .Sometimes in this country there is a breezy 
freshness blowing in from the distant, hazily seen ocean: vinegar for the 

crucified.1 

In the heart of this wilderness around Sunday’s River is an area called 
Addo, named from the Bushman (Khoisan) Kadouw, meaning “river cross-
ing.” It is one of the few relatively intact fragments of the ancient ecosystems 
that once covered the paleo-continent of Gondwanaland two hundred mil-
lion years ago. In the early nineteenth century, miles of impenetrable mimosa 
thorn bush were alive with the full complement of big game. The only way to 
move through the bush was to follow paths made by elephants and the ag-
gressive black rhino. One professional big-game hunter called it “a hunter’s 
hell,” meaning it was also “animal heaven.” This allowed a unique subspecies 
of the African elephant to flourish. Addo elephants were slightly reddish in 
color to match the earth, and many females were tuskless, probably an adap-
tation to intense hunting pressure. The original San Bushman hunters were 
driven into the mountains, but the tall, thick bush, full of spekboom — a 
dark green succulent also called “elephant’s food” — made it possible for the 
elephants to survive repeated attempts at extermination. 

Today the elephants prosper in Addo, which is now the only game re-
serve in southern Africa extending down to the ocean and hosting the “big 
seven” — with whales and great white sharks in addition to lion, rhinoceros, 
elephant, buffalo, and leopard. As a child, I was moved deeply by our fam-
ily weekend outings to Addo. Driving out of the city on dirt roads into the 
bush in the hope of encountering elephants was like traveling back to some 
incredibly wild and wise old Africa. I felt deeply connected to the place and 
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the animals, but I had no story to make meaning of my experiences, no way 
of connecting them to the rest of my city life. 

I grew up as an Orthodox Jew in racist South Africa during the fifties, when 
the Nazi death camps were still fresh in Jewish memory. The president of the 
country during the time I discovered politics was Hendrik Verwoerd, the ar-
chitect of apartheid, who had developed his vision of strict racial segregation 
while a student in prewar Germany. It was not much of a leap from apart-
heid to anti-Semitism. South African Jews were legally white, but definitely 
not Dutch-white. My deeply tanned father was once mistaken for Coloured* 

and turned off a whites-only bus. Like many middle-class children, I was 
well loved by my parents but spent much of my time in the close company of 
Africans — warmly cared for by housemaids, cooks, “garden boys,” and nan-
nies; playing with them, eating their food, listening to their music, fascinated 
by their click-inflected Xhosa language. 

In a society that was obsessed by race and tribe, I experienced my Jew-
ishness as a problem — a peculiar tribalism in a world of tribal warfare. Both 
my parents were Ashkenazi Jews whose parents came from eastern Europe. 
My father grew up in a small anti-Semitic Afrikaans village; he was the last 
of five brothers in the solitary Jewish family, which true to stereotype owned 
the only shop in the village. His first language was Yiddish, which he spoke at 
home to his parents and brothers, then Afrikaans, used in school. Only later 
did he become fluent in English. Yiddish was the language of the Ashkenazi 
ghettos — a mixture of Hebrew, German, and Slavic languages written in 
the Hebrew alphabet. By their neighbors and themselves, the Ashkenazi were 
considered a people apart, distinguished by ethnicity, language, dress, and 
religious practice. 

During the Middle Ages, when the majority of the European population 
was illiterate, Jews had achieved almost universal literacy in Hebrew. Literacy 
was a condition of religious practice, which involved reading and ritually 
reenacting an epic story of identity — of tribal, desert nomads, bonded by 
shared revelation and then shaped by over a thousand years of history amid 

* “Coloured” or “Cape-Coloured” is an apartheid category for the mixed-race offspring of Europeans 
and Bushmen (San and Khoikhoi). For more on this term, see the footnote on page 177. 
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the arid crossroads between Africa, Asia, and Europe. Since religious practice  
was tied to a story of identity, Judaism had little interest in converting 
outsiders.2 Eventually, Ashkenazi Jews became one of the most genetically 
isolated and culturally distinct ethnic groups in all of Europe.3 By the nine-
teenth century this group constituted the heart of world Jewry, with some 
five million concentrated on the western boundary of Russia, in a gigantic 
reservation known as the Pale of Settlement. Here they lived in largely self-
governing communities, practicing an exclusive religion, dressing and eating 
differently, speaking Yiddish, and praying and studying in Hebrew. It was a 
peculiarly contradictory tribe, insular and fiercely protective of its culture 
and religion, yet simultaneously landless, rootless, and cosmopolitan. 

According to a czarist survey at the end of the nineteenth century, the 
largest group of Jews in the world constituted the most impoverished and 
destitute of all the oppressed ethnic minorities in Russia.4 They were also the 
most politicized, disproportionately represented in the leadership of pro-
gressive, revolutionary, and utopian movements of the time. This was the 
crucible of modern political Zionism, a movement that created the modern 
State of Israel, widely admired in its early years, much reviled today. But Zi-
onism also produced a unique utopian community — the agrarian, demo-
cratic kibbutz — which in the words of the Jewish philosopher and mystic 
Martin Buber was the “experiment that did not fail.” 

After the anti-Jewish massacres at the end of the nineteenth century, 
some Jews moved to Palestine, inspired by the Zionist dream of building a 
new country in the ancient homeland. There they joined the small, impover-
ished Sephardic (Spanish) communities that had returned to the Holy Land 
in the fifteenth century when the Inquisition expelled the Jews of Spain. But 
the bulk of the Ashkenazi emigrants left for the rapidly growing capitalist 
economies of the West. The Jewish community of South Africa came almost 
exclusively from the Lithuanian part of the Pale. Of those who remained in 
Lithuania, 90 percent were exterminated during the Holocaust. 

South African Jews enjoyed the benefits of honorary white status, doing 
well in business and professional life, and suffering only indirectly from cul-
tural anti-Semitism. But their political sensitivity inspired a disproportion-
ate number to join, and sometimes lead, the struggle against apartheid. For 
example, in 1955, when police arrested 156 antiapartheid activists for treason, 
more than half of the 23 whites arrested were Jewish. In 1963, the South Africa 
security service raided the headquarters of the underground antiapartheid 
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African National Congress (ANC). As a result, Nelson Mandela and nine of 
his comrades were charged with sabotage. Of the nine, four were black, five 
were white, and all five whites were Jews. All but one received life sentences. 
The first white elected as a member of the ANC national executive was a Jew, 
Joe Slovo, who remarkably went on to become chief of staff of its military 
wing, Umkhonto we Sizwe, “Spear of the Nation.”5 My sense of being part 
of a minority in opposition to brutal, powerful rulers was a source of some 
pride, but also anxiety. We still lived with the ancient tension of a tolerated, 
sometimes privileged outsider, aware of past and impending persecution. 

My father’s hero was the pacifist Mahatma Gandhi, who had spent his early 
years fighting apartheid in South Africa. In my ignorance and insecurity, I re-
jected this as the traditional Jewish path of passivity, perhaps cowardice. Like 
most of my peers, I was drawn to a more assertive Jewish nationalism. I joined 
the South African branch of a global kibbutz-Zionist youth movement, Ha-
bonim — “The Builders,” based on a mix of the utopian socialism of the Israeli 
kibbutz, the back-to-nature movement of the German Wandervogel, and the 
heroic vision of returning the Jews to their biblical homeland after two thou-
sand years of exile and persecution. Habonim made sense of the weirdness of 
being a Jew in Africa and started framing my political worldview.

Zionism attempted to grasp the entirety of Jewish existence in a single pas-
sionate narrative: millennia of struggle, culminating in the present moment as 
an opening for creative politics — redemption through a return to the land of 
origins. The narrative began with Jewish identity forming around the mono-
theistic revelation, and the creation of the biblical Kingdom of Israel, followed 
by a succession of wars, foreign occupation, exile, and return. This ended with 
the final conquest by Rome in the first century and the global dispersal of 
the Jews into the Diaspora — the Galut. For centuries Jewish history in the 
Diaspora was a cycle of oppressive decrees, anti-Semitic riots, massacres, and 
expulsions, only to be followed by acceptance into a new country and accom-
modation, until the inevitable cycle of persecution and expulsion returned. 

Toward the end of the nineteenth century and during the first part of 
the twentieth century, small groups of young Jews from eastern Europe 
organized themselves through the international Zionist youth movements 
and moved back to the biblical homeland to form communal agricultural 
settlements. Land was purchased by the Jewish National Fund through the 
Keren Hayesod and held collectively for the nation; it was given to these 
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young groups of idealists. Technically they were colonists, but of a radically 
different sort from the European colonists who came to America, Canada, 
Australia, and South Africa. First of all, they were without a motherland and 
without state backing. They were not part of commercial ventures by char-
tered companies in search of profit. Nor were they looking for gold or silver 
or opportunity in a fertile land or for good jobs in a growing economy. They 
were idealists who were united in a near-mystical notion of transformation, 
a dream of remaking self and society through hard physical labor on the 
ancestral homeland. Out of this grew the agrarian, communal settlement — 
the kibbutz — that became one of the founding institutions of the State of 
Israel. Like most nationalist movements of liberation, Zionism was almost 
wholly self-absorbed; it never creatively engaged the indigenous Palestinian 
population. Early Zionists conveniently saw “a land without a people” for a 
persecuted “people without a land.” Palestinians saw outsiders and colonists 
arriving, buying up land, and asserting an alien identity. Only a handful of 
visionaries saw the larger, more complex reality and struggled, vainly, for 
creative coexistence. 

Conflicting needs and mutual incomprehension resulted in violence. Es-
calation of violence eroded the vestiges of mutual empathy and set in place 
the vicious cycle that today is the tragedy of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
In my youth I was oblivious to Palestinians. Zionism healed me by explain-
ing my alienation as an outcome of a collective condition — life in exile. I 
felt empowered, wholly absorbed in the drama of Jewish redemption, which 
would be simultaneously or la’goyim, a moral example to the world. I felt 
part of the Kabbalist ideal of tikkun ha’Olam — healing and repairing the 
world through practical action. 

South Africa might have been the original Garden of Eden, but most of 
my childhood was spent in an indoor hell. I attended what was regarded 
as the best boys’ school in town — an authoritarian, whites-only, Christian 
establishment. Every morning when the rest of the school would gather in 
the assembly hall to sing hymns of praise to Jesus, a small knot of Jewish 
boys would be excused to stand outside in the playground, self-consciously 
with yarmulkes on our heads, to chant and sing our Hebrew prayers. Classes 
were hours of soul-sucking boredom, punctuated by sudden violent dramas. 
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Some of the teachers had long ago given up on love of learning as motiva-
tion, and they would get our attention by periodically whipping us — get-
ting “cuts,” we called it — one at a time in front of the rest of the class for 
a variety of obscure transgressions. One bored biology teacher once started 
class with a surprise quiz; twenty questions, and for each wrong answer we 
got one cut of the cane. We spent the rest of the period getting whipped. 
Teachers intimidated us in class, and the bigger boys persecuted the smaller 
in the playground. It disheartened and enraged me. I developed a loathing 
for bullies and hated school. 

Alienation from South African society deepened with my early discov-
ery of the Nazi Holocaust. One day exploring my uncle’s medical library, 
I opened a book on Nazi medical experiments and found myself looking 
at photographs of mutilated children. I was horrified to discover the Nazis 
had slaughtered two-thirds of the Jews who had stayed behind in Europe. 
The shock reverberated in the small daily cruelties of apartheid I witnessed 
around me. Injustice was brought close to home when I first confronted 
starving children dressed in rags, coming to the kitchen door begging for 
“bread and sugar water.” I remember my confusion at being stopped from 
acting on my childish generosity and sharing the contents of the fridge. This 
sudden encounter with evil cracked my world apart forever. I began the 
quest without knowing it as a way of healing this fracture.

I would live for weekends and holidays, when the miles of bush and the 
clean, empty beaches offered an escape from human-inflicted misery and a 
spectacular playground for my imagination. Vervet monkeys thrived in the 
bush, and the tidal rock pools were rich underwater gardens, crusted with 
black and brown mussels and volcano barnacles that cut bare feet; there were 
also limpets tending their little lawns of algae and bright red and orange plum 
anemones, spiny sea urchins, and the camouflaged, quick-darting klipvis — 
the rock fish, which we caught and released. With so much food in plain sight, 
it was easy to imagine the “beach-Bushmen” — whom the Dutch settlers 
called strandloopers — living a life of plenty in the wild, protected from the 
elements by cozy campfires in the spacious rock shelters that dot the coast. 

My early wordless love for Africa and Africans remained unbroken, since 
our family emigrated before I had to renounce the black friends and loving 
caretakers of my childhood. There were many obvious privileges associated 
with being a white African, and many were guilty, but perhaps the most no-
ble and the least celebrated lay in being able to regularly escape civilization 
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into moments of “wilderness rapture.” Having direct access to wilderness 
as a child gave me an early introduction to crossing boundaries and being 
comfortable with living in the in-between. It allowed a part of me to resist 
being socialized and, in staying wild and African, paradoxically remain more 
human. 

The Cave 

Plato’s allegory of the cave is philosophy’s most famous metaphor for con-
sciousness entrapped, enlightened, and entrapped again. It appears at the cli-
max of the most celebrated text in the history of political philosophy, Plato’s  
Republic, as part of the discussion of the education of the philosopher-king, 
the ruler who must love wisdom more than power. Socrates asks his pupil 
Glaucon to imagine the unenlightened — by implication all of us to some 
extent — as prisoners in a cave, chained by the leg and neck since birth. 
The prisoners sit facing the back wall, on which are projected shadows of a 
fire-illuminated puppet show taking place behind the prisoners’ backs — a 
primitive movie theater. All the prisoners know of life is their experience of 
the shadows projected on the wall and their shared interpretations of what 
they see. The allegory suggests that to some degree we are prisoners in the 
cave of our past experience. Any worldview becomes a cave the moment it is 
taken for reality. 

One of the prisoners is somehow liberated. Stepping out of the cave into 
the larger sunlit world, the liberated prisoner is blinded by the light and 
disoriented. As he takes stock and explores the larger world, he remembers 
his journey out of the cave and is led to construct a larger universe of mean-
ing, within which he can recognize the limits of life in the cave as a small 
part of a larger whole. “Anything is better than to go back and live as they 
do,” Plato tells us. But despite the joy of escaping, the prisoner returns to the 
cave. Why? We are told it is his duty to liberate his fellows. Why do we feel 
compelled to help, to enlighten others? Why is it good for the philosopher to 
be concerned with the well-being of his fellows?

On returning to the cave the philosopher finds his eyes are unaccus-
tomed to the dark, and he has lost his easy familiarity with the world of 
shadows. When he tries to enlighten his companions, they ridicule his awk-
wardness and think he has lost his mind. Plato, in the voice of Socrates, gives 
us a warning. If the philosopher persists too stridently in his mission, the 
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prisoners will turn on him and kill him. The warning is well taken, since 
we know the Republic was written after the polis executed the unrepentant 
Socrates for questioning authority. In contrast to the comforts of contempo-
rary academia, Socratic philosophy is not an obscurantist escape from pub-
lic life — but an urgent, practical, life-and-death matter. Why take the risk?

To answer this we need to reflect on what we know about the Socratic 
practice. Socrates wrote nothing and saw face-to-face discussion, with any-
one, about the big questions, as the royal road to truth. To pursue wisdom 
the philosopher needed to share his knowledge and to keep learning from 
others. On returning to the cave, the philosopher has to acknowledge that 
life outside the cave has transformed his ability to live harmoniously as a 
prisoner. Yet to win the trust of the inmates, he needed to reconnect, to sit 
and listen to their stories of life in the cave. One cannot “enlighten” without 
listening and learning something from the “ignorant.” Having demonstrated 
the sincerity of his concern for their mutual well-being, the philosopher can 
point to the obvious asymmetry of the relationship between “those who 
stayed and the one who returned.” The return embodied the fact that the 
philosopher had undergone a conversion experience. He had opened him-
self to experiencing something larger and truer that illuminates the nature 
of the quest. Socrates and Plato called this process a “turning around of the 
soul,” a periagoge, an opening to the mystery of self-awareness and the pos-
sibility of living in the light of greater consciousness. This has democratic 
implications. To put it simply, however fixated on the shadows the prisoners 
might be, they are still capable of the most minimal act of reflection, which 
at the very least reveals that one cannot evaluate “life in the cave” without 
comparing it to something larger — “life out of the cave.” Everyone can ben-
efit from the philosophical quest.

Here the metaphor needs to be expanded to serve the Socratic intention 
of clarifying the quest. We are all in caves of our own limited experience of 
life. We all need to teach and learn from each other in order to pursue the 
good life together. We all get the greatest benefit by opening to the experi-
ence of those who differ the most from us. We teach most effectively when 
we learn from those we are trying to teach, and we learn most effectively by 
being allowed to teach those who are trying to enlighten us. The process of 
face-to-face Socratic enlightenment is reciprocal and endless. 

The Athenian jury gave Socrates three choices: give up the practice of 
philosophy, leave Athens, or die. Socrates chose death. His last act becomes 
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his most unambiguous and eloquent teaching: “The unexamined life is not 
worth living.” And this examination needs to take place within a commu-
nity of like-minded seekers. As Aristotle famously noted, human beings are 
indeed “political creatures.” Once one has grasped the liberating capacity of 
reflection in the face-to-face situation, there is no going back. The prisoner 
is initiated into philosophy — the truth quest — as a minimal condition of 
the good life.6

Out of the Cave

At the age of twelve, a few months before my bar mitzvah, I escaped from the 
cave of South Africa, together with my parents and sister. We exchanged the 
brutalities of apartheid for the mild liberal climate of England. The small, 
long-established Jewish community of Plymouth welcomed us as part of the 
tribe and then witnessed my initiation into Jewish manhood as I sang my 
assigned portion of the Bible.

But coming from a South African school, I scored poorly on the stan-
dardized “thirteen plus” — a placement test taken at age thirteen — and was 
consigned to a nonacademic “secondary modern” school to learn a trade. Af-
ter a year we moved to the small picturesque university town of Cambridge, 
where, thanks to private tutoring, I was accepted into the academic Cam-
bridge Grammar School for Boys. It was an enlightened institution that had 
abolished corporal punishment and had been chosen to pioneer the integra-
tive Nuffield approach to science education. My teachers were young, well 
qualified, some with PhDs, and fired up about the rapidly growing fields of 
evolutionary biology, cosmology, quantum physics, and biochemistry. They 
enjoyed teaching, and I started loving school.

However, I had escaped the cave of apartheid only to find myself in an-
other — an exclusively human-shaped environment devoid of wilderness. 
The town had the pretty River Cam running through it, and like Port Eliza-
beth, it was comfortably human scale. But it was surrounded by a relentless 
patchwork of field, hedgerow, pasture, and village; everywhere worked by 
human hand. There would be no weekend escape into the miles of deserted 
beach and mountain, no encounters with the animals of the veldt. At times 
I felt as if I was suffocating, and I pitied my English school friends who had 
never known the ecstatic expansion of the soul when alone in truly wild 
places. 
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My efforts to assimilate put me in the position of Plato’s returning pris-
oner. During my infrequent visits to South Africa, it became obvious that I 
could no longer step into my old life. In some important ways I had seen a 
larger, “truer” reality, and I had a critical perspective on both England and 
South Africa unavailable to those who had never left either cave. Every new 
experience was changing me. South Africa was also changing. Like it or not, 
I was out of the cave and on the journey. There was no going home. 

While one part of me was successfully being educated in science and be-
coming English, the Jewish exile in me was becoming a passionate nation-
alist. I helped found a Cambridge branch of Habonim, which was already  
well represented in the larger European cities. My life out of school was 
taken up by the movement’s program of self-education, seminars, campouts,  
and campfires. At the end of the day we would gather for hours of wild  
Israeli folk dancing, shouting out Hebrew songs, spinning in circles of  
horas. We felt part of a creative vanguard of history, drawing energy and 
enthusiasm from the counterculture of the sixties, but amplified and fo- 
cused by a three-thousand-year-old Jewish narrative climaxing in liberation 
here, now. Unlike much of the youth revolt, we had a utopian model under 
construction — the democratic, self-organizing, idealistic kibbutz. Increas-
ingly I identified with the new State of Israel — a place I had never actually 
visited.

Meanwhile, science was capturing an unrelated track of my imagina-
tion. In my senior year of high school I started realizing that the compel-
ling perspective of quantum physics, biochemistry, and evolutionary biology 
were interlocking pieces telling a story of a single evolving reality. I have a 
glowing memory of an epiphany walking home from school on one of those 
rare sunny English afternoons thinking about what we were learning and, 
in a flash, realizing that the wilderness I thought I had left behind in Africa 
was present right there, in every glistening rain-washed piece of vegetation. 
Inside every green cell were the same chlorophyll-containing chloroplasts 
— invented by evolution two billion years ago. They were still silently at 
work, absorbing photons of light traveling from the nuclear furnace of the 
sun, ninety-three million miles away, energizing the conversion of water and 
carbon dioxide into sugars. I could visualize the molecular structure of the 
simple sugars being joined together into the more complex starches and cel-
luloses that make up the green living matter of all the plants on which the 
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rest of life feasts. All of it, every sunlit, fluttering leaf on the poplar trees in 
the backyard, every green blade of grass on the lawn, every clod of earth, 
indeed every animal and every human being that had ever lived — includ-
ing my own idiosyncratic self — was part of our one and only, still-evolving 
biosphere. This single reality had been steadily growing and unfolding for 
millions, indeed billions, of years before there were human eyes to gaze at 
it, human hands to work it, and human consciousness to be amazed at it all. 

It was a vision beyond words — utterly astounding — a true revelation. 
It was made all the more astonishing by the fact that no one, Christian, athe-
ist, or Jew, seemed to notice. Even the teachers who had convinced me of its 
scientific truth were primarily concerned about the usefulness of the infor-
mation. No one cared about the big picture. I vaguely sensed that if people 
really took the time to see and feel this larger reality, everything would have 
to suddenly stop and change. Business as usual depended on keeping our 
eyes averted and our thoughts to ourselves. How and why this should be was 
beyond me. But more importantly, the vision seemed to have nothing to do 
with the other track of my imagination — the Zionist narrative that was giv-
ing my life meaning. The evolutionary revelation was left hanging. 

By the time I graduated, the carpet had been rolled out, my choices made by 
my success in the sciences. I followed the urging of parents and teachers and 
accepted a scholarship to study medicine at Cambridge University. Barely 
three weeks into the term, it hit me that I had made a terrible mistake. After 
my recent initiation into the beauties of cosmology, medicine seemed mun-
dane, like a kind of biological mechanics. I came from a family of doctors 
— including almost all my uncles and one of my aunts — in a world that 
seemed to have no shortage of doctors. I felt no passion to heal sick bodies. 
I did, however, feel a compulsion to understand and respond to human-
inflicted misery, particularly that playing out in the drama of Jewish perse-
cution and its recent heroic redemption in the creation of the State of Israel. 

The packed medical curriculum with its labs, lectures, and tutorials left 
me little time to think. I went into depression and then panic. Finally I re-
belled. I considered a variety of options, from philosophy to archaeology 
and even Arabic (which seemed an obvious choice, since I planned to live 
in the Middle East), but I realized I had no gift for languages, and finally I 
shocked family and friends by getting accepted into the history department. 
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At that point, my anatomy professor and director of studies, Bernard Towers,  
intervened. He had been educated in the best tradition of the public school 
“good-all-rounder” and had come to medicine after a degree in the clas-
sics — Greek, Latin, and philosophy. He offered a compromise. Instead of 
burning my bridges with medicine, and risking my relationship with both 
my parents and common sense, he reminded me I could gain a respectable, 
practical medical degree after two years. I could then use my third year of 
the Cambridge Tripos system to specialize in the history and philosophy of 
science, deal with some big questions, and still graduate with honors. 

In one of those coincidences whose meaning would only become  
clear many years later, Towers also happened to be president of the British 
Teilhard Association. He encouraged my compromise with medicine by giv-
ing me a copy of a slim biography of Teilhard de Chardin he had recently 
authored. Teilhard had the distinction of being both a Jesuit priest and a 
paleontologist. He was also one of the most original theologians of the past 
century and one of the first thinkers to recognize that the scientific discovery 
of the evolutionary narrative could itself constitute an evolutionary leap in 
self-reflective consciousness, with enormous implications for human affairs. 
Here at last was a Cambridge-sanctioned intellect who could put words to 
my wordless high school revelation.

Teilhard’s genius was to be able to take in the detailed big picture as a 
whole and recognize in the entirety of the evolution of the universe a single 
direction. That is, over time there is a gradual unfolding from simplicity 
to complexity, and with complexity of structure there is an increase in that 
mysterious interior aspect of reality we recognize in ourselves as conscious-
ness. For example, we can understand the evolution of life on earth as the 
successive appearance of concentric spheres, each compounding the com-
plexity of what previously existed. Four and a half billion years ago the earth 
started as a molten ball, of which the core — the barysphere — still persists 
today at the center of the planet, periodically erupting as volcanic lava. Over 
the eons the planet cooled and crusted over, creating the lithosphere. As the 
cooling continued, millions of years of rain created the layer of oceans cov-
ering the earth — the hydrosphere. Within the water layers, molecules ag-
gregated into more complex megamolecules, which in turn self-organized in 
the primeval soup into the first simple cells and then organisms, all of which 
constituted another layer of complexity — the biosphere. Each new layer was 
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an emergent property of the preceding layers that compounded the num-
ber of possible relationships with those preceding layers, stimulating further 
emergence of novelty and complexity. Finally, organisms developed a central 
nervous system and self-reflective consciousness, creating the most complex 
layer interacting with all the others — the noosphere — the layer of creative, 
culture-producing, freely choosing humanity.

Teilhard recognized this tendency to grow in complexity and conscious-
ness as a fundamental feature of the evolving universe, which he stated as the 
law of complexity-consciousness. This meant simply that over time increas-
ing complexity of structure was associated with increasing consciousness. 
Consciousness was not a foreign implant, seeded on our planet by some 
extragalactic alien, but a fundamental, emergent property of matter. Con-
sciousness could be simply regarded as the interior aspect of matter gradu-
ally manifesting through the eons of the evolutionary drama, expanding its 
interiority, as material complexity increases over time. This continued until 
it reached its most self-conscious form to date — the knowledge-seeking, 
ethically awake human being. Teilhard summed up his revelation with the 
statement that the “atomic physicist is the atom’s way of looking at itself.” We 
could rephrase that as “the philosopher is the planet’s way of knowing itself,” 
and then choosing its future. Descartes was wrong. Inner and outer are not 
absolutely separated; they are two faces of a single reality. Consciousness is 
a facet of matter. 

The Teilhardian vision didn’t end there. The superclusters of galaxies are 
still racing apart with the energy from the initial Big Bang; the universe is 
still cooling and complexifying. There is no reason why this trajectory, which 
has been unfolding for billions of years, should suddenly stop dead once the 
noosphere has produced a civilization that has discovered consumerism. As 
humanity stumbles to grasp itself through the symbolic narrative of science, 
history, and philosophy, the cosmic process seems to be reaching some sort 
of threshold. The obvious question is: What is impending? What would a 
further leap in complexity-consciousness look like? Given our current real-
ity, what would a more fully self-conscious realization of human agency and 
creativity look like? 

Teilhard made the crucial connection between the evolutionary vision 
and the political project of seeking the best way to live. But he expressed 
his anticipated leap in the language of Christianity — as the emergence of a 
Christ consciousness — the “Christosphere.” This left me cold. Christianity  
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was still, for me, contaminated by centuries of anti-Semitism. Nothing in 
the Christosphere resonated with the Zionism that by now had become 
the guiding passion in my life. What sort of personal and collective politics 
could the Teihardian vision support? At some level I must have known I 
would eventually have to reconcile my politics with scientific cosmology. But 
more urgent existential issues intervened. I would have to commit fully to 
the Israeli drama before I returned to philosophy years later, when I could 
think more freely in the peace and beauty of a tropical island in the middle 
of the Pacific Ocean. 

Redemption Land

By the time I graduated, I had a degree in medical science and the history 
and philosophy of science, but intellectual life had lost its enchantment. 
Graduate work seemed like another layer of verbiage added to an infinite 
regress of words and reflections on other people’s experiences of life. I felt 
unbalanced, unsure of my grounding in the world. My indoor bookish life 
seemed a continuation of two thousand years of alienated Jewish existence 
in exile — escapist intellectualism, study, prayer. The overheated brilliance 
of Cambridge accentuated what was missing: the world of nature and the 
body, and direct experiences of the primary realities of existence. 

I started reading Micah Berdichevsky, the Nietzschean Zionist writing at 
the turn of the twentieth century, and all my doubts disappeared. I suddenly 
saw my path clearly. Berdichevsky was born in the Russian Pale, the son of 
a long line of rabbis and scholars, and was himself a brilliant scholar of the 
Talmud and Kabbalah. His father disowned him when he discovered him 
reading forbidden enlightenment literature. Berdichevsky responded:

I recall from the teaching of the sages: Whoever walks by the way and 
interrupts his study to remark, How fine is that tree, how fine is that 
field, forfeits his life!

Is it any wonder there arose among us generation after genera-
tion despising nature, who thought of all God’s marvels as superfluous  
trivialities?

Is it surprising that we became a non-people, a non-nation — non-
[human], indeed?

But I assert that then alone will Judah and Israel be saved, when 
another teaching is given unto us, namely: Whoever walks by the way 
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and sees a fine tree and fine field and fine sky and leaves them to think 
on other thoughts — that man is like one who forfeits his life! 

Give us back our fine trees and fine fields! Give us back the  

Universe!7

I wanted to experience trees and fields — the natural universe that I felt 
I had shut out for years. I needed to get out. I needed action. 

In three more years I could have been a fully qualified doctor. Instead, 
as soon as I graduated, I turned down my place at a teaching hospital, left 
the golah, the Jewish exile, and made aliyah — the ascent to Israel. I moved 
to a kibbutz, where I worked as a laborer in the banana plantations while 
improving my Hebrew. 

Kibbutz Zionism seemed to offer a respectable, even noble, respite from 
academia. While at Cambridge I had considered some of the other radical 
political philosophies of the sixties. But none of the visions to emerge from 
the amorphous counterculture came close to the richly realized utopia of the 
modern Israeli kibbutz.8 Kibbutz Zionism in its most complete form offered 
more than agrarian communal living. It included a passionate narrative of 
meaning in which the Jewish return to the land was offered as a kind of 
psycho-spiritual healing. Scholar and mystic Aaron David Gordon preached 
a “religion of labor” in which physical work on the biblical homeland would 
unite body and soul in a liberated life. Without access to a life on the land, 
Jews would always be at the mercy of others, lacking the basis for true self-
sufficiency. This was a matter not simply of economics and politics but of a 
psycho-spiritual disease that could only be healed by contact with the living 
earth. As Gordon put it:

The Jewish people have been completely cut off from nature and im-
prisoned within city walls these two thousand years. We have become 
accustomed to every form of life, except to a life of labor — of labor 

done at our behest and for its own sake.9 

Gordon was, like many of the other chalutzim — the early pioneers — 
the son of a family of scholars. He came to Israel at the age of forty-seven, a 
frail, slight, white-bearded figure, revered as Hazken — “the Old Man.” He 
spent the rest of his life working the land, living an ascetic existence, and 
preaching his philosophy based as much on Kabbalist mysticism as Zionist 
agrarianism. During the day he sweated in the fields extolling “labor not to 
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make a living, not work as a deed of charity, but for life itself . . .one of the 
limbs of life, one of its deepest roots.”10 At night after an exhausting day of 
work, he would join the spinning circles of hora dancers, caught up in the 
joy of bonding with his beloved community of farmers. 

For Gordon this reconnection with the primal realities of human exis-
tence was the movement’s moral and spiritual center, the source of its vital-
ity and creativity. Another thinker, Ber Borochov, used a graphic image to 
support this insight: for centuries in exile the Jewish pyramid of labor had 
been upside down, balancing on its point with the base up in the air. The 
majority of Jews, the base, were intellectuals, scholars, rabbis, and profes-
sionals — luftmenschen — literally “air people.” Only a tiny minority, the 
point of the pyramid, worked on the land in the primary productive process 
without which no society can survive. The labor Zionist vision in its essence 
was simple: set the pyramid back on its base; replace the vulnerable, neurotic 
intellectual with muscular, earthy farmers and soldiers. Or as fellow Zionist 
Jeffrey Goldberg summed it up sharply: “Only donkey work could straighten 
the crooked back of Jews in exile.”11 

But the kibbutz was meant to be more than tribal therapy. It saw it-
self as a specifically Jewish contribution to the utopian vision of creating a 
democratic egalitarian community. The average kibbutz had a few hundred 
members and functioned, like the Athenian polis, as a self-governing direct 
democracy. Unlike Athens, the kibbutz insisted on complete gender equality, 
with all adult members, men and women, involved directly in government, 
gathering face-to-face in the general assembly (assifah klali) to discuss and 
decide issues of collective concern. The economy was based on the noble 
principle of caring and sharing similar to that of hunter-gatherers: from 
each according to his or her ability; to each according to his or her need. 
All four polarities of the primal politics of simple hunting-gathering bands 
were present, at least in principle, if not always in practice: the small-scale, 
egalitarian, democratic community; the self-actualized whole person in the 
image of the farmer-soldier-philosopher; a way of life guided by a vision, a 
big picture, a shared narrative of meaning; and finally a creative and spiritu-
alized relationship to the living earth. 

It was as if under the extreme pressures of persecution and revolution in 
Europe at the turn of the century, Ashkenazi Jews had reached back through 
the depths of their own history and psychology to retrieve the archetypal 
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practices and norms of primal politics. But the vision of Kibbutz Zionism 
was incompletely developed in theory, and it was ultimately overwhelmed in 
practice by a strange mix of warfare and consumerism. Like almost all politi-
cal movements of the twentieth century, the four elements were never fully 
grasped as converging in the value of all values — the creative and spiritual 
life of the primal truth quest. 

Without a clear vision of the quest at its center, the kibbutz remained 
vulnerable to corruption by the universal temptations of wealth and power 
— ego battles, selfishness, parochialism. The vision of political community 
had no meaningful place for Palestinian Arabs, nor was there place for the 
larger community of beings, our animal relatives from our wilderness birth. 
The kibbutz emerged out of a universal commitment to liberation, but its 
ideals never extended to our shared planetary predicament. There was little 
to inspire the community to think beyond tribe, nation, and civilization. 

However, in its early days, the kibbutz was still infused with the charisma 
of its creative founders and had an enormous influence in building up the 
country. Kibbutzim were responsible for producing the food and growing 
the export crops. They shaped the new institutions, provided the political 
leadership, and generated an Israeli national culture of chalutziut. This is 
most often translated as “pioneering,” but as Amos Elon points out in The 
Israelis, the English fails to capture the sense of selfless service to an ideal 
of the Hebrew with all its biblical resonance, ranging from “liberation” and 
“exaltation” to “expedition” and “rescue.” Each kibbutz, depending on its 
ideological taste, was affiliated with one of the three main national kibbutz 
movements, which in turn were affiliated with one of the major political 
parties.12 A coalition of kibbutz- and labor-based political parties ran the 
country until 1977, when religious and political conservatives came to power, 
initiating deep changes in Israeli society. Within a few years the army’s re-
sponse to the Palestinian intifada had shifted the global image of Israel from 
noble David to Goliath. Until that time few nations had been shaped for so 
long by such an ethos of utopian idealism. Nevertheless, it was an idealism 
that tragically neglected the “other.” Both Jews and Palestinians remained 
prisoners in their caves, largely ignorant of, and unconcerned with, the aspi-
rations and the suffering of each other. 

In the summer of 1970 I enrolled for an ulpan — a kibbutz-based Hebrew 
language study-work program — and I was assigned to Kibbutz Hanita on 
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the northern Lebanese border. My sense of heroic mission was deflated when 
I found the ulpan full of American Jewish volunteers. They were mostly refu-
gees from the burnout of the counterculture who knew little about Zionism 
and Israel and seemed to care even less. Many were attracted by stories of 
the kibbutz as a utopia realized; some came for the free board and lodging in 
return for work in the fields. They were playful and irreverent, pacifists and 
spiritual seekers. Despite my initial disdain, they intrigued me and planted 
the seed of a vision of America as “the land of the free.” Years later this helped 
me make a move to another new world. 

The Jewish Primal

After five months I was sick of peace-loving hippies and impatient for some-
thing more intense. I followed the example of my cousins and volunteered 
for an Israeli army combat unit. I knew robust army service was the quickest, 
most effective initiation into Israeli society. But I was also hungry for what 
seemed then to be that quintessentially masculine initiation in a world of 
wars fought by men. I felt compelled to test my courage, to face death and 
even, if necessary, kill in defense of myself and my community.

I volunteered through the framework of Nachal — the acronym for 
Noar Chalutzi Lochem, or “fighting pioneering youth” — which was orga-
nized to integrate military service with establishing new kibbutzim on the 
borders. After basic training I volunteered for Sayeret Habika, a ranger unit 
based outside Jericho near the Dead Sea. We spent a summer completing 
advanced training, running and shooting in one of the hottest places on 
earth. During the day, gunmetal would be too hot to touch, and at nights our 
shirts would dry white and stiff with sweated salt. Training was followed by 
four months of active duty. We spent alternate weeks sitting night ambushes 
on the banks of the Jordan River and doing dawn patrols in the mountains 
above the Dead Sea during the most peaceful time in the country’s history. 
Our patrols were like picnics, bouncing in command cars along mountain-
ous dirt roads, scaring off ibex, below us the “Sea of Salt,” the lowest point 
on the surface of the earth. At the end of the patrol we would stop to brew 
coffee with our Bedouin tracker while watching the sun appear above the 
hills of Jordan. 

Wanting to test myself more strenuously I requested transfer to the para-
trooper battalion of Nachal. Unlike the armed forces of the United States, the 
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Israeli Defense Force (IDF, or TZAHAL in Hebrew, for Tzva Haganah Le 
Yisra’el) is very much a people’s army. Israel is one of the few modern coun-
tries to conscript all men and all women at age eighteen, with men serving for 
three years and women for two. Men are then obliged to do a month’s reserve 
duty every year until age forty-five. The IDF is also exceptional in having the 
flattest hierarchy of any modern military, being intentionally understaffed at 
the highest levels in order to drill responsibility, improvisation, and flexibility 
at lower levels. This makes the fierce Israeli martial spirit quite unique in be-
ing connected to an assertive individualism. One of the most common army 
terms of abuse for a soldier who is too ready to obey orders is sabon, or “soap,” 
a brutal reference to the Jews of Europe who were seen as obediently march-
ing into the Nazi gas chambers and letting their bodies to be boiled into soap.* 

During reserve duty a university professor can find himself under the 
command of a kibbutznik or a bus driver, and a twenty-five-year-old can 
be training his uncle. The closeness of combat means there is little attention 
given to parade-ground drills, saluting, or any of the other rituals of military 
discipline, and a private has been known to tell a general if he thinks he is 
doing something wrong. Such informality reinforces a sense of shared pur-
pose and responsibility. Since units tend to be kept together through train-
ing and subsequent active service, lifelong friendships are made and then 
sustained during annual reserve duty. An infantry soldier will travel all over 
the country, much of the time on foot, and mix with people from all walks of 
life. The “nation” is not an idealistic abstraction but a matter of direct expe-
rience. This makes the army crucial in creating a sense of national solidarity 
and the single most powerful and respected institution in the country.13

In 1971 Israel was a very different country compared to the Israel of world 
news today. It was still something of a second-world democracy — poor, 
egalitarian, well educated, doing noble development work in Africa, and 
even admired in the West for its moral example. There were no beggars, 
no homeless, and no hungry. America had only recently started supply-
ing the air force with fighter planes; all our infantry equipment came from 
France and Europe and was generally inferior to that of the surrounding 

* There seems to be no documented evidence of large-scale manufacture of soap from the bodies of 
Jewish victims of the death camps, although there is evidence of several experimental programs that 
attempted this. See Michael Shermer, Alex Grobman, and Arthur Hertzberg, Denying History: Who 
Says the Holocaust Never Happened and Why Do They Say It? (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2000).
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Arab armies. Our assault rifles were the long, ungainly Belgian FNs, which 
jammed easily in the desert sand and weighed twice the compact, more reli-
able AK-47s supplied to the Arabs by the Russians.14 Our combat webbing 
was World War II vintage, canvas and brass, which rubbed the skin off our 
hips and was impossible to run with until home customized with strips of 
foam padding. In the field we slept in two-man tents made by pairing up 
and buttoning together two rain ponchos, which were only waterproof when 
covered with plastic sheeting (which we had to buy ourselves). We slept on 
an army blanket spread on the ground, and the food was simple but healthy: 
plenty of raw vegetables to make our own salads — Israel is the only country 
where it is not unusual to eat salad with all three meals — supplemented 
with eggs, cheese, yogurt, hummus, black bread, and tea.* We ate chicken and 
turkey, but red meat was a rarity and coffee a treat for special occasions. It all 
seemed frugal and improvised. High morale was our secret weapon. 

At the time, the IDF defended borders and fought wars. There was no 
intifada and no policing of civilian populations. We naively thought of our 
occupation of the West Bank, barely four years old, as enlightened compared 
with the surrounding Arab police states. There was still talk of tohar haneshek 
— “purity of arms,” or minimal violence in the defense of the community. 
We gave no thought to the fact that when the British handed their Palestine 
Mandate to the United Nations in 1948, and the United Nations voted to 
partition the land into a Palestinian-and-Israeli state, Palestinian Arabs still 
constituted the majority of the population.15 We saw the situation in simple 
ethnocentric terms: This was the ancient homeland of the Jews heroically 
resurrected as a modern state. Its existence was a condition for Jewish sur-
vival. If Israel lost one war, it would cease to exist. The country at its narrow-
est is twenty kilometers wide; the largest airport, Ben Gurion International, 
is within easy rocket range of the Palestinian West Bank. Our job was to 
defend the borders. The enemy was within view and furiously dedicated to 
“driving the Jews into the sea.” Knowing this, we competed strenuously to be  
chosen for the most difficult and dangerous work. But for all its nobility of 
purpose, the IDF remained an army, grimly committed to the business of 
killing, and necessarily brutalizing.

I welcomed the brutality as an inversion of my Cambridge existence and 
a way of bringing me back to my body and my senses. I went from a world of 

* Israel has one of the highest rates of consumption per capita of fresh fruits and vegetables. 
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words, books, and ideas to a world of action and feeling. Most of the training 
involved running and shooting. We ran everywhere, all the time. We ran to 
our meals, to the training ground, during training, and then back to camp. 
Since the IDF specializes in night fighting, after dark we would repeat, at a run, 
everything we had learning during the day. We were punished with running, 
called kader, the acronym for kidum derech raglayim — “progress through the 
legs.” If you survived the training, you got to love running. We ran carrying our 
battle packs and our kitbags. We ran carrying one another on our backs and in 
stretchers, and always carrying our guns. From the day I enlisted until the day 
I was released, I had a weapon next to me. On our rare weekends off, we would 
take our rifles home and sleep with them under the mattress. 

The Israeli army was one of the first modern armies to abandon wa-
ter discipline,* after some terrible deaths through dehydration, but it still 
practiced sleep deprivation. During one particularly excruciating month in 
the field, we slept an average of three and a half hours a night for a week at 
a time. Thursday night, the night before the Sabbath, was sleepless, spent 
on a forced march, jogging most of the night with full battle gear, which if 
you carried the platoon machine gun, as I did, meant a backbreaking forty 
pounds of equipment. We called it kniat Shabbat, “buying the Sabbath.” Our 
officers pushed us till we dropped and then made those still upright carry 
the fallen. If we complained, officers would curtly inform us, “There is no 
such thing as ‘I cannot’; there is only ‘I don’t want to,’  ” and that meant the 
ultimate humiliation of being kicked out of the unit. Our one day of rest 
would be spent sleeping off muscle fever. After one such week I was traveling 
on a full bus back to the kibbutz, standing up, one hand holding the hand-
rail, the other my rifle, and fast asleep. A middle-aged woman woke me up 
and offered her seat. I sat down gratefully and fell asleep. The very extremity 
of my experiences fascinated me and took the sting out of the pain. I was 
pushing my limits and getting to know myself in a hard, sure way. At the 
same time I was being welcomed into the country and treated as a hero.

As our experiences overwhelmed language, conversations contracted. I 
stopped reading. Like soldiers in all armies, we resorted to obscenities to 
express the inexpressible, so we swore constantly, but we had to use Arabic, 
since spoken Hebrew had only recently been revived from the Bible. One day 

* “Water discipline” was based on the erroneous notion that soldiers could be trained to go without 
water. 
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I suddenly realized with startling clarity the philosophical gulf between con-
cept and experience. I also saw its visceral connection. The cultural currency 
at Cambridge was eloquence, wit, and literacy. Now we prized the simple 
virtues of friendship and loyalty, courage and generosity. We defined these 
concepts not by words but by actions: by how many kilometers you would 
carry your friend; how much of a food parcel from home someone would 
share; how much danger another would risk for you. It was an elemental 
tribal existence — intensely physical, outdoors, exposed to the elements, and 
exposed to one another. Language lost its omnipotence. 

At first I found my fellow soldiers rude and crude and the lack of privacy 
claustrophobic. But we were trained to recognize that survival depended on 
helping one another, and I quickly got over myself. One day I woke up to 
the fact that I was enjoying the simple bluntness that comes with close liv-
ing under harsh conditions. The rough life cut through persona and culture 
and exposed the best and worst in us. At one time or another we all looked 
ridiculous and learned to laugh at ourselves. We made brutal jokes about 
what scared us most — killing and being killed. Since our relationships were 
face-to-face, and everything was on public display, we lived with a high de-
gree of honesty, in the truth of direct experience. Trust and understanding 
that might have taken years in civilian life could be made and broken in 
seconds. At the same time, witnessing someone else’s shadow helped each of 
us become a little more conscious of our own. No situation could have been 
better constructed to turn a group of strangers into a tightly bonded band of 
brothers. We started growing up quickly.

One of the glories of Israeli infantry life is that one is constantly outdoors 
in some of the wildest, most beautiful parts of that ancient, eroded land-
scape. I rediscovered the power of wilderness healing. We moved through 
great untouched areas of sun-blasted, stony desert and mountain, some of 
it covered with burnt thorny vegetation, now without the desert lions of 
the Bible, but still roamed by jackals, ibex, and the occasional hyena. Native 
forests of stunted oak survive in the Galilee, where vineyards cover stony 
terraced hillsides; groves of olive and almond, fig and pomegranate dot the 
valleys. Scattered throughout the country are ruins and relics from the Isra-
elite kingdoms of David and Solomon and the civilizations that followed — 
Roman, Muslim, Crusader, Turk, and British. Israeli army initiation rites are 
pilgrimages to two-thousand-year-old ruins — the last standing wall of the 
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Second Temple and the desert fortress of Masada, where, as the story goes, 
the Jewish garrison committed suicide rather than surrender to the Romans. 
Our dawn patrols passed the Qumran Caves on the barren cliffs above the 
Dead Sea, where the Dead Sea Scrolls were found, written in the same lan-
guage we took our orders in. We assumed an astounding continuity: that we 
were living in the crucible of the primary revelation that helped shape Jewish 
identity, an identity preserved through those ancient Hebrew texts, which 
after centuries of persecution in exile helped inspire a return to this battered, 
violently contested homeland. I saw firsthand how ideas and stories could be 
immense political forces shaping reality. 

Months passed running, falling, and crawling over the stones and thorns, 
with dust and sand in nose and mouth, salty with sweat, soaked with the icy 
winter rain of the Judean hills, at times feverishly tired, and at others wildly 
exuberant. I started to understand what it meant to “live in one’s body.” I 
became more continually aware of sensations on my skin and in my muscles, 
bones, breath, and beating heart. Our animal nature represents one pole of 
our in-between situation; ego consciousness is the other pole. The animal is 
the source of the passions, instincts, and impulses — related to what Freud 
called Eros — the life force that ego consciousness channels, sublimates, and 
represses according to the norms of our culture and our quest. This is the 
biological and emotional foundation of our existence. For this reason the 
animal is also at the core of the shadow, what we have to repress and forget 
in order to be acceptable to ourselves and civilized society. As the animal 
came alive, I lost my neuroses. I was at home in my body, here, now, with my 
people — welcomed, accepted, connected — whole and happy. 

Sometimes on our all-night “fast marches,” we were allowed to sing as 
we ran. We would chant as we jogged, stamping the rhythm of songs of defi-
ance and survival in a kind of ecstasy: 

Am Yisrael, Am Yisreal,
Am Yisrael, CHAI! 
(The people of Israel LIVE!) 

Od Avinu, Od Avinu,
Od Avinu CHAI!
(Our father still LIVES!)

Singing the old songs on that ancient landscape, under the stars of  
the desert night, in the charged atmosphere of warfare, became a kind of 
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shamanic channeling. As we sang about the spirit of Kind David still walking 
the land, we felt it coming alive in us. But more than alive and connected, we 
felt powerful and dangerous. 

Such emotions frighten secular liberal intellectuals, and with good rea-
son. When they are mobilized by simple stories of absolute right and wrong, 
they can generate seismic social forces that drive bold actions with heroic 
and horrendous consequences. The Nazis mobilized exactly such experience 
through narratives of blood and soil, oppression and liberation. But it is 
equally true that such passion is an expression of life energy — Eros — lust 
for life. Simply squelching such emotional resonance with the past is ulti-
mately deadly. But as the Nazis showed us, Eros can also be deformed and 
harnessed for destruction — Thanatos — the death impulse.

We all need big-picture narratives to inspire and guide our actions, to take 
us beyond short-term self-interest and help us find meaning, to help us be of 
service to our immediate and expanded community of life. The big picture, 
a worldview, is an essential component of knowledge of the Good. But the 
great danger of visionary narratives is that they become disconnected from 
the truth quest. When this happens, they easily get hijacked by libido domi-
nandi — the lust for power. 

Clearly, most narratives of tribal and national identity are truncated, 
without an authentic species dimension and thus lacking a grounding in 
the truth quest. The possibility of our present moment is to go beyond such 
limitations. A science-guided, truth-loving narrative can now, perhaps for 
the first time, take us back before the origin of all tribes and all civilizations 
to the roots of a shared humanity born in an African wilderness. In doing so 
it can give us a passionate basis for taking all nations and all tribes forward 
into a truly global humanity. 

None of this was clear to me then. I was too caught up in the imminence 
of war and in the exhilaration of my own healing to pay attention to what 
should have been obvious: the parallel narrative of meaning connecting Pal-
estinians, Arabs, and Muslims to that same ancient landscape. I was integrat-
ing some opposites at the expense of neglecting others. 

Standing guard alone one night, under the glittering winter stars, breaking 
discipline by smoking one of the cheap Nadiv cigarettes the kibbutz sent 
us, I thought back on my life in South Africa and England. I realized at that 
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moment that I was better at soldiering than anything else I had ever done,  
except perhaps passing exams. I had moved around the medicine wheel  
180 degrees from my starting point. Whether my service was ultimately com-
promised or noble, I knew I was growing and becoming more of a whole hu-
man being, and that seemed enough to justify the hardship and the danger. 

Much later in Hawai‘i, when reading Native American literature, I im-
mediately appreciated the esprit of the Dog Soldier Society of the Chey-
enne as that of a closely bonded brotherhood of young men, living a life of 
the body, outdoors, defending tribal boundaries. Kibbutz and the army had 
given me a taste of a more indigenous, primal way of being Jewish. I felt wide 
awake as if for the first time in my life. 

Philosophy in a War Zone

In October 1973, the Yom Kippur War blasted apart my healing revelations. 
On the holiest day of the Jewish year, Egyptian and Syrian forces attacked 
simultaneously and overran Israeli defenses. I had been discharged before 
the war started and was in South Africa visiting my parents. Since I was not 
an Israeli citizen — having volunteered as a Jew of the Diaspora — I had not 
been assigned a reserve unit and was not called up for one of the emergency 
flights to Israel. By the time I found my way back, the war was half over, 
and it was clear Israel would prevail. I returned not so much to help save 
the country as to be with my closest friends, who were going through that 
ultimate test — what we had spent those hard months preparing for. Most 
of them were serving as corporals dispersed among new platoons. Some 
had been guarding the frontline positions overrun on the Syrian border on 
the first day of the war. I went to my old base, which was empty except for 
a skeleton staff who told me the brigade had regrouped. It had joined the 
paratrooper counteroffensive across the Suez Canal and was now fighting 
“somewhere in Egypt.” No one knew exactly where. Had I checked in with 
central command, I knew, in the confusion of war I would have been ordered 
to some menial job away from the fighting, away from my friends. I decided 
to go and find them on my own.

I had no rifle or helmet, but I still had my olive fatigues, boots, and the 
dog tags, prisoner-of-war card, and plastic-wrapped field dressing soldiers 
carry with them at all times. I put on my uniform, stood at the roadside, and 
in minutes had caught a ride south to the fighting in Egypt. I got out of my 
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first ride near the edge of the Sinai desert and an empty truck immediately 
stopped. It was driven by a jittery young infantry lieutenant who had lost his 
platoon on the Golan Heights on the Syrian border. He had made his way to 
the fighting in Egypt, where he was given the job of driving out of the battle 
zone every other day, carrying the bodies of dead Israelis home. 

By late afternoon we could see the pontoon bridge across the Suez Canal a 
few kilometers ahead. We stopped behind an enormous traffic jam of mili-
tary vehicles snaking across the single-lane bridge, trying to get back into 
Egypt before dark. My driver warned me that, at dusk every day for the past 
week, several Egyptian Katyusha missile trucks would race up close to Israeli 
lines and fire dozens of rockets zeroed in on the traffic jam at the bridge, 
and then escape under cover of dark. He indicated the fresh bandage on 
his hand from a shrapnel wound the night before. He warned me we would 
have maybe a second or two to take cover once we saw the rockets streaking 
toward us, like “little red birds.” We sat and waited and watched the view 
ahead. It is hard to overstate how utterly gripping the spectacle of war can 
be. Israeli jets were swooping low over the canal triggering Egyptian missiles 
and then climbing rapidly, blowing up the missiles behind them. By the time 
we crossed the canal, the sun had set and I was feverish with excitement. 

As soon as we drove off the pontoon bridge onto Egyptian soil, I saw the 
“little red birds” flaming toward us. Then in one long second, with panicked 
screaming around me, I found myself somehow out of the truck, my face 
buried in the sand in the middle of a firestorm of rockets, ground-shaking 
explosions blasting shrapnel over me from all sides. I felt a sharp impact on 
my back. I thought, “You fool — now your adventure is over.” I felt behind to 
check the damage, but it was only a piece of packing crate sent flying by the 
blasts. Then for the strangest second, I saw in my mind’s eye the Egyptian sol-
dier firing the battery — a full-grown man, scared, sweating, heroically trying 
to kill me. The vision couldn’t have been more unexpected or less welcome. 
I felt for the first time with crushing force that I was on someone else’s land, 
and he wanted me dead. At that moment I started to feel a personal responsi-
bility for the whole murderous entanglement. I had chosen to be there. 

For two days I hitched rides trying to find my battalion while watching a war 
going on around me in a fog of horror. A passing officer gave me an Egyptian 
helmet and a captured Russian Kalashnikov AK-47, which I cleaned, oiled, 
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and loaded. I found a resupply unit preparing a truck of ammunition for 
my battalion and rode with them. Scorched, bloated bodies and burnt jeeps 
and trucks casually littered the roadside. Israeli tanks inexplicably charged 
across our path, chasing something through the sand dunes and firing just 
out of sight. Occasionally fighter jets screamed low overhead, making us leap 
out of the truck into the sand with rifles cocked. But by then the jets were all 
Israeli. I had grown up on my share of war comics, action movies, and stories 
of heroic combat. But this had no connection to any of my fantasies about 
war. I couldn’t get past the obscenity of the butchery — the simple fact that 
humans were blasting one another into pieces of burnt, bloody meat and 
splintered bone, left to lie and rot in the sun. Where was the glory?

The next morning my unit found us, and my friends gave me a warm 
welcome. That night they had charged an Egyptian position overlooking the 
canal and killed the garrison. Some were in shock, most simply thrilled to 
be alive. None of our boys had even been seriously injured. I sat with them 
in the newly occupied trenches listening to the crazed stories of those fresh 
from killing. Below us were bunkers and bodies; the air was still thick with 
that strange sweetish, sickening smell of fresh blood drying on the warm-
ing sand. We looked over the Suez Canal into the Sinai Peninsula where the 
Egyptian Third Army was now trapped, surrounded by Israelis on all sides. 
We could see the streams of tracer rounds from small arms as they fired in 
fear.

As I sat in the trench looking over the bunkers, without warning, an 
Egyptian soldier jumped up perhaps twenty yards below me. I saw him 
clearly, middle-aged, heavyset, unarmed, with sweat stains under his arms, 
sprinting across the sand. Someone yelled, “Egyptian! Shoot!” Before anyone 
else reacted, in a single automatic movement, I had my rifle to my shoulder, 
dropped the safety catch, pulled the bolt back, and fired a single shot. But I 
deliberately aimed a meter behind his running heels as he dove into another 
bunker. At that range, had I wished to, I could have shot hit him square in 
the chest. But suddenly it seemed pointless. Strangely, there was no follow-
up, and we let a potentially dangerous combatant escape. Everyone was sick 
of killing. But the moment I pulled the trigger, I knew I had crossed a line. 
There was no doubt, had I felt even slightly threatened, I would have shot to 
kill. I realized with grim satisfaction that I had transformed myself from a 
sensitive scholar into a soldier who would do his murderous duty mechani-
cally, without feeling very much at all. It was an encounter with some dark 
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part of myself I had previously doubted existed. It was a bottoming out, both 
sobering and empowering. I started to realize all possibilities are within us. 
Saint or sinner, killer or hero, it all depends on circumstance and choice. And 
choice depends on awareness.

When I met up with my company, they had been moving south to-
ward the city of Suez, fighting down the Egyptian side of the canal. As they 
advanced, their commander, my old lieutenant, ordered that all wounded 
Egyptians were to be taken along and cared for. A close friend told me how 
he had watched an Egyptian soldier die slowly of terrible wounds we had 
inflicted, dying with a bloodstained photograph of loved ones in his hand. 
We were sharing intimacies with strangers we were trying to kill. It was a sad 
and wretched business. At one time I had imagined signing on for officers’ 
school. Now the adventure of a lifetime had dead-ended in another cave — a 
mausoleum. 

Two months later, the peace accord with Egypt was under way, and we 
hitched home. For days and weeks afterward, when I would see a bundle by 
the roadside as I drove along, I would think I was looking at a corpse. Yet I 
was very fortunate. The war was a glancing blow, not enough to damage or 
disable me, but enough to get my full attention. I returned to civilian life 
with no interest in pursuing family and professional life. Instead of leaving 
me cynical, the war reinforced my conviction that the quest was critical. The 
question “What’s it all about?” took on a life-and-death urgency. A life of ac-
tion pushed me back into the university and back into philosophy.

A Path with a Heart 

In January 1974, at Hebrew University, I began graduate work in political 
science, the one discipline that seemed the most inclusive of all the others, 
and the one explicitly concerned with the role of human choice in shaping 
social reality. Israel and kibbutz life had fallen short of my noble but naive 
utopianism. However, there was no question about my gratitude for the way 
the country helped heal me. Two months after the war, I was living with my 
Israeli girlfriend, who later became my wife. She was an eleventh-generation 
native-born Israeli. Her mother’s family was Sephardi, dark-skinned Jews 
who were expelled from Spain during the Inquisition and had been living in 
the Holy Land for the past five centuries. Her father was a German Jew who 
escaped before Hitler came to power. They adopted me as a son; I started 
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feeling Israeli, and I enjoyed being treated as such. With solid ground under-
foot, I could resume my search with greater confidence. 

But Israeli society was clearly becoming cynical and increasingly bru-
talized by the struggle for existence. I still believed the kibbutz vision  
had come close to providing a blueprint for a democratic society of free-
thinking, creative individualists. But the new generation of native-born Sa-
bras — named after the prickly pear, tough and thorny on the outside, sweet 
inside — tended, however, to be abrasively pragmatic and seemed disinter-
ested in spiritual and intellectual life. They were understandably eager to 
travel outside the country and enjoy more of consumer culture — the good 
life, American-style. Kibbutzim were becoming insular and self-absorbed. 
Gone was the vision of labor as worship. Farming was rapidly industrializing 
and Arabs were being hired to do the hardest, dirtiest work. The noble vision 
of chalutziut and of a religion of labor was sinking in a sea of materialism. 

Plus, the long-neglected and most painful and confusing question of all 
remained: What about the Palestinians? I had enjoyed their food and their 
music, and I had spent enough time living, walking, and running around 
the ancient stone villages, thorny hills, and olive groves to recognize Arab 
Palestinian culture as indigenous. It was connected to the land in ways some 
of the original Zionists aspired to re-create for an exiled, alienated Jewry. 
My South African experience had sensitized me to the arrogance of dismiss-
ing the indigenous. How could I not try to see things from an Arab point 
of view? I noticed similarities between some Israeli attitudes to Arabs and 
that of Afrikaners to blacks. There were also equally striking differences. The 
Dutch who colonized the southern tip of Africa never claimed to be return-
ing home from two thousand years of exile to the land that shaped their 
language, their culture, and their religion. European colonialism was part of 
a movement of imperial conquest motivated by shameless commercial gain 
and the manifest destiny of bringing civilization to the natives. Zionism was 
a movement of cultural, spiritual, and national redemption for a people in 
extremis. It healed me by giving me an experience of a tribal, earth-based 
identity. But it also confronted me with the limits of tribe and nation.16 

Zionism had no creative response to an increasingly angry, militant, and 
desperate Palestinian nationalism. In the irony of ironies, the Jewish return 
had created a yearning among displaced Palestinians to return home — a 
kind of “Palestinian Zionism.” There no longer seemed a simple hard line 
between right and wrong. All were implicated to varying degrees in both 
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good and evil. Certainly the degrees mattered, but it was a tangle I did not 
yet have the intellectual or emotional resources to sort out. 

The inspiring example of South Africa’s reconciliation between the 
races was still decades off. In 1973, apartheid was still tightening its grip and 
Nelson Mandela was hidden from view in prison on Robben Island. None of 
us had any inkling that years later he would emerge as the statesman who by 
the power of his moral example would avert a race war and heal the nation. 
Mandela had the psychological strength to get close to his enemy. He came 
to understand and empathize with the racist Afrikaners so well that they 
felt truly understood; and in being understood, they opened themselves to 
understanding and trusting him. At the same time, by taking Afrikaner psy-
chology into his own, Mandela transformed himself, growing into a wiser, 
more loving, and more complete human being. More than any other politi-
cal figure in the twentieth century, Mandela embodied what was missing in 
the Middle East — the paradoxical dynamic of a primal politics of transfor-
mation through engaging opposites in the service of the greater good. 

Even after a few years in university I still struggled with academic He-
brew, so I took whatever courses were offered in English. One was taught 
by Henry Kariel, a visiting professor from the University of Hawai‘i. When 
he arrived in 1976, he had just completed the manuscript of Beyond Liber-
alism, which thirty years later is still one of the most creative responses to 
the philosophical collapse of Liberalism.17 Kariel’s approach was bold and 
playful. He simply claimed the authority to do what the classical political 
philosophers themselves did. Instead of interpreting the great works of the 
past — which he did with impressive erudition — he followed their example 
in practicing political philosophy as the “Royal Art,” the art of seeing how 
all the other arts of life fit together to improve the human condition. By 
definition, everything that really mattered to living the best life possible was 
relevant. Kariel opened the whole field of human experience for me. This 
was the path with a heart I had been looking for. 

In the absence of a coherent alternative worldview, Kariel adopted the 
role of philosopher as trickster-shaman. The great unexplored new frontier 
was consciousness. Everything depended on the reliability of our grasp of 
reality; this, in turn, depended on how mind and matter, imagination and 
reality, were mysteriously interwoven. I started reading widely: history, phi-
losophy, the rise of the West, anthropology, psychology, shamanism, psy-
choanalysis, Eastern philosophy, American history, and Native American 
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literature — anything that could shed light on the human condition and the 
mystery of consciousness. I realized why I had been so disappointed with con-
ventional political philosophy: Hobbes, Locke, Madison, Smith, Descartes,  
Mill, and Hume were dealing with forms of consciousness shaped by the 
European self-understanding of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 
They were living in a tiny, mechanical, box universe. I had been confronted 
with the ecstatic, mind-dissolving vistas of an evolving cosmos. 

Doors opened. Kariel offered to sponsor my move to the USA and guide 
my PhD at the University of Hawai‘i. I would be able to rethink everything 
free from the constraints of family, tradition, and periodic warfare. Mean-
while, I was weaving myself more tightly into the fabric of Israeli life. I mar-
ried my Israeli girlfriend, and in 1977 we moved to Hawai‘i together, fully 
intending to return to Israel after my studies. 

Paradise, Family, and Philosophy

When the British explorer Captain Cook arrived in Hawai‘i in 1778, he was 
stunned by the beauty and high level of development of Hawaiian civiliza-
tion. He thought the Polynesians to be among the strongest, healthiest, hap-
piest people he had encountered. He found them with a population close 
to that of modern Hawai’i — just over one million — living in total self- 
sufficiency with Stone Age tools and an economy based on aquaculture, 
ocean fishing, and taro horticulture.18 Today, Native Hawaiians are the poor-
est and most disadvantaged of the ethnic groups in the state. Hawai‘i now 
imports more than 80 percent of its food and 90 percent of its energy, de-
grading ocean, land, and water in the process and achieving the dubious 
distinction of having the most endangered species of any US state. Honolulu 
is a premier shopping destination for Asian tourists, while the state hosts the 
largest concentration of military bases outside the mainland United States.  

Hawai‘i is also where East meets West. It is one of the most multicultural 
states in the union, where Caucasians are a minority, where almost half of all 
marriages are interracial, and where the indigenous culture is still palpable. 
Since the 1970s, a Native Hawaiian renaissance has been under way with the 
revival of the Hawaiian language and the tradition of aloha — a warmth 
and generosity rooted in a reverence for all living things. It is fitting trib-
ute to Hawai‘i’s exceptionalism that this is where Barack Obama was born  
and raised — the son of an African man and a white woman, the first black 
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president of the United States and the first president to be nearly universally 
acclaimed as a global statesman. 

Hawai‘i’s natural beauty and its distance from South Africa offered me 
a perfect vantage for taking the most global and inclusive perspective on my 
Jewish past. My everyday life was transformed: the compact geography of a 
metropolis like Honolulu on a small tropical island made the extremes of 
ocean, city, and mountain easy to grasp in a single view and to experience in 
a single day. I could begin and end a workday of teaching and writing with 
a morning ocean swim and an afternoon run along rough mountain trails.

The political science department was equally exceptional. Although it 
was ranked as one of the top twenty national research departments in terms 
of quoted publications, many faculty seemed more concerned with estab-
lishing a supportive and creative community of thinkers. Isolated in the 
middle of the Pacific, thousands of miles from any center of political power, 
it attracted some free spirits who created a unique intellectual culture: open, 
curious, supportive of experimentation, and infused with a touch of “Ha-
waiian style” — the more relaxed, contemplative approach to life. It suited 
me perfectly. 

For the first time I had an opportunity to explore and experiment. I dis-
covered Hawai‘i is a gardener’s paradise, with rich volcanic soil, plenty of sun 
and rain, and growing seasons year-round. Gardening helped keep one pole 
of my thinking literally grounded, close to the living earth, while the other 
explored the farthest reaches of inner and outer space. 

Up to this point, I had no interest in the conventional paths of profes-
sion, marriage, and family; this was a result of both inner confusion and my 
gloomy perception of the chaotic state of civilization. It seemed irrespon-
sible to settle into comfortable domesticity and bring children into a dan-
gerous and damaged world. Yet my wife wanted a family and missed Israel. 
Ultimately, Hawai‘i was changing me, and I knew there was no turning back. 
We went through a friendly divorce, and she returned home. Soon after, I 
fell in love again and promptly had my heart broken. Then my next love 
unexpectedly initiated me into fatherhood. My self-directed life of explora-
tion and adventure seemed to be over. I grieved briefly for my lost freedom, 
but as soon as I held my newborn daughter in my hands I fell in love again. 

Until that moment I feared the responsibility of fatherhood. Now the 
question of the meaning in my life was self-evident — attending to the im-
mediate needs of a baby girl. I was surprised at how much it settled and 



100 Future  Primal

satisfied my restlessness. As I softened and became more sensitive to my 
daughter, I felt myself becoming whole. Male mothering helped balance the 
angry young warrior. As my daughter grew up, so did I, returning to my 
scholarly quest with a heightened sense of urgency. My concern with the fate 
of the earth became less of a pious abstraction and more a simple extension 
of the love and concern I felt for her. This was her planet, we were her spe-
cies. I came to see her birth as the most revolutionary event in my life. 

After six years of graduate study, I had traveled over wildly varied intellectual 
landscapes and been blessed by a succession of amazing insights, but I had 
no PhD. I was still working as a casual lecturer, and in the eyes of the world 
of professionals that meant failure. I felt that every attempt at putting my 
learning into a narrowly focused dissertation topic seemed like giving up, 
as it forced me to abandon what I felt was most critically needed — the il-
lumination of the big picture. How does one make an argument for the big 
picture seem practical, without actually trying to say everything? My advis-
ers kept recommending focusing on a single, narrow topic.

One night during this protracted crisis, I went to sleep and had a long 
vivid dream with a simple narrative thread. I saw the path my peers had 
taken — scientific professionals in white coats, working in hospitals and lab-
oratories — serious men and women being taken seriously. It was all shades 
of gray; no joy, no beauty, no meaning. Then I saw myself lying on the floor, 
happily playing like a child, painting a picture in brightly colored oils. I was 
with friends in a glass-walled apartment at dusk overlooking the hills above 
a small town — perhaps Port Elizabeth or Jerusalem. When I looked at the 
picture, it looked childlike and unfinished. One of my friends came over, 
picked up a brush, and showed me how to make a few small changes. Sud-
denly the elements gelled into a perfectly formed image. It was more power-
ful than anything I could ever have imagined painting. It was a miniature 
version of the view through the window, but somehow luminous and inten-
sified — rounded hills in soft shades of gold, red, and purple, with the lights 
of a village sparkling in the distance. As I held the painting up so others 
could see, it merged with the view through the window. Then the painting 
magically came to life. A human figure appeared in the picture holding a ro-
man candle of exploding fireworks, which sent a cascading rainbow of light 
over the landscape. I woke up the next morning feeling excited and ener-
gized. The dream seemed to bring the most critical elements of my journey 
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into a creative work. It affirmed my rejection of medicine for philosophy. 
It celebrated the happily playing child and the importance of creativity. It 
showed the decisive intervention of friends, and the importance of coopera-
tion and community in the creative political work. Finally, it seemed to con-
nect the beauty of nature to human creativity, which, mediated by shamanic 
magic, brought the outer and the inner world into resonance. I was back on 
the path with a heart. 

The image of a mandala came to me soon after, as the obvious organizing 
structure for a big picture. Each quadrant represented a distinct thread of 
my search as well as the core elements of the politics of compact egalitarian 
societies — those of hunter-gatherers, the San Bushmen, the classical polis, 
even the utopian kibbutz. The center, where the four quadrants met, unified 
all the processes within the truth quest. The mandala was quite unlike all the 
traditional models of political order in at least one critical respect. Instead 
of pretending to offer a final answer or an absolute truth, the mandala at its 
deepest also represented the structure of the ongoing quest itself. I finished 
the dissertation quickly, and “primal politics” became the core of the vision 
of Future Primal. 
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Mystery is the most beautiful thing we can experience. It is the source of all true 
art and science.

— Albert Einstein

The old Lakota were wise. . . .They could despise no creature for all were of one 
blood, made by the same hand and filled with the essence of the Great Mystery. 
They knew that man’s heart, away from nature, becomes hard; they knew that 
lack of respect for growing, living things soon led to lack of respect for humans 
too. So they kept their youth close to its softening influence.

— Chief Luther Standing Bear

recovery of the quest,  
part ii — politics of mystery

cHAPTER 4
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The Big Story

The very science that has helped precipitate a crisis of scarcely imaginable 
proportions also tells a story of humanity’s place in the cosmos that is so 
detailed, so compelling, and yet so utterly astounding that it makes all previ-
ous creation myths seem cartoonish and one-dimensional. This new under-
standing directly undermines the philosophical foundations of our global 
industrial civilization. It calls us to shift from a way of thinking and living 
shaped by a crude mechanical materialism to one that recognizes the hu-
man as an organic outgrowth of an evolving earth. The great challenge is 
not simply to understand this astonishing new reality intellectually but to 
start to feel this new relationship, and then, feeling it, to live accordingly. As 
we do this we find ourselves reconnecting with some of the most profound 
and most ancient human experiences. By reflecting on this convergence of 
the very old with the very new, we can start to reconstruct a more authentic 
basis for both the truth quest and politics. 

For most of history, human beings could see no more than a few thou-
sand stars in the night sky. They assumed what was obvious to the senses: that 
the stars — like the sun, moon, and planets — moved across the sky around 
the massive immovable earth. Thanks to the mathematics of Copernicus  
and the following centuries of modern science, we now know that it is the 
earth and the planets that circle around our enormous sun, and that the 
thousands of stars we can see with the naked eye are all distant suns that 
constitute but a tiny handful of the two hundred billion in our Milky Way 
galaxy. We also now know that the Milky Way is only one galaxy in a universe 
composed of billions of galaxies. Science helps us know these things as facts, 
but its method often blocks us from experiencing their meaning.  

For example, even though we know as a basic fact of life that the earth 
rotates around its axis and orbits the sun, most of us, most of the time, still 
experience the earth as massive and stationary and the sun as a small, blaz-
ing body traveling across the sky and setting below the horizon. We can start 
to feel what it is like to live in our new cosmology by practicing the poetic 
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yet scientifically informed sunset meditation of cosmologist Brian Thomas 
Swimme.1 At the end of a clear day, we can focus attention on where the sun 
will disappear, and then as the sun sets during its last few visible seconds, we 
remind ourselves that it is in fact the earth which is continuously rotating as 
it orbits the sun. If we hold this thought as we hold our gaze, we can, if we 
concentrate, experience the novelty of a second of vertigo as the great earth 
beneath us rolls “backward” on its axis and the horizon comes up in front of 
us to cover the sun. In Swimme’s words, it is as if, for an instant, “in a single 
surprising shudder,” we feel ourselves “standing on the back of something 
like a cosmic whale that is slowly rotating its great bulk on the surface of an 
unseen ocean.” In this way we can actually feel the thrill of being part of a 
spinning planet orbiting a star.2 

We know that when Descartes watched a sunset, he had little idea of 
what was taking place inside the solar furnace. Today, his scientific method 
has led to an understanding of matter so detailed and so precise that we 
can, if we wish, ignite our own small suns on earth. When we set off the 
first hydrogen bomb on Bikini Atoll, we watched an immense thermonu-
clear reaction, explosively compressing atoms of hydrogen under sun-like 
temperatures and pressures until they fused into heavier helium atoms. In 
the process some of the hydrogen matter is transformed into heat and light  
energy in a staggeringly powerful explosion — the most destructive force  
human beings had ever unleashed. Something similar takes place continu-
ously in the heart of the sun on a vastly multiplied scale. Every second, 600 mil-
lion tons of hydrogen under immense pressures and temperatures are fused  
into 595 million tons of helium. The 5 million tons of hydrogen that “disap-
pear” are converted into heat and light energy equivalent to a billion one-
megaton hydrogen bombs going off every second.3

This solar conflagration is so enormous that it could swallow a million 
earths, so bright it can blind us ninety-three million miles away. Yet at this 
perfect distance its violence is nurturing — warming and lighting the earth, 
feeding plants and animals, and giving us our daily and seasonal cycles. The 
sun has been steadily exploding for the past 4.6 billion years. It will continue 
for another 5 billion years until it consumes all the hydrogen fuel and the 
heavier helium ash causes it to collapse in on itself under such pressure that 
the helium, in turn, ignites in an even more spectacular explosion and fuses 
into heavier carbon atoms. This explosion will be so immense as to engulf 
the inner planets and appear from a distant point in the Milky Way as a “red 
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giant.” Even suns are subject to the great mystery of existence in which every-
thing that comes into being grows, matures, and dies. Yet the violent death of 
suns is creative, producing the heavier, more complex elements from which, 
ultimately, life on earth evolved. All the known, naturally occurring elements 
are born in such hydrogen fusion explosions in the hearts of exploding stars, 
some many times larger than our sun. 

Our experience of the mystery of existence is compounded when we try 
to grasp the scale of the universe. Such reflection provides an opportunity 
for an even more profound reorientation to the nature of consciousness and 
the human condition. The most distant object humans can see with the na-
ked eye is Andromeda. Early hunter-gatherers could make this out as a faint 
cloud of light in the night sky. Our telescopes now reveal Andromeda to be 
an entire galaxy, larger than the Milky Way, containing around one trillion 
suns. It is so far away that the photons of light that strike the retina of our 
eye today left Andromeda 2.5 million years ago, shooting through space at 
186,000 miles a second. When we look at Andromeda, we are literally look-
ing back in time, seeing Andromeda as it was when our hominid ancestors 
first started chipping stone tools in Africa. Andromeda is only one galaxy in 
our “local cluster” of galaxies in a visible universe with at least two hundred 
billion galaxies.4 

Sometimes on a warm clear Hawaiian night, I lie outside on the lawn 
looking up at the night sky and try to picture myself from the perspective 
of someone in South Africa — the other side of the planet. Suddenly, for a 
second, I can feel myself pinned by gravity, with my back pressed against the 
earth, looking down into the blackness of intergalactic space below me — 
and I instinctively want to grab something to stop myself falling. The science 
writer Dava Sobel describes well how imagination short-circuits trying to 
grasp these immensities:

When I try to imagine the depths of space, . . .when pushed to visualize 
those extremes, my brain just stalls. Silence clogs my ears, as though my 
thoughts were starved for air in the vast emptiness they are struggling 
to encompass. At the same time I feel I am falling, as often happens 
while falling asleep, when the drift into unconsciousness is interrupted 
by an image — part dream, part memory — that pitches me off a swing 

or down a staircase and my whole body lurches to save itself.5 

As if the mere scale of the known universe is not enough to induce this 
sort of dizzying, paralyzing, “radical amazement” — as the Jewish mystic 
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Abraham Joshua Heschel put it — science is now compelling us to consider 
that all of it exploded out of a single point, at a single moment in time. The 
notion that the universe is expanding was implied by Albert Einstein’s gen-
eral theory of relativity, but he rejected this as too fantastic and modified 
his field equations to fit an unchanging universe. He was subsequently com-
pelled to reverse himself when he looked through Edward Hubble’s telescope 
and confirmed empirically the “red shift,” indicating that the clusters of gal-
axies were all racing away from one another. By extrapolating back in time, 
we have been forced to conclude that everything exploded into existence in 
an unimaginably immense primordial “flaring forth” some 13.7 billion years 
ago. Einstein subsequently regarded his altering of the field equations as the 
greatest scientific blunder of his career. 

We could say that this understanding of how the universe came into exis-
tence is one of the greatest achievements of our search for knowledge; it is the 
culmination of thousands of years of civilization and the past four hundred 
years of modern science. It means simply that everything — all of existence 
— is an interconnected whole in a continual process of transforming. The uni-
verse is not a place within which events happen as much as an event in itself, 
and humanity is part of that event, which continues to unfold as human aware-
ness of it expands. We are only just beginning to grasp what it means to emerge 
from a growing universe. Full realization requires rethinking everything. 

But for the most part we continue to revere institutions constructed 
on eighteenth-century assumptions of a clockwork “box” universe — an 
empty place within which things happen according to universal mechanical 
laws. Our political culture confidently marches forward, treating mystery as 
a problem to be solved or simply dismissed as woolly-mindedness, a dis-
traction from the serious practical business of business. But philosophers, 
mystics, and shamans from all times tell us the experience of mystery is of 
immense practical importance. They encourage us to open to the experience 
and let its passion grip us. They suggest that, rather than being the antithesis 
of knowledge, such fascination with the miracle of existence is integral to 
its pursuit and helps keep us on track. Einstein knew this and put it clearly: 
“Mystery is the most beautiful thing we can experience. It is the source of all 
true art and science.” 

Healthy children are natural mystics. They generally start life immersed in 
this experience of sheer amazement at the beauty of the world. The simplest  
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things — a stone, a butterfly, a sunlit leaf — are magical and endlessly fas-
cinating. As we grow up, society trains us to ignore the distractions of the 
beauty of existence and to focus on what is practical and useful. But the 
memories of childhood remain to be awakened at quiet and unexpected mo-
ments, surprising us with a fresh experience of the world. At these times, we 
are reminded that our consciousness, our very capacity to know the world, is 
a product of some larger, ultimately unknowable order. Mystery remains as 
the ever-receding horizon of our knowing. 

The heart of the problem of our contemporary civilization is that we 
have forgotten this primal experience of the natural world of creation as a 
sacred miracle. We don’t recognize its truth, nor do we appreciate its im-
portance for ordering human life, and so we fail to create our institutions 
accordingly. We can extend Einstein’s insight by saying, “Mystery should also 
be the source of all true politics.” 

The Politics of Mystery

At one time most human beings experienced this miracle of existence directly 
as a primary fact of life. Indigenous and hunting-gathering cultures living 
in wilderness seemed to know intuitively that they were part of an exquisite 
sacred creation whose source was unfathomable. Chief Luther Standing Bear 
was one of the last of the Lakota raised on the Great Plains of North America 
as a nomadic hunter-gatherer and one of the few to author his own book in 
English. He describes with simple eloquence how “mountains, lakes, rivers, 
springs, valleys, and woods” were all experienced by the Lakota as “finished 
beauty,” pervaded by the mystery of existence.6 The infinite connections be-
tween all forms of life and the beauty of the whole was part of a single cre-
ative force named, simply and precisely, Wakan Tanka, “the Great Mystery.” 
Wakan Tanka was not a supernatural person or thing, or an abstraction, but 
something visceral, the experienced presence of a “unifying life force flowing 
in and through all things — the flowers of the plains, blowing wind, rocks, 
trees, birds, animals.” The kinship humans felt for one another extended to 
the teeming animal communities the Lakota lived among.7 

While human beings are part of nature, they are also apart from it. The 
gift of self-reflective consciousness gives us freedom and choice, makes us 
“determiners,” and so distances us from the rest of creation. We get distracted 
by our cleverness, by the endless novelty of our creations. We confuse our 
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god-like creativity with being God and forget our createdness — our emer-
gence from and connectedness to a larger creative reality. Our egos inflate 
and we are tempted to confuse our best understanding with certainty. We 
forget humility, that freedom is meaningless without the possibility of mak-
ing mistakes, without the reality of good and evil and the necessity of love 
and forgiveness.

Many traditional Lakota teachings, like those of other indigenous cul-
tures, functioned as religion in the original sense of the word’s Latin root, 
religare — to “bind again” or reconnect. Religion seems to have emerged in 
part as a corrective to growing ego-driven action, reminding the individual 
to come down to earth, to return to the source, to remember that “all things 
are kindred and brought together by the same Great Mystery.” This aware-
ness humbles us but also fills us with a love of life that permeates all relation-
ships. Standing Bear elaborates:

This concept of life and its relations was humanizing and gave to the 

Lakota an abiding love. It filled his being with the joy and mystery of 

living; it gave him reverence for all life; it made a place for all things in 

the scheme of existence with equal importance to all. The Lakota could 

despise no creature for all were of one blood, made by the same hand 

and filled with the essence of the Great Mystery.8 

Science helps us embellish this primal insight, showing with great quan-
titative precision how the biochemical processes keeping us alive are woven 
into the living fabric of the entire biosphere, how all the atoms that con-
stitute the molecules of our chemistry emerged from the mystery of that  
great primordial fireball. Ironically, as the precision of our knowledge in-
creases, so the objectifying attitude of science represses our subjective, felt 
connection to reality. Because science understands by objectifying and de-
means the logic of emotion, we have an absurd situation in which emo-
tionally neutral objectivity is good and subjectivity is bad. This purging of 
emotion and subjectivity makes us strangers to our own inner lives, thus 
cutting the roots of morally ordered action. Having literally lost our souls, 
we stand autistic in the face of nature. 

Our spiritual disorder was transparent to reflective Native Americans, who 
responded to the arrival of Europeans first with confusion, then with frus-
tration and anger, and finally with despair:
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Nothing the Great Mystery placed in the land of the Indian pleased the 
white man, and nothing escaped his transforming hand. Wherever for-
ests have not been mowed down; wherever the animal is recessed in their 
quiet protection; wherever the earth is not bereft of four-footed life — 
that to him is an unbroken wilderness. But since for the Lakota there 
was no wilderness; since nature was not dangerous but hospitable; not 
forbidding but friendly, Lakota philosophy was healthy — free from fear 
and dogmatism. Here I find the great distinction between the faith of 
the Indian and the white man. Indian faith sought harmony of man with 
his surroundings; the other sought the dominance of surroundings. In 
sharing in loving all and everything, one people naturally found a mea-
sure of the thing they sought, while in fearing, the other found need of 
conquest. For one man the world was full of beauty; for the other it was 
a place of sin and ugliness to be endured until he went to another world 

there to become a creature of wings, half-man and half-bird.9

When taken back to its primordial source — the creative cosmos — the 
connection between the mystical experience and human politics is simple and 
direct. As the quote by Standing Bear at the beginning of this chapter expresses, 
one of the foundations of the good life is maintaining this living connection 
to nature. When we can be amazed at the natural world — the mountains and 
prairies, the wind and weather, the life-world of coyote, bear, bison, and prairie 
dog — we pay attention to it. And in paying attention we learn how to live in 
partnership with the life of the earth. This love of life tends to merge into a 
related appreciation for the variety of human and cultural forms. 

In 1493 Christopher Columbus was struck by the warmth and generos-
ity of the natives of Hispaniola (now the Island of Haiti and the Dominican 
Republic), a typical reaction recorded in many subsequent accounts of first 
contact. “Of anything they have, if you ask them for it, they never say no; 
rather they invited the person to share it, and show as much love as if they 
were giving their hearts.” Columbus’s response was to kidnap a few of the 
natives and then inform his royal patrons that, with the handful of men left 
behind, he could easily destroy the entire society without danger.10 It was a 
pattern to be repeated over and over as imperial Europe encountered native 
populations. 

Disrupting the primary relationship between the human and the nonhuman 
living world disrupts the organic solidarity among humans. Healing the  



110 Future  Primal

primary relationship with nature helps heal human relationships. Experi-
encing all of existence as a single, interconnected sacred creation is at the 
heart of that turning around of the mind and soul, the Socratic periagoge, 
which is ultimately what is at stake in the sort of radical transformation our 
situation requires. 

Of course, Native Americans like the Lakota did not live in perfect har-
mony with one another or with the natural world. Modern romantics and 
environmentalists sometimes exaggerate the ecologically “noble savage” as 
living in static balance with pristine wilderness. We now know early human 
hunters were at least partly responsible for killing off the large Pleistocene 
megafauna, as humans spread out of Africa through Eurasia and then into 
the Americas. Early European explorers also documented cases of Native 
American tribes overharvesting and overhunting. Some had eccentric be-
liefs, like the Rock Cree notion that the spirits of animals killed by humans 
would be replenished in greater numbers, causing them to sometimes wan-
tonly kill nesting birds and destroy the eggs.11 

Nor were these societies peaceful, loving utopias. Most practiced some 
degree of warfare, which at times could be marked by great cruelty. The La-
kota were consummate mounted hunters and warriors and familiar with 
killing at close quarters. However, unlike the genocidal violence of our past 
century, warfare had a limited function and was tempered by codes of chiv-
alry and pan-tribal principles of the sacredness of life. For instance, for La-
kota warriors during the eighteenth century, annihilation of an enemy was 
sometimes less important than “counting coup,” using a long, curved coup 
stick to deliver a blow or hook one’s opponent off his horse, a maneuver that 
simultaneously demonstrated military prowess, courage, and moral restraint.

Like all human beings, indigenous peoples suffered injury, illness, ag-
ing, and death, and they were vulnerable to the ego-hardening passions of 
fear, greed, envy, and lust for power. However, they also understood that hu-
man beings were determiners, and their religious and political institutions 
directly addressed these universal challenges. Many Lakota institutions and 
rituals served to sensitize the people to the glories of the natural world and 
heighten the experience of the Great Mystery at its source. At the core of this 
religious orientation was the love of life as the source of all values, and with 
it the companion teachings of generosity, courage, and compassion. Lakota 
elders actively cultivated this experience as the living heart of their politics 
and as the primary drive for human action and decision making. 
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The same organizing ethic can also be found in many indigenous socie-
ties that lived in intimate balance with wilderness. It is perhaps most directly 
expressed in an explanation of the human relationship to God offered by 
the Bushmen of southern Africa: When one acknowledges the presence of a 
small bird, a tiny thread is formed. After many encounters with that bird, the 
thread becomes thicker until it becomes a rope. When there are many ropes 
to many animals and many people, then the rope to God is formed. These 
ropes are made of the material of love. 

Searching the “In-Between” 

Many Western thinkers have written on the universal importance of the 
mystical experience in human affairs. Rudolf Otto in his famous comparison 
of Eastern and Western mysticism concluded that there “are indeed strong 
primal impulses working in the human soul” that are “completely unaf-
fected by differences of climate, of geographical position, or of race” and 
that show a “similarity and inner relationship of types of human experience 
and spiritual life which are truly astonishing.”12 William James, in his famous 
compendium The Varieties of Religious Experience, provided a comparable 
inventory of mystical experiences and concluded that mysticism is at the 
root of all religious experience. 

In characteristic pragmatic-empirical fashion, James offers a list of defin-
ing characteristics, noting, first of all, that mystical experiences are typically 
“ineffable” — so profound and intense as to defy verbal description. They can 
be cultivated through rigorous disciplines and rituals, but they are often spon-
taneous and transient,13 occurring as acts of grace to quite ordinary people un-
der ordinary circumstances. Then he notes the central paradox of mysticism: 
that despite this resistance to language, these experiences have an unmistak-
able “noetic quality,” giving a sense of reliable insight concerning deeper as-
pects of reality with great practical importance for how to live one’s life.

James quotes as a typical example of a spontaneous mystical experience 
the account of a middle-aged man who on a beautiful sunny day decided 
to skip going to church with his family and instead take his dog for a walk 
through the hills. Suddenly on the way back, without warning, he was over-
taken by an ecstatic revelation: 

I felt I was in Heaven — an inward state of peace and joy and assur-
ance indescribably intense, accompanied with a sense of being bathed 
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in a warm glow of light . . .a feeling of having passed beyond the body, 
though the scene around me stood out more clearly and as if nearer 
to me than before. . . .Today [years later] it stands out as the most real 

experience of my life.14

Such experiences give one the courage and the enthusiasm to take in the 
big picture of life — to love truth and to be open to the quest. Experienc-
ing reality as an exquisite, awesome, and sacred mystery can then become 
an emotional, intellectual, and moral anchor for all other values — a self-
evident good, a value of values, a summum bonum — guiding action and 
helping shape culture and society. 

In the past century, only one Western political philosopher, Eric Voegelin, 
has systematically explored the tension between the mystical experience, the 
truth quest, and political order.15 Voegelin devoted a lifetime to reflecting on 
the nature of politics through the study of the primary texts of Mesopota-
mia, Egypt, China, ancient Israel, Greece, Rome, Medieval Christian Europe, 
and of course ecumenic modernity. His contribution to our quest for a new 
politics is twofold: first, he clarifies a philosophy of consciousness as a basis 
for the truth quest, and second, he provides a sweeping, penetrating empiri-
cal study of the search for order in the history of world civilizations.16

But Voegelin’s extraordinary erudition brings its own difficulties. Such 
a high level of literacy is required to follow his arguments that he has largely 
been ignored not only by the layperson but by much of mainstream political 
science. This neglect reinforced his tendency to elitism, which made his work 
even less appealing to the creative thinkers who might have made the most 
radical use of it. Despite these difficulties, the enormous body of Voegelin’s 
work is now starting to gain global recognition.17 

The inaccessibility of Voegelin’s scholarship is particularly unfortunate 
because his crowning insight into the paradoxical nature of consciousness is 
something that can be simply and directly experienced by the layperson, and 
this has critical implications for our search for the good life. We can grasp 
Voegelin’s insight with a little focused reflection on one of the first facts of 
consciousness — that is the awareness we all have of growing from “uncon-
scious” infancy into an adult self-consciousness. We slowly wake up to the 
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fact that we have been born at a particular time and place, within a particular 
body, and shaped by our family, society, and culture. None of this is of our 
choosing. Nor can we ever hope to grasp all of it. We are required to play a 
part in an unfolding reality, never fully knowing where it all comes from nor 
where it is all going. We know our actions and choices have consequences; 
we know we can make mistakes and spoil things, sometimes catastrophically, 
but we cannot simply abstain from the drama of existence. As Voegelin puts 
it: “Our role in existence must be played in uncertainty of its meaning . . .
as an adventure of decision on the edge of freedom and necessity.”18 We are 
born into a story not of our making within which we have to find our own 
way, to live our own lives and tell our own stories. 

Voegelin’s terms can sharpen this understanding. He calls the “story 
telling us into being” the “It-reality,” which is ultimately the mystery out of 
which we emerge. We experience it as congruent with what Native Americans 
call the “Great Spirit” and the experience of what monotheistic religions call 
God.* Then there is also the world we know as an object, the world of things, 
including those objects, institutions, and relationships made and shaped by 
humans. Voegelin calls this the “thing-reality.” Humans live in a paradoxi-
cal situation, in-between these two realities, participating simultaneously in 
both, unable to step outside of one to grasp the other with certainty. 

Since contemporary philosophy has no vocabulary to describe this 
situation, Voegelin took the Greek term metaxy, from Plato’s Symposium. 
Metaxy simply means “in-between.” It refers to the human condition of 
existing in-between that great mysterious reality from which we came — the 
It-reality — and the human-created, conceptualized world of objects, insti-
tutions, and things — the thing-reality. In evolutionary and primal terms 
one could say that the It-reality is the principle of creativity emerging with 
the Big Bang, permeating the natural world and manifesting in a continually 
evolving universe.19 **  

We can approach this in even simpler terms by saying we are always 
dealing with a single split paradoxical reality that has two inseparable  

* Monotheistic religions have so thoroughly anthropomorphized “God” that the name is misleading 
here. It cannot be emphasized enough that Voegelin’s It-reality is an ineffable, indescribable, truly 
mysterious creative force that manifests in the infinite variety of the faces of creation.

** Throughout the book I expand Voegelin’s idea of the in-between to clarify the relationship between 
various pairs of opposites.
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aspects — an outer and an inner. The inner is known to us through re-
flecting on our inner life, which of course is only meaningful insofar as we 
are aware that it is also simultaneously part of an outer reality. The outer is 
known through science and history and direct experience, which of course 
is only meaningful insofar as it also relates to our inner reality. This situ-
ation is particularly confusing for us moderns, since in our desire for cer-
tainty, we tend to focus on the outer, on the “mastery and possession of 
nature.” Grasping both inner and outer aspects of consciousness together 
— a paradox — means we can never fully know either; we have to accept 
that all our knowledge is in principle always incomplete.* Making mistakes 
— and ultimately the reality of good and evil — is built into what it means 
to be human. Naturally this situation generates a primordial anxiety, and 
it is this anxiety that helps drive our search for knowledge of better ways 
to live. 

But anxiety isn’t the only response. Grasping the bigger picture of the 
in-between in evolutionary and primal terms can also generate the classi-
cal ecstatic, mystical experience. We are conscious of the earth as an inde-
pendent entity, and at the same time we can recognize that it gives birth to 
the human and the very same self-consciousness that allows us to grasp the 
earth as an object! How utterly extraordinary! As the Jewish Kabbalist and 
mystic Joshua Heschel pointed out, when we allow ourselves to sink into this 
sort of “radical amazement,” we can recognize its sacred dimension. Like 
Wakan Tanka for the Lakota, the experience of the miracle of conscious ex-
istence gives us a reverence for life and a zest for living; it takes us beyond 
fear and gives us the courage to stay open, to explore our condition, and to 
live in the light of our ongoing quest. Maintaining this fascination with the 
mystery of existence becomes an essential condition for the truth quest and 
thus for politics — a truly human way of life. Dogmatism of either religion  
or ideology is an implicit denial of our in-between status and blocks open-
ness to the quest. This inability to live in the tension of the in-between is 
often connected to libido dominandi — the lust for power and control. Every 
time we think we have certainty about life — whether that certainty comes 
from mathematics, logic, religion, or ideology — we have lost the primary 

* This split structure of consciousness is as fundamentally paradoxical as the confounding world of 
subatomic physics. 
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experience. We have deformed our essential humanity and closed down the 

search. Disaster looms. Much of Voegelin’s history of world civilizations 

documents these deformations and their murderous consequences. By the 

same token, his work emphasizes the importance of embracing the uncer-

tainty of mystery as inspiration for continuing the quest. 

Looking back on the history of our species, we can see that self-consciousness  

gradually unfolds, over hundreds of millennia, until we have an astound-

ing “aha!” experience — a soul-shaking revelation as we look back over 

our shoulders and recognize consciousness emerging from something that 

seems utterly other — the It-reality. Voegelin identified the first such re-

corded, collective recognition as the monotheistic revelation that became 

the organizing experience for the Jewish people and the Kingdom of Israel. 

When Moses asks for God’s name, the response is “Ehiyeh Asher Ehiyeh,” “I 

am that I am,” represented by the four letters yod, heh, vav, heh, or YHWH. 

The Greeks called this the tetragrammaton, and non-Jews pronounce it as 

“Yahweh.” But when observant Jews encounter the tetragrammaton, they 

will simply acknowledge it as adoni (my lord) and refrain from trying to 

pronounce the name of the ineffable, unnameable God. YHWH cannot be 

grasped as a namable thing. As with the Lakota Wakan Tanka, we are dealing 

with a Great Mystery that permeates all of creation. 

While many such revelations have occurred across the world, what was 

distinctive about the Israelite revelation was the fact that it was the first such 

event recorded in writing. As Voegelin points out, the appearance of the 

written Bible itself is a unique event underscoring the singular event of the 

revelation, creating a “before” and an “after.” This initiates written history 

as a record of a linear process of particular people at a particular time and 

place attempting to live in the light of a revelation concerning the human 

condition. Today, we are still involved in that same process, trying to make 

sense of “the story telling us” and then choosing our own course accordingly. 

Since this revelation radically changed humanity’s self-understanding and 

way of being in the world, Voegelin called it a “leap in being” — a radical leap 

forward in human self-awareness, a marker in the history of civilization. The 

notion of the big story becomes clarified as the fundamental unit of mean-

ing in the life of the individual and society. Modern scientific cosmology  
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now embeds the story of our species in the story of the earth, and indeed the 
universe itself. 

While the written stories of scholars, scribes, rabbis, and priests preserve 
the founding experience of the mystery of the in-between and record its 
unfolding, they also tend to freeze interpretation. Institutionalized religion 
crystallizes around obedience to the literal word of the holy scriptures — 
the Torah, the Gospels, or the Koran. The sacred scripture replaces the ex-
perience of the sacred. Dogma, bureaucratically enforced rituals, rules, and 
regulations, tends to block the followers from the primary mystical experi-
ence of the in-between. As C. G. Jung noted, religion then becomes a defense 
against authentic religious experience. The quest shuts down and we fall for 
the deluded certainties of ideology and theology with all their murderous 
consequences. Convinced it understands the written word of God, humanity 
acts diabolically. 

When the truth quest is shut down, parts of the psyche calcify and be-
come obsessive; other parts dissociate. We lose our grip on the paradoxical 
structure of consciousness, or what Voegelin called the “tensional complex” 
of consciousness-reality-language.20 Delusions of grandeur and persecution 
proliferate. Voegelin followed Plato in calling this sickness of the soul anoia 
— a forgetting of our in-between status, our partnership in the community 
of being. When Jung was interviewed toward the end of his life, he warned 
that this ignorance of the nature of the psyche was ultimately the greatest 
danger civilization faced. 

The world hangs on a thin thread and that is the psyche of man. Nowa-
days we are not threatened by elementary catastrophes. The. . .H-bomb 
. . . is all man’s doing. We are the great danger. The psyche is the great dan-
ger! What if something goes wrong with the psyche? How important is 
the psyche of man — to know something about it? But we know noth-

ing about it [emphasis in the original].21 

The upsurge of fundamentalism in our age — whether that of the free 
market and scientific materialism or of Islam, Christianity, and Judaism 
— measures our distance from the awareness of living in-between and our 
closeness to chaos.

The primal perspective reveals that the monotheistic leap in being can 
be seen as a partial clarification and differentiation through written history 
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of aspects of an earlier, more fundamental leap in being that took place 
between two hundred thousand and one hundred thousand years ago: the 
emergence of modern self-reflective consciousness — the primal revolu-
tion. This more inclusive view draws our attention back to the preliterate, 
pre-agrarian politics of hunter-gatherers, where the elements constituting 
the questing individual in society were still closely related and in primor-
dial balance. So now we have two starting points for rethinking politics — 
the reflective-philosophical path through Voegelin and the empirical path 
through science and history.22 

The Mandala Structure of the Primal Quest

Reflecting on the questing human individual as he or she emerges within the 
primal community, we can identify four primary values and processes that 
constitute the necessary, minimal coordinates of the quest. My suggestion is 
that this structure functions like a Jungian archetype, a deeply rooted way of 
thinking and behaving, that becomes luminous — illuminating itself — as 
it unfolds over time. 

This primordial four-part dynamic structure can be represented, ap-
propriately enough, by one of the oldest and most universal symbols of the 
whole — a mandala (Sanskrit for “circle”), which is typically represented as 
a circle cut into four quarters (see diagram, page 118). The term was popu-
larized by C. G. Jung, who noticed the appearance of mandalas in religious 
and healing traditions across time and cultures, from Paleolithic petroglyphs 
and Navajo sand paintings to medieval alchemy and objects of meditation in 
early Christianity and Tibetan Buddhism. In all contexts the mandala seems 
to represent the connection between the whole and the part; the tension 
between the unity of existence and the infinite ways in which the whole can 
be fragmented. 

Primal traditions can help bring down to earth the rather abstract dis-
cussion of the epistemology of the quest. Hyemeyohsts Storm, a contempo-
rary Cheyenne medicine man, gives us several overlapping examples of how 
to use the structure of the mandala — what the Cheyenne call a medicine 
wheel — as a guide to the quest.23 At its simplest the medicine wheel can 
be represented by a circle of stones on the prairie cut by a cross into four 
quarters. The circle represents any single integrated whole: for example, the 
life of the individual from birth to death, or the earth and all its creatures, 
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or ultimately and most importantly the cosmos — all of existence. All crea-

tures, all seasons, all human societies, and all individuals can be represented 

by stones on the circle showing their unique place in the single whole. As 

Storm puts it, all creatures and all things have their place in the circle of life, 

except human beings. Only humans have such an expanded realm of free-

dom; only humans are “determiners” and only humans have a serious prob-

lem in finding their place in the whole. In the language of Genesis, humans 

have tasted the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil. Attaining self-

consciousness means expulsion from the Garden of Eden. The only truly 

human way forward is through more knowledge; there is no going back. 

The four quarters of the mandala represent the distinctiveness of each of 

these elements. The surrounding circle represents their interconnectedness 

in continual dynamic interaction, converging in the unity of the single cen-

ter point — the quest itself. It is helpful to imagine each value of the four 

quarters as an independent good, an end in itself while simultaneously a 

necessary means for the realization of the others, in which all collectively 

constitute the truth quest. Each can be expressed as both a noun and a verb; 

each describes a goal and a process; each is an end and a means to an end. 

We need to recognize that all are in constant dynamic interaction — coun-

teracting, complementing, and balancing one another. The rest of this chap-

ter describes the four-part nature of the truth quest. The rest of this book 

describes how this dynamic operates in the life of small nomadic hunting-

gathering societies, and then how it reappears at certain labile, transitional 

moments throughout history in a variety of contexts, from the Greek polis 

to the present. As we self-consciously cultivate the mandala dynamic we can 

start to see its potential for catalyzing a rapid dramatic shift in personal and 

collective awareness. 

The Whole Person, or Individuation 

Ultimately, since all our knowing is inevitably refracted by our unique tra-

jectory through life, all we have to teach is contained within our story. As we 

struggle to grasp a shared reality, we are forced to reflect on our uniqueness 

and to recognize that of others, and so we find ourselves returning to the 
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wisdom of the Delphic oracle: “Know thyself.” Anamnesis becomes an es-
sential component of the quest.

But more than self-reflection is needed. One grows as a human being to 
the degree that one participates in as many of the archetypal human experi-
ences as possible. We cannot fully know ourselves without knowing life. Our 
wisdom becomes persuasive to the degree that we live as deeply as possible, 
that we taste both directly and vicariously as much of the full range of what 
it means to be human as possible. 

Certain social structures enhance this process; others repress it. The small 
size and self-sufficiency of the primal hunting-gathering group impelled  
every adult to participate in all the definitively human activities: hunter, 
gatherer, artist, musician, healer, learner, and teacher. Everyone was a “chief” 
to the degree that all participated directly in collective decision making, 
though the degree varied from society to society. The emotionally charged 
events of the human life cycle — birth, growth, maturity, death, the fights, 
the loves, the losses, the victories — all took place in the public theater of the 
camp. The perplexing fullness of life was on display for all to share. 

Conversely, the social hierarchy and division of labor of classical and 
industrial civilizations restrict the degree to which the individual can play 
multiple parts in the life of the community. Under such conditions the  
notion of the whole person becomes elevated as an ideal to be struggled  
for. In the world of hunter-gatherers, the reality of the whole person is taken 
for granted, and there is little need for its theoretical development. We see 
one of its first sharp formulations as an ideal of human excellence during 
the formative period of classical Greece, when the poleis were engaged in  
a life-and-death struggle with the Persian Empire. The small democratic  
polis exalted the free creative individual, in contrast to the vast Persian Em-
pire where the citizen was a slave whose life was subject to the whim of the 
emperor. The Greek ideal of arete, or excellence, was the cultivation of the 
whole person, the consummate amateur who could participate creatively in 
all areas of life and thus grasp the fullest range of what it meant to be hu-
man. The classicist H. D .F. Kitto gives a vivid description of the arete of the 
Homeric hero as 

a great fighter, a wily schemer, a ready speaker, a man of stout heart 
and broad wisdom who knows that he must endure without too much 
complaining what the gods send; and he can both build and sail a boat, 
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drive a furrow as straight as anyone, beat a young braggart at throwing 
the discus, challenge the Phaecian youth at boxing, wrestling or run-
ning; flay, skin, cut up and cook an ox, and be moved to tears by a song. 

He is in fact an excellent all rounder; he has surpassing arete.24

Implicit in this ideal is the deeper principle of balancing opposites — 
the ideal of the disciplined warrior who the night before battle can also shed 
tears over a poem. In practice this noble vision of human excellence was 
truncated by the reality of classical Greece as a patriarchal, slave-owning so-
ciety that repressed the feminine. Nevertheless, what was unique about the 
polis was that it grasped the pursuit of wholeness as an end in itself and 
simultaneously the condition for realizing the democratic and just commu-
nity. The person with broad vision and wide-ranging experience was bet-
ter equipped to understand the connection between what was good for the 
individual and good for the community, and thus more likely to be publicly 
spirited. Selfless participation in public service was not some abstract duty 
but an arena for the highest personal fulfillment — the consummate display 
of arete. 

In Athens, the most brilliant of all the poleis, the good of the individual 
and the good of the community converged in the face-to-face discussion of 
the general assembly — direct democracy. This meant the polis could not 
be too large or too stratified, so it pursued individual self-sufficiency as a 
necessary condition for the participation of all citizens in the affairs of the 
community. It opposed, in principle, division of labor and hierarchy in the 
service of material profit. In doing so it exemplified precisely the opposite 
ethos of imperial and industrial societies, which praise the rule-bound bu-
reaucrat and reward the specialist. 

An even fuller expression of the whole person is found in the more differ-
entiated, but still egalitarian, shamanic traditions of the Plains Indians of 
North America. In the Cheyenne teaching offered by Storm, the mandala 
of the medicine wheel could also represent an individual’s entire journey 
through life, from birth through infancy to youth, maturity, and old age and 
death. The medicine wheel could also represent the full range of possibilities 
for human temperament; rather like Jung’s basic personality types, Storm’s 
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“four directions” of the wheel are roughly equivalent to Jung’s “introverted” 
and “extroverted,” “thinking” and “feeling” categories. Everyone starts the 
quest at a particular point on the wheel with particular gifts, ranging from 
inherited faculties to culture, geography, and historical period. But every gift 
is also a limitation that needs to be transcended by relating to its opposite. 
Growth in wisdom results from moving around the wheel and becoming 
“what one is not.” As Storm puts it: 

But any person who perceives from only one of these Four Great Di-
rections will remain just a partial man [sic]. For example, a man who 
possesses only the Gift of the North will be wise. But he will be a cold 
man, a man without feeling. And the man who lives only in the East 
will have the clear far sighted vision of the Eagle, but he will never be 
close to things. This man will feel separated, high above life, and will 
never understand or believe that he can be touched by anything. But 
none of these people would yet be Whole. After each of us has learned of 
our Beginning Gift, our First Place on the Medicine Wheel, we must Grow 
by Seeking Understanding in each of the Four Great Ways. Only in this 
way can we become Full, capable of Balance and Decision in what we do 

[emphasis added].25

There is an attraction between psychological and cultural opposites  
that serves wholeness. As a scholar and intellectual, I found myself drawn 
to a life of action and the body. As a white in South Africa, I was attracted 
to black culture; as an Israeli, I fought Arab soldiers but found Palestinian 
culture fascinating. By following this impulse, we can balance our domi-
nant way of looking at the world; when we seek out and integrate opposites, 
we get a bigger, truer picture of the human condition. As we participate in 
the life of a larger humanity, we can grow psychologically, intellectually, and 
spiritually. Of course, such growth is always a matter of degree. As long as 
there is more life to be lived, further growth in wisdom and wholeness is 
always possible. 

One of the most vivid examples of a life lived according to this teaching 
comes, appropriately enough, from another celebrated contemporary Native 
American medicine man, Lame Deer, who described himself as follows: “It 
was almost as if I were several different people — a preacher, a spud-picker, 
a cowhand, a clown, a sign painter, a healer, a bootlegger, a president of the 
Indian YMCA.”26 Lame Deer ascribed his healing wisdom to having lived 
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through a great range of opposing experiences, becoming both saint and 
sinner, lawman and outlaw, Christian and heathen. The underlying purpose 
of this journey was to get a sense of the full range of what it meant to be hu-
man, beyond labels and judgments. The wisdom and power of the shaman 
comes from attunement to the opposites of life rooted in the in-between; he 
or she resides between God and the world. 

The depth psychologist C. G. Jung gives a comparable recommendation 
to the modern psychiatrist: 

Anyone who wants to know the human psyche would be better advised 
to bid farewell to his study and wander with human heart through the 
world. There, in the horrors of prisons, lunatic asylums and hospitals, 
in drab suburban pubs, in brothels and gambling-hells, in the salons of 
the elegant, the stock exchanges, socialist meetings, churches, revivalist 
gatherings and ecstatic sects, through love and hate, through the expe-
rience of passion in every form in his own body, he would reap richer 
stores of knowledge than textbooks a foot thick could give him, and he 
will know how to doctor the sick with real knowledge of the human 

soul.27

Jung called this process of healing through growth in wholeness indi-
viduation. The individual grows up, matures psychologically and spiritually, 
by becoming conscious of his or her personal relations to the entire arche-
typal constellation of human experience. In the process the person becomes 
psychologically individuated — a morally autonomous, integrated unity, 
capable of thinking, judging, and acting independently of the prevailing 
social prejudices. As Jung’s thought developed, the notion of individuation 
increasingly integrated psychological, intellectual, and spiritual growth to 
form what we might call wisdom. 

The process of socialization, which trains us to take our place in the 
existing social structure, often distorts individuation by forcing compliance 
through punishment. This has the effect of creating a brittle sense of self that 
tries to repress from self-awareness everything the ego has been punished 
into rejecting, disparaging, and fearing as “not-I.” Generally, this is whatever 
the culture identifies as primitive, wild, subversive, disreputable, and dan-
gerous. Jung called this rejected content the “shadow” aspect of the psyche, 
and he saw it as an inevitable consequence of ego development. Ego implies 
shadow. Cultivating a conscious relationship with one’s shadow instills a 
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humbling relationship to the larger It-reality that creates us — a process that 
is the core of intellectual and spiritual growth.

The more punishing and rigid the society, the more the ego refuses to 
recognize its connection to its opposite. This deforms our ability to grasp 
and accept that we live in-between the great opposites of reality. We then 
become more and more estranged from the truth quest and from wisdom. 
The indoctrinated modern individual hates and fears the primitive, just as 
the white racist hates and fears the black, the Nazi hates the Jew, and so on. 
The wisdom that comes from psychological maturity affirms that all op-
posites — the primitive, the modern, the Jew, the Nazi — exist as potentials 
within us all. By accepting the inevitability of our shadow, we recognize that 
we are also “what we are not.” This humbling recognition restrains us from 
the madness of trying to eliminate those we hate and fear in the world. Self-
mastery, maturity, and wisdom are defined by our ability to hold the tension 
between opposites. 

Nelson Mandela, who struggled against the racist apartheid regime, em-
bodies the individuated, morally mature statesman. His capacity to discover 
and affirm within his own soul the Afrikaner oppressor transformed both 
himself and his jailors. His example made it possible for a majority of South 
Africans, poised on the edge of a racial civil war, to envision a multiracial 
polity and a nonviolent reconciliation after apartheid. The good life requires 
this paradoxical individuality, one grounded in a loving relationship to the 
entire community of beings. 

Face-to-Face Socratic Discussion 

Self-knowledge is not a process that takes place only inside our heads. It 
requires relationships with others. “Humans are political animals,” Aristotle 
famously said, generalizing from the teaching implicit in Socrates’ heroic 
death. When faced with death or exile from his beloved Athenian commu-
nity, Socrates chose death, expressed in the immortal words, “The unex-
amined life is not worth living.” For Socrates, exile was as unacceptable as 
silence because he believed the examined life must take place in community, 
with peers. Face-to-face discussion confronts our personal truths with that 
of others, with those embodied human beings who share our particular mo-
ment in space and time. The face-to-face situation can be the site of the rich-
est, deepest interaction between humans, since it is an encounter between 
undeniably irreducible subjectivities. This is the friction point of politics, 
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the “rub” where conflicts arise but also where decisions can be made in the 
most inclusive way. 

Hyemeyohsts Storm offers a clear example of what this means in his 
teaching of the medicine wheel. He asks us to imagine a circle of people, 
symbolizing the primal political community, sitting on the prairie facing 
one another. A drum with different images painted on its sides is placed in 
the center. Each person sees and understands something different about the 
drum depending on their position in the circle. In order for everyone in the 
group to get the most complete understanding of the drum, each person 
must offer a personal description, based on his or her particular position. 
Not only is everyone’s perspective necessarily incomplete, but some might 
have other limitations: some might have weak vision, while others might be 
color-blind or hard of hearing or have no experience of drums. When the 
object in the center is a course of action, an idea, or a political system, the 
challenge of creating a shared understanding and agreement is compounded. 
Further, each individual’s past experience shapes his or her understanding of 
our shared reality. One person on a mountaintop at night might be filled 
with fear and anxiety, while another person experiences peace and beauty. 

The example of the primal circle confronts our in-between situation in 
the most direct and inescapable way. We face diverse individuals, each on 
his or her own trajectory through life. The circle makes it obvious that no 
one can sit in the exact position of another at the same time. No one can live 
another’s life, and thus no one can share another’s exact point of view. This 
also helps make us more aware of our shadows, which are by definition un-
seen by us but are often comically obvious to those on the other side of the 
circle — as when we project our reality, lose our tempers, or become too full 
of ourselves. Mental health ultimately requires the honest loving feedback of 
others, who help us create and relate to the bigger picture. The circle makes 
it equally obvious that we cannot deny that we share an overarching reality 
— the single community, humanity, the earth and its creatures, the universe 
itself. Knowledge of the whole is essential, but always a matter of degree, and 
it is enhanced by the inclusion of all. 

For instance, consider Nelson Mandela and his negotiations with his 
jailors. Mandela met Jimmy Kruger, the racist Afrikaner minister of jus-
tice, while incarcerated in Kruger’s prison on Robben Island. As they sat 
face-to-face, speaking in Afrikaans, the language of the oppressor, Mandela 
talked of the Afrikaner heroes who fought British rule in South Africa and 
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were imprisoned for treason. Mandela surprised Kruger with his sympa-
thetic grasp of the Afrikaner experience. Mandela then showed how the 
black struggle mirrored the heroic Afrikaner precedent in a way that im-
plicitly affirmed their shared humanity — the African notion of Ubuntu — 
connecting Afrikaner and African. Over years, as such face-to-face meetings 
were repeated between many Afrikaners and Africans throughout the coun-
try, a larger understanding emerged that became a shared vision of the good 
that helped dissolve apartheid and avert a race war. 

Face-to-face communication offers a direct way for grasping the dialec-
tical logic of truth through contradiction, since it confronts us in the most 
inescapable way possible with our in-between situation. We each see the 
same reality but from ultimately different positions. I cannot see myself but 
I can see you, as you cannot see yourself and vice versa. We are both forced 
to acknowledge a blind spot at the center of all our knowing. Together, with 
trust and cooperation, using the dialectic of back-and-forth discussion, we 
can help each other grasp more of our shared reality. In the process we build 
relationships and community. Face-to-face discussion allows the partial to 
become more complete by offering each participant immediate access to the 
perspective of the other. 

One classic example comes from the Socratic discussion of courage in 
Plato’s Laches. A thesis is presented: “courage means not running away in 
battle.”28 Thinking about this, those present consider what has been left out 
and propose an antithesis: for example, refusing to run when the army is 
in strategic retreat would be idiotic. The group ponders the partial truths 
contained in thesis and antithesis and is driven to construct a more inclusive 
synthesis, such as, “courage means refusing to succumb to fear in serving the 
community.” This constitutes a new thesis, which can be further expanded 
and qualified by a new and more inclusive antithesis. In this fashion, discus-
sion can move toward an ever-larger, deeper synthesis, a bigger picture of the 
human condition. 

The process is never ending. Truth is a matter of degree: the bigger the 
picture, the deeper the meaning and value given to the part. Scale is not the 
only measure of truth. Evaluations are compelling to the degree that they in-
clude the diversity of perspectives of the relevant community. Both integra-
tion and individuation are present in the dynamic of face-to-face discussion, 
the Socratic dialektike, the royal road to truth. 

To emphasize the point, Socrates wrote nothing and disparaged lectures 
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and books as incapable of responding to questions. Ironically, it was Plato, 
his student, who preserved this teaching, only to distance us from its prac-
tice by producing the paradigmatic philosophical text and founding the first 
“academy” in the Grove of Academus. The more we share the life of a com-
munity of wisdom-loving individuals, who are committed to opening them-
selves to the experience of others, the greater the possibility of a compelling, 
shared, bigger picture. It is significant that the Greek polis that gave us phi-
losophy and direct democracy grounded both in face-to-face discussion. For 
this reason Plato thought the ideal polis should have around five thousand 
citizens. Any larger, and it couldn’t be self-governing through face-to-face 
discussion. Any smaller, and it couldn’t be self-sufficient and autonomous. 

Not surprisingly, we find the most expanded arena for discussion in the 
small, egalitarian bands of preliterate hunter-gatherers like the San Bush-
men, who called themselves “lovers of argument.”29 Bushman politics swam 
in an ocean of discussion and storytelling. In such a situation the individ-
ual was stimulated and challenged to keep thinking and moving around 
the medicine wheel of life — to keep growing as an individual. At the same 
time, the face-to-face situation gave everyone some direct experience of the 
emerging, growing consensus. This shared consensus fostered effective de-
cision making and a more just and egalitarian society. Knowledge of the 
good of the whole grows as it is shared with others in trusting face-to-face 
relationship. Today, when multinational media conglomerates can routinely 
inundate millions with a single message, we find ourselves at the precise an-
tipode of the primal situation. 

The Whole Community and Direct Democracy 

Direct democracy expresses the value of communication free from the distor-
tions of concentrated wealth and power. It also expresses a society’s com-
mitment to providing the education and resources necessary to maximize 
the individual’s participation in face-to-face decision making. The more 
democratic and egalitarian the community, the more discussion can ap-
proach a version of Jürgen Habermas’s “ideal speech community,” with the 
added qualification that the free expression of the individual can spin into 
solipsism without a balancing concern for the good of the community.30 De-
mocracy and egalitarianism promote individuation and provide conditions 
for such individuals to share their truth without fear. The wider and deeper 
the pool of shared truths, the greater the likelihood that democratic decision 



128 Future  Primal

making will produce just and compelling outcomes. This body of shared 
truths constitutes political culture, and it needs to include the realization of 
the primacy of the truth quest itself. This commitment to the quest is the 
ingredient most often missing in dysfunctional democracies. 

Nelson Mandela gives us a vivid description of direct democracy from 
his youth, when he lived with the regent at Mqhekezweni, the seat of the 
tribal chiefdom of his Thembu people. When problems arose, the regent 
would call a meeting. Surrounded by his council of wise elders, he would 
listen to every individual speak his mind fully and without inhibition, al-
though, as Mandela notes with regret, women were not included. 

Everyone who wanted to speak did so. It was a democracy in its pur-
est form. There may have been a hierarchy of importance among the 
speakers, but everyone was heard, chief and subject, warrior and medi-
cine man, shopkeeper and farmer, landowner and laborer. People spoke 
without interruption and the meetings lasted for many hours. . . .At first 
I was astonished by the vehemence — and candor — with which people 
criticized the regent. He was not above criticism — in fact he was often 
the principal target of it. But no matter how flagrant the charge, the 

regent simply listened.31

Here we see a deep respect for the free and forceful expression of indi-
viduality. But in the small, self-contained, organic community of the tribe, 
the self-interest of the individual remains in dynamic balance with the good 
of the community:

The meetings would continue until some kind of consensus was 
reached. They ended in unanimity or not at all. Unanimity might be an 
agreement to disagree, to wait for a more propitious time to propose a 
solution. . . .Majority rule was a foreign notion. A minority was not to 

be crushed by a majority.32 

The individual counts, but so does the community. The face-to-face situa-
tion mediates the back-and-forth dynamic organically. 

We can see an imperfect attempt at this in the town hall meeting of 
the early days of the United States, although a truly democratic culture of 
concern for the common good was often overwhelmed by narrow vision 
and self-interest. We also see something approximating direct democracy 
in the early days of the Israeli kibbutz, where all adult members of the com-
munity gathered in the general assembly to make collective decisions for the 
community through face-to-face discussion. We have the opposite of direct 
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democracy in contemporary military dictatorships with their presidents-
for-life. Where there is only one voice, pounding one story into the minds of 
a terrorized population, we find monstrous and ultimately doomed regimes 
constructed around the grotesquely inflated personalities of men like Adolf 
Hitler, Kim Jong-il, Robert Mugabe, and Muammar Gaddafi. Surrounded by 
sycophants and mercenaries, such leaders deny themselves the sanity of the 
truth-speaking community.

The Athenian general assembly of classical Greece provides the West with its 
first template for connecting the whole person to direct democracy through 
face-to-face discussion. What is extraordinary is that the polis, so often taken 
as emblematic of high civilization, seemed to understand that this nexus 
required reversing the trajectory of definitive aspects of civilization. At its 
wisest the polis recognized that this required a small scale and economic self-
sufficiency — autarkia — which minimized division of labor and the need 
for centralization of authority. This also meant material demands needed 
to be modest. A compact community was essential if each citizen was to 
participate in all aspects of community life and make decisions face-to-face. 
The Athenian polis failed when the expansion of trade and the temptations 
of empire required specialization, division of labor, and a professional navy 
and army. The experience of the polis teaches us that direct democracy and 
the arete of the whole person are promoted by small-scale, relatively autono-
mous communities. The good of the whole tends to suffer when these condi-
tions are not met.

By comparison with that of the polis, the direct democracy of the primal 
band of hunter-gatherers rested on an even stronger foundation — the radi-
cal autonomy of the community-loving individual. For example, virtually 
every adult Bushman could, if necessary, live directly off the land and feed, 
clothe, and shelter him- or herself. Although the sociable San would have 
found such isolation unbearably lonely, individual self-sufficiency removed 
some of the stark necessity that compels obedience in our more stratified 
societies. The San had no powerful chiefs, or as one hunter responded in an-
swer to an anthropologist’s question about their famed egalitarianism: “Of 
course we have chiefs. Each one of us is a chief over himself!”33

In the primal band, we typically find two opposite tendencies held in 
balance through endless discussion: on the one side is a talkative, argumen-
tative individuality; on the other side, a love for the community. Since there 
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is no political hierarchy, decision making and conflict resolution converge in 
a single dynamic — the continual flowing ocean of conversation, argument, 
and storytelling that proceeds until a consensus is reached. Means and ends 
combine in this dynamic: trust, mutual concern, individuation, and a love of 
truth are all preconditions and outcomes of the quest. 

It is important to note that this notion of direct democracy is not to 
be reduced to Rousseau’s “general will” of civil society. As with all the other 
values, it is realized only when cultivated together with its counterbalancing 
opposites. Unlike mob rule, democracy requires the guidance of the big pic-
ture and the wisdom of the citizen committed to individuation — spiritual 
growth. 

The Big Picture, the Big Story — Mythos 

Big pictures are symbolic representations of the whole. They are visions, 
paradigms, worldviews, and epic narratives that serve to connect the lives 
and passions of the individual to larger, more encompassing realities — fam-
ily, tribe, nation, civilization, species, and ultimately the living earth and the 
evolving cosmos. Without such nested pictures of wholes within wholes, or 
stories within stories, we drift, unprepared, easily surprised and distracted. 
Our energies become dissipated, and we lapse into selfishness and cynicism. 

A cosmology offers the largest frame of meaning — the biggest picture 
— telling the story of how the universe came into being, where it might be 
going, and what our place in it might be. Cosmologies provide guidance to 
the individual in living for something more than an ego-based life of self-
indulgence, comfort, and pleasure. In this sense big pictures can be symbolic 
aids to the experience of transcendence. 

Cosmologies are immense works of individual and collective creativity 
that tend to emerge over generations and shape how we organize our lives in 
society. For example, the synthesis of early Christianity and Aristotelian phi-
losophy ordered feudal Europe for a thousand years. No society and no iden-
tifiable way of life can persist without drawing from and expressing such big 
pictures. But all such creations precipitate in the imagination of individuals 
as visions, epiphanies, and revelations. They only become politically signifi-
cant and morally compelling to the degree that they are processed through 
the mill of the other mandala components — self-reflective individuals, 
similarly motivated, in free discussion within the community. Again, we get 
the clearest exemplification of this process in the primal hunting-gathering 
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band, where most members have direct experience of many if not all areas of 
life. In such a situation each individual is better equipped to have an original 
relationship with the universe, and thus to be “author and agent of his or her 
own world view.”34 

The result is not a collection of self-absorbed, solipsistic, asocial indi-
viduals. Rather, each individual vision floats in a pool of conversation that 
gradually dissolves the individual creation into a fluid shared worldview, 
joining all into a caring community. From the flow of discussion, new indi-
vidual visions then crystallize to illuminate the way forward. 

Today we are in crisis because we are between cosmologies. Liberalism was 
a radically truncated cosmology that undermined big picture thinking and 
attempted to turn material self-interest into a transcendent principle of or-
der. The bankruptcy of its eighteenth-century assumptions about nature 
and human nature are becoming obvious, and a new cosmology is slowly 
emerging. This effort involves an extraordinary synthesis of the wealth of 
accumulated civilizational wisdom woven together within the great arc of 
the evolutionary story, what Teilhard de Chardin called the “light illuminat-
ing all facts,” the “curve that all lines must follow.”35 Everything — all of hu-
man knowledge — is now finding a place within an enormous narrative of a 
single evolving humanity within a single evolving cosmos. As this picture is 
extended back in time to our deepest origins, and extrapolated forward into 
the future, it confronts us with unfathomable mystery, an experience that is 
at once radically humbling and thrilling. 

The outlines of this new cosmology are already clearly visible, but 
institutions have a life of their own. We created our institutions out of a 
constricted and distorted worldview. We can re-create them in light of our 
larger, truer understanding, and in doing so we will start healing ourselves, 
our society, and the planet. 

The Mandala of Primal Politics as an Ideal 

Since the components of the quest emerge out of the deepest energies  
of what defines us as human, the mandala can function as an archetypal 
dynamic for meaning. It can operate in any situation, providing us with a 
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template or ideal for diagnosing political disorder and redirecting our ac-
tions toward a more satisfying and life-loving politics. 

As we have seen, the mandala dynamic emerged in small-scale, self- 
sufficient, self-organizing communities still living close to nature — the 
original human condition. However, we can see it reappear throughout his-
tory in times of social upheaval and transformation. We see it in the creative 
ferment of the Renaissance, with an explosion of interest in the natural world 
and the celebration of the whole person as “the Renaissance man.” We see it 
again emerging out of the chaos of the English Civil War in the seventeenth 
century before the institutions of Liberalism had hardened, when peasants, 
driven off manorial estates, seized public land and organized themselves into 
a variety of democratic and spiritually based communes like the Levellers 
and the Diggers.36 

We find elements of the primal now reappearing during our contempo-
rary crisis. We have seen it in the early Israeli kibbutz, and more recently in a 
steadily growing eco-village movement that builds from the kibbutz-model 
ideal, integrating the principles of self-sufficiency and sustainability with a 
spiritual relationship to the larger community of being. These same prin-
ciples are also evident at a variety of levels in the political mainstream: from 
informal environmental organizations to the more organized international 
Green movement, along with the election of Green representatives to public 
office in most European countries. We can see primal principles emerging 
in the small Buddhist nation of Bhutan, and we see them exemplified by 
spiritually attuned leaders of liberation movements, like Mahatma Gandhi, 
Martin Luther King, and Nelson Mandela. 

The lesson of the primal polis is that all moves to decentralize power 
need to proceed in parallel with strategies for universalizing commitment 
to the truth quest. Democratizing wisdom requires cultivating the ability to 
move between opposites: local and global, the individual and the collective, 
humanity and wilderness. Decentralization backfires if it focuses exclusively 
on electoral mechanics, which can simply privilege the lowest common de-
nominator of prejudice — for example, racists voting to reinstate segrega-
tion and expel foreigners, or fundamentalists voting to whip women without 
veils. Every step toward devolving power requires a corresponding effort to 
augment the truth quest — to grasp the bigger picture and to see the con-
nections between part and whole, self and other, enemy and friend. 
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Since the mandala of primal politics is rooted in the deep structure of 
what it means to be human, it can function effectively as an ideal and offer 
criteria for development, without having to be fully embodied in small-scale, 
self-sufficient communities. Its values can guide us in whatever institutional 
or historic setting we find ourselves. The more completely we understand 
the big story telling us into being, the better able we are to respond creatively 
to the challenges of our moment by applying the discipline of the mandala. 





where do we 
come from?

PART ii
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He who understands the baboon would do more towards metaphysics than Locke.

— Charles Darwin

Baboons speak Bushman, speak sounding like Bushmen.
When we hear them talking there, we are apt to think that other people are 

to be found there . . .
. . . then we see that they were baboons talking like people.
. . .My parents used to say to me, that the baboons were once people at the 

time when we who are people were not here.

— Dia!kwain, /Xam Bushman, Customs and Beliefs of the !Xam Bushmen

out of wilderness

cHAPTER 5
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The Journey Out and In

Rethinking our politics in light of the scientific story of our evolutionary 
origins requires us to connect the hard evidence of archaeology and paleon-
tology to the “soft evidence” of our inner experience of what is good, true, 
and beautiful. This journey out and in recognizes that the outer wilderness 
world of primates is related to the inner wilderness of our psyche, that there 
remains an ancient consciousness that still breathes and pulses inside every 
one of us. In this sense our relationships with nonhuman primates can trig-
ger connection to the primate within and so be a doorway to self-knowledge. 
Conversely, self-knowledge can open us to the mystery of our wilderness 
origins. This is the story of the evolution of the paradoxical structure of 
human consciousness; it is also the story of the emergence of the original, 
primordial political community and with it the truth quest. 

The overwhelming consensus of the scientific community is that early 
prehuman hominids, the first humans, and then modern Homo sapiens all 
emerged in southern Africa, south and east of the Great Rift Valley. This 
geological feature appeared about seven million years ago, when climatic 
and tectonic shifts, part of the earth’s slow evolution, pushed up a series of 
mountains, which cut deep gorges, lakes, and rivers that run all the way from 
Ethiopia down the east coast of Africa and curve into the tip of South Africa. 
This dramatic escarpment created a border between the lush canopy rain 
forests to the west and the totally novel environment to the east — the drier, 
more open, grass-covered, game-filled plains of the savanna, the bushveld, or 
the “real Africa” of popular imagination. It was this habitat that incubated 
the first ground-living simians and then, over millions of years, modern hu-
manity.1 

The great gift of southern Africa to paleoanthropology is its relative iso-
lation. Significant sections of savanna remain populated by some of the last 
of the Pleistocene megafauna: remnant herds of grazing and browsing ani-
mals — elephant, rhino, buffalo, zebra, wildebeest, and a wide variety of an-
telope — along with the predators that follow the herds — lion, hyena, wild 
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dog, and cheetah. Until modern times, many archaeological sites remained 
mostly undisturbed in relatively wild environments. Even more extraordi-
nary was the persistence of San Bushmen, who continued to hunt and gather 
in that ancestral species birthplace. The proximity of wild creatures similar 
to the ones that kept the first humans company makes it easier to throw our 
imagination back into the deep past and coax meaning from the stones and 
bones we can still find on the open veldt and in the rock shelters along the 
coast.2 

Baboon Metaphysics

The epiphany I experienced sharing a sunset with wild baboons on that per-
fect, sunny, winter afternoon in the empty foothills of the Drakensberg gave 
me a taste of what was possible in retuning our inner life to the larger truths 
of the outer universe. When I searched out others who had been similarly 
moved, I found the writings of a fellow South African, Eugène Marais, a 
turn-of-the-twentieth-century author and naturalist. His experiences liv-
ing with wild baboons inspired him to write one of the founding classics in 
modern primate ethology, The Soul of the Ape. Marais was something of a 
melancholic, tragic figure who lost his young wife during the birth of their 
first child. He witnessed the suffering of his people during the Second Boer 
War, when over twenty thousand Afrikaner women and children died in the 
first modern concentration camps, established by the British during their 
scorched-earth policy. This was followed by World War I, when the mecha-
nized armies of the European nations massacred one another at the rate of 
six thousand people a day for fifteen hundred days. 

Heartbroken, disgusted with civilization, Marais retreated to the remote 
Waterberg Mountains of the Western Transvaal to heal. This is still quite 
a wild area close to the famous limestone cave of Makapansgat, where ar-
chaeologists later found the remains of our three-million-year-old ancestor 
Australopithecus africanus. Marais spent three years living within a few score 
yards of a troop of wild baboons who became habituated to his presence. He 
was particularly struck by the change in mood that overcame the troop every 
evening at sunset: 

Silence fell upon them gradually. The “talking” ceased. The little ones 
crept cuddlingly into the protecting arms of their mother. The romping  
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young folk joined different groups, generally on the higher flat rock 
from which a view could be had of the western horizon. The older 
ones assumed attitudes of profound dejection, and for long intervals 
the silence would be unbroken except for the soft whimpering com-
plaints of the little ones and the consoling gurgling of the mothers. 
And then from all sides would come the sound of mourning, a sound 
never uttered otherwise than on occasions of great sorrow — of death 
or parting. I do not think there is any possibility of mistaking the state 
of mind which determines this behavior — even by one not well ac-
quainted with the character and ways of the animal. One need only 
compare them with a native village under the same conditions to real-
ize beyond any shadow of doubt that you have here a representation 
of the same inherent pain of consciousness at the height of its diurnal 

rhythm.3 

Marais observed a similar emotional transformation he called “Hesperian 
depression” in rural villages. As the sun sinks below the western horizon it 
signals the death of the day, an intimation of our mortality and the mystery 
of the cycles of life. He recognized in the baboon that unmistakable spark of 
reflective awareness that in us becomes the full flame of self-consciousness. 

Prone to depression, Marais perhaps overemphasized the melancholic 
aspect of this experience. But this sort of fascination with baboons can also 
contain a moment of transcendence as one experiences oneself as part of 
the bigger evolutionary story binding baboon to human. Such experiences 
of identification with obviously wild and conscious animals heighten our 
awareness of our in-between nature. This is simultaneously humbling and 
exhilarating, both disturbing our civilized ego and comforting us as we feel 
once more connected to the cosmic community of life.

As we might expect, traditional San Bushmen, who inherited a culture that 
developed in proximity to baboons, recognized them as incipiently “in- 
between,” sometimes calling them “the people who sit on their heels.” Accord-
ing to San cosmology, there is a first order of being — “the early times” or the 
“first times,” when present-day animals had human attributes, and present-
day humans were still like animals. Or as Dia!kwain, a nineteenth-century 



140 Future  Primal

/Xam* Bushman, explained, “Baboons were once people at the time when we 
who are people were not here.”4 Because of the ontological ambiguity of cer-
tain animals, Bushmen still feel some ambivalence about eating their flesh, 
despite the passion with which men hunt and the people enjoy meat. Some 
animals, like the elephant and the baboon, are still “too much like humans” 
and are generally not hunted.5 According to the now-extinct southern /Xam 
Bushmen, baboons take wives like humans, have speech and songs, under-
stand human language, and call Bushmen by their names. They have diseases 
like humans and medicines, like sso/a, that also cure humans.6 

Then at some point in the distant past, the early times transformed into 
the present order of being. This primal revolution seems to be a universal el-
ement in the mythology of widely dispersed, linguistically distinct Bushman 
tribes. One old story from the nineteenth-century Bleek and Lloyd collec-
tion of Bushman folklore describes an “adventure with a family of baboons” 
that seems to be an iconic fragment of collective memory from this transi-
tional time.

In the story, /Khui-/a is out hunting when he encounters a baboon fam-
ily. In a reckless moment — perhaps he was hungry — he shoots a mother 
baboon holding a baby. The mortally wounded mother hides the baby in a 
cleft in the rock. The male baboon comes up and sees the dead female:

The male baboon sat weeping; he wiped the tears from his eyes.
 /Khui-/a . . .put in his arm. . . to drag out the baby baboon. . . .And 
the little baboon screamed, and the male baboon rose up. . .and said “O 
/Khui-/a, leave me the child, for you have killed its mother.”. . . /Khui-/a 
left the little baboon alone. . . .The male baboon went up to the little 
baboon and put it under his arm. He went up to the baboon mother. 

He examined her, while /Khui-/a, quite frightened, went away.7

* As noted, San languages are enormously complex with many more phonemes than English. They 
include the characteristic “clicks” so difficult for outsiders to pronounce. All the clicks are made by 
drawing the tongue sharply away from various points on the roof and side of the mouth, and they 
are signified in the text as follows: The first is the dental click “/”; this sounds like “tsk, tsk!” and is 
made by putting the tongue just behind the front teeth and drawing it sharply back. The second is 
the alveolar click “ ≠”; this sounds like a soft “pop” and is made by putting the tongue just behind 
the ridge of the palate at the back of the front teeth and pulling sharply away. The third is the 
alveolar-palatal “!”; this makes a sharp “pop” by drawing the tongue down quickly from the roof of 
the mouth. The fourth click is the lateral “//”; this is made by pulling the tongue away from the side 
of the mouth, as when urging on a horse. 
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The story tells how /Khui-/a gets caught up in the tragedy he has caused 
for the baboon family, how he is shocked into his culpability. Such stories 
would help keep fresh archaic memories of the early times, when humans 
were still like animals and animals were like humans. In this sense, the early 
times are like the dreamtime of Australian Aborigines, a primal order that 
generated the present order and yet is still a living layer — the interface be-
tween inner and outer nature — the in-between. As we shall see later, tell-
ing the old stories and myths, like performing the rituals and applying the 
“psychotechnologies” of shamanism, helps bring the energy and insight of 
the dreamtime into consciousness and daily life. 

Marais’s example of the sunset melancholy of baboons helps connect 
evolutionary science to the poetry and politics of Bushman life. Marais’s ap-
proach shows how we can explore the world of things, objects, and animals 
from both inside and outside. The dialectical movement of consciousness 
back and forth can be understood as a corrective to Cartesian dualism, which 
gets stuck on the outside. A philosophically reflective science requires look-
ing out and looking within; exploring, analyzing, dissecting, measuring the 
material outer world and then periodically stepping inside and reflecting on 
how we are experiencing that outer reality. This is the core of the primordial 
discipline of “boundary crossing,” which defines the shaman as one who can 
travel out of body, who transgresses ego boundaries, going back and forth 
between the human and the animal, civilization and wilderness, the present 
and the past. Boundary crossing helps generate a larger picture of the human 
condition, while staying aware of the in-between and the impossibility of 
certainty. This allows us to remember our partnership in the community of 
being and thus heal and grow.

Jung in Africa, Africa in Jung

The Swiss psychoanalyst C. G. Jung was the first psychologist to explore this 
inner-outer dialectic systematically and to develop a psychology of healing 
and spiritual growth congruent with shamanism. Jung describes his own ex-
perience of dropping down into the early times of our African ancestry while 
traveling in Africa. He woke up early one morning on a train from Mombasa 
to Nairobi and looked out the window at the first rays of sunlight as the train 
curved around a steep cliff. There on a jagged rock above the track he saw a 
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slim brownish-black figure standing motionless, leaning on a long spear and 
looking down at the train. 

It was as if I were this moment returning to the land of my youth, and 
as if I knew that dark-skinned man who had been waiting for me for 
five thousand years. . . . I could not guess what string within myself was 
plucked at the sight of that solitary dark hunter. I knew only that his 

world had been mine for countless millennia.8

Powerful experiences of connection and identification out of space and 
time — as well as across species, as with baboons — have a numinous qual-
ity that gives them the force of a revelation. One feels as if the veil has been 
lifted and a crucial fact of human existence has been revealed with the con-
viction of a mathematical theorem. The whole experience is suffused with a 
beauty that compels reflection and exploration. Such experiences can change  
one’s life. 

Jung was Freud’s most brilliant disciple, who was once referred to by 
the master as “the crown prince of the psychoanalytic movement.” But Jung 
had a much broader philosophical foundation than Freud. He had an early 
interest in archaeology and read widely in the history of religion and of  
science. He was also fascinated by the discoveries of atomic physics and evo-
lutionary cosmology, and he immediately recognized in them implications 
for understanding the paradoxical nature of human consciousness. His cor-
respondence with the physicist Wolfgang Pauli encouraged his exploration 
of the strange phenomenon of synchronicities. These are extraordinary co-
incidences in which events in the outer world seem to be meaningfully con-
nected for us, yet they cannot be explained by normal causality; for example, 
the instantaneous connections between people and events separated by great 
distances. Such experiences contradict the Newtonian-Cartesian box uni-
verse, but they are widely recognized by shamanic cultures the world over. 

Jung was well aware of the limits of Cartesian science and the me-
chanical model of the universe for understanding the invisible realm of the 
psyche. This liberated him from Freud’s struggle to make psychology a hard, 
mechanical science with the predictive reliability of the natural sciences.  
His own experiences among the Swiss peasantry, and subsequent meetings 
with African “witch doctors” and Native American shamans, opened him 
to the in-between and the full range of parapsychological, occult, and sha-
manic phenomena, which are present throughout the history of culture and 
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religion.9 In this sense Jung was a more daring empiricist than Freud and 

could develop a more philosophically radical and universal psychology. 

He discovered a striking repetition of symbols, narratives, and themes 

across cultures and times. These ranged from those we share with primates 

— giving birth, mothering and fathering, gathering and hunting wild foods 

— to those associated with the human stages of growth from infancy to 

adulthood. They included death and rebirth symbolized by the uroboros, 

the serpent eating its tail; creation myths; symbols of the Great Mother; the 

separation of the World Parents; the birth of the hero; the slaying of the fa-

ther; and the virgin birth of messianic saviors.10 Jung was amazed to discover 

that such themes not only recurred throughout history but periodically re-

appeared in the dreams and imagination of some of his naive patients at 

significant moments in their lives.

At first, these mythic symbols seemed to be an expression of inherited, 

inborn aspects of the psyche as it emerged from the animal matrix of in-

stincts, expressing the most fundamental categories of human experience. 

Jung called them patterns or archetypes of a collective unconscious — which 

he initially expressed crudely as a sort of “self-portrait of the instincts.” In 

this sense, archetypal themes in art and mythology constituted a kind of his-

tory and archaeology of the psyche. Yet archetypes are not historical detritus 

but exist as living, formative creative forces in the present, helping organize 

experience and emotion into meaning.11 

These earlier formulations tended to see archetypes as fixed, inherited 

Platonic forms, but as Jung’s thought matured, he came to consider arche-

types as part of an ongoing evolutionary dynamic that changes over time. 

Furthermore, an aspect of consciousness seemed to exist beyond normal 

ego-brain-defined space and time (consonant with Voegelin’s notions of 

consciousness). Individuals and generations not only seemed to express and 

draw from this matrix but in some mysterious way also contributed to this 

collective unconscious. Jung offered no explanatory mechanism but simply 

noted and cataloged the evidence from experience. 

Thus, even without defining the mechanism, Jung’s work allows us 

to understand mythology as the inner history of the archetypes mediated 

through the creative imagination of individuals and cultures and canonized 

in religion, art, and cosmology. The retelling of mythology helps access the 
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creative energy of the ancient past within the present. In this understanding, 
past, present, and future become separate faces of a single reality — in the 
words of Jean Gebser, an “ever-present origin.”12

Events in the outside world can trigger archetypal responses. Thus,  
for instance, we can understand the revelatory quality of my baboon medi-
tation as the activation of the archaic psyche resonating with events in  
the present. Laurens van der Post, an author and popularizer of the Bush-
men, was another white African who grew up in the veldt near the bound-
ary of the Kalahari Desert, sensitized to the power of wilderness immersion 
as a spiritual ordering experience. He helped inspire Dr. Ian Player’s Wil-
derness Leadership School, which takes people on foot into a savanna 
wilderness as a form of education and healing. In the introduction to a  
collection of testimonies from those who walked the trails, van der Post ob-
served: 

Those who have taken people into such wild areas and lived with them 
there, have witnessed a change in them.. . .Somehow they emerge trans-
formed as if they were coming from a highly sacred atmosphere. . . .
[Wilderness is an instrument for] . . .enabling us to recover our lost ca-
pacity for religious experience, . . .presenting us with a blueprint as it 
were, of what creation was about in the beginning, when all the plants 
and trees and animals were magnetic, fresh from the hands of whatever 
created them. This blueprint is still there, and those of us who see it find 
an incredible nostalgia rising in us, an impulse to return and discover 

it again.13 

As we might expect, immersion in an outer African wilderness is a pow-
erful cue for reordering and activating that inner African wilderness — the 
conduit to Voegelin’s It-reality. 

First-time visitors to southern Africa often experience a powerful déjà vu — 
a feeling of knowing this landscape and being deeply at home in it. Wilder-
ness guides love to remind you that “it’s not that Africa gets into your blood. 
It has been there all the time.” Or as Thomas Brown, the nineteenth-century 
poet and scholar, put it, “We carry with us the wonders we seek without us: 
there is all Africa and her prodigies in us.”14 In this sense southern African 
wilderness immersion can offer a powerful pilgrimage experience beyond 
creed and religion. 
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Face-to-Face: The Baboon in Community

Our materialistic culture can accept the African primate in our blood and 
body but resists the penetration of the primate into our psychic and spiritual 
life. Staying close to the rub between the two — the primate-human nexus 
— helps tune us more deeply to the in-between. The evolution of primate 
intelligence reveals the depth of the tension between the individuating in-
dividual and the tightly bonded community. This gives us a more profound 
foundation for rethinking the modern polarities of the atomized individual 
and the crush of mass society. 

 
Chimpanzees share with humans between 87 and 98 percent of DNA sites, 
and consequently they are more closely related, both genetically and be-
haviorally, to modern humans than baboons are.15 However, baboons are 
particularly helpful in reconstructing a political story precisely because they 
are so conspicuously wild, yet at times so surprisingly, and sometimes em-
barrassingly, human. They force us to acknowledge the weaving of the wild 
into the human and the human into the wild. Baboons are unlike chimps 
and other higher apes and more like us in that they share the open-ground  
savanna habitat where human and baboon coevolved over hundreds of 
thousands of years. And when we look more closely at baboon social life, we 
can already see the emergence of the rudimentary polarities of the paradox 
of consciousness and the four-part structure of primal politics based on in-
dividuality in tension with a rich face-to-face social life.

Baboons exemplify the “surplus intelligence” that is the striking feature 
of primates. In most mammals, the neocortex, the center of higher mental 
functions, is a little over 30 percent of the brain volume; in baboons it is 
60 percent, in chimpanzees and other apes 70 percent, and humans 80 per-
cent. Why the surplus? Until recently anthropologists focused on tool use 
as the evolutionary catalyst, an obvious extrapolation of our own obsession 
with technological materialism. In the sixties, popularizers of paleontology 
and sociobiology like Robert Ardrey expanded on this backward projection 
of modernity, suggesting a human nature rooted in the violence and territo-
riality of primates. Ardrey’s image of the “first man” was that of an “armed 
killer, whose evolutionary survival from his mutant instant depended on 
the use, the development and the contest of weapons.”16 Ardrey, a disillu-
sioned socialist, offered a concept of human nature that confirmed Hobbes’s  
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pessimism and underwrote the inequalities and ruthless competitiveness 
of a market-driven society: “The carnivorous predatory australopithecines 
[are] the unquestionable antecedents of man and. . . the probable authors  
of man’s constant companion, the lethal weapon.”17 The narrow research 
Ardrey drew on has now been discredited, and the bigger picture of early 
human societies contradicts this dismal picture.18 

In fact, primate tool use is rare and comparatively insignificant. Rather, in-
telligence and self-consciousness seem to be a product of a complex social 
life based on the novelty of face-to-face communication. This in turn is a 
part of what Paul Shepard, the poet laureate of primate evolution, calls “the 
primate patrimony of the flowers.” Face-to-face communication emerges 
together with attunement to the colors and distances of life in the forest can-
opy — between earth and sky, surrounded by “leaf, bud, flower, fruit, seed, 
tender culm and shoot.”19 This flowering, fruited forest canopy was itself an 
evolutionary novelty emerging out of the ecological devastation and mass 
extinction of the Cretaceous sixty-five million years ago. This most likely oc-
curred because of extreme volcanic activity coinciding with a gigantic aster-
oid that collided with the earth. The impact ignited immense fires and threw 
up clouds of dust that blocked sunlight for years and destroyed much of the 
terrestrial forests of conifer and fern. Out of the ashes came a new ecologi-
cal space, rapidly colonized by flowering and fruiting plants and the insects 
that fed off and pollinated them. This was the evolutionary crucible for the 
proliferation of the world of mammals. 

Primates branched off soon after this ecological shift, separating from 
ancestral tree shrews, by taking fuller advantage of the colors and contrasts 
of the new environment. Shepard points out that shrew eyes do not see what 
whiskers and paws touch. As primates evolved, the snout shortened, the 
numbers of teeth were reduced, and claws became nails to support sensitive 
fingertips. The thumb became more flexible, and the texture of the skin, 
with fingerprints and sweat glands, made hands supple and improved their 
grip, enabling climbing, “picking and peeling fruit, handling, gripping and 
grooming.”20 

Binocular vision is important in judging distances, near and far. With 
binocular vision, the face flattens and becomes more mobile. Shepard notes 
that with the face in a plane, the lips and tongue are free for “sobs, screams, 
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chuckles and chatter.” Shepard also notes that often modern humans, civi-
lized and protected by their personas, are no longer as attuned to facial ex-
pressions as primates. “Pet monkeys confronted with poker-faced men who 
no longer attend as well to faces as they do to print, quickly discover that 
they must exaggerate in order to be understood, like someone shouting into 
deaf ears.”21 Looking, holding, leaping, grabbing, and face-to-face socializing 
set up a series of feedback loops in which the appearance of one evolution-
ary novelty reinforces the development of related novelties, and this in turn 
feeds the original novelty in a process known as autocatalysis. Monkey life 
is intensely social — characterized by alertness, close observation of troop 
members, and sensitivity to complex signals when assessing rank, role, and 
gender and developing strategies of cooperation and competition. Bullying 
by dominant males is a relatively small part of a social life that is “full of long 
attachments, companionships, grooming, play groups, kinship allegiance, 
sex-group loyalties and play with infants.”22

Shepard identifies the sudden appearance of a distinctive primate mode 
of intelligence that is simultaneously arboreal, social, and face-to-face. To 
“see” is also to understand, to grasp and apprehend. To “attend” means to 
watch and care for. Barbara Smuts, a fieldworker who spent years living with 
baboons in Kenya, describes a courtship “worthy of a scene in a singles bar,” 
involving a male, Alex, who had recently joined the troop and was looking 
for a female. He chose Thalia: 

Alex stared at Thalia until she turned and almost caught him looking 
at her. He glanced away immediately, and then she stared at him until 
his head began to turn towards her. She suddenly became engrossed 
in grooming her toes. But as soon as Alex looked away, her gaze re-
turned to him. They went on like this for more than fifteen minutes, 
always with split second timing. Finally Alex managed to catch Thalia 
looking at him. He made the friendly eyes-narrowed, ears back face, 
and smacked his lips together rhythmically. Thalia froze, and for a sec-
ond she looked into his eyes. Alex approached, and Thalia still nervous, 
groomed him. Soon she calmed down, and I found them together on 

the cliffs the next morning. Six years later they were still friends.23

We can all recognize the familiar push-pull of staring at someone we are 
attracted to. We glance, look away, glance again — wanting and not wanting 
to reveal our desire, hoping it might be returned but fearful that it won’t be. 
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And then, all at once, everything is communicated through a moment of eye 

contact. The Harvard research psychologist Gregg Jacobs talks of the shock 

of intimacy when two mammalian brains recognize each other through the 

optic nerve, the major sensory channel to the outside world, and resonate in 

mutually self-conscious recognition. Laboratory experiments suggest we re-

spond to images emotionally and unconsciously within milliseconds. When 

images of happy, angry, and sad faces are flashed too fast to be consciously 

recognized, subjects still respond emotionally. Some researchers suggest that 

up to 90 percent of face-to-face communication during conversation might 

be nonverbal. The power of the face-to-face situation in amplifying com-

munication is not of our choosing. We are physiologically wired this way. To 

ignore this is foolish; to repress it, dangerous.24

We can also see the rudimentary capacity to distance oneself, to make 

choices, and to make deals emerging with primates. Primatologists recog-

nize that baboons show a high degree of agency and even a capacity for de-

ception. The individual can mentally distinguish him- or herself from the 

community and then make choices based on enough of an inner life to re-

member past experience and project self and other in some future relation-

ship. Richard Leakey retells Barbara Smuts’s story of the baboon Cyclops, 

who had scavenged some meat, a piece of antelope. Then Triton, the prime 

adult male of the group, spotted the prize and challenged Cyclops for it.  

“Cyclops grew tense and seemed about to abandon the prey. . . .Then  

Cyclops’s friend Phoebe appeared with her infant Phyllis. Phyllis wandered 

over to Cyclops. He immediately grabbed her close and threatened Triton 

away from the meat.” Had Triton advanced, he would have been threatening 

Phyllis as well, and he would have risked being mobbed by Phoebe and her 

relatives and friends. Triton backed down.25

Here we can see the beginnings of what becomes in the human inter-

subjectivity — the capacity to experience the world from the perspective 

of another. The baboons were involved in politics. Both Cyclops and Triton 

were aware of the interplay of group dynamics, and they were evaluating and 

manipulating them with regard to their own desires. So already in baboons 

we can see the defined polarities of consciousness emerging — self-interest 

on the one hand and connectedness, mutuality, and reciprocity on the other. 
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These are the rudimentary coordinates making possible the Cartesian deal. 
We can choose between domination and empathic connection. 

When Socrates insisted that the truth quest be based in the dialektike — dis-
cussion — he turned the practice of philosophy into a mode of cognition 
that draws on thirteen million years of primate imprinting. The face-to-face 
situation not only adds the powerful emotional cues of body language and 
facial expressions but also confronts us in the most direct way with the in-
between situation in which the other person is simultaneously an object and 
a subject. The face-to-face encounter makes us realize that the meaning of 
any assertion, any piece of knowledge, begins and ends with unique human 
beings in all their contradictory complexity. The power of the face-to-face 
interaction is that it encourages us to integrate different perspectives in a 
single reality — the indisputable fact of sharing the same place at the same 
time. Shared understanding is not only possible but essential. Certainty, 
however, is impossible. Hubris is the pathology of the unhinged, isolated 
intellect. 

 
For primates, the relative security of social life in the canopy lowers infant 
mortality, reduces litter size, and extends childhood learning. Mother-and- 
child bonding generally lasts a lifetime, while a baby monkey without a 
mother quickly becomes a psychotic wreck. We can see intimations of “mother  
worship” in the deference, special attention, and interest other adult pri-
mates show new mothers and their infants; no one gets more grooming than 
a new mother. In monkeys we also start to see year-round sexual activity 
with the reproductive cycle becoming disconnected from the seasons. The 
close and continued presence of a male next to mother and child, which is so 
characteristic in humans, begins with monkeys, particularly forest-dwelling 
chimpanzees, our closest genetic relatives.

However, in terms of group dynamics, or societal politics, what’s intrigu-
ing is how similar humans are to ground-living simians like baboons. There 
seems to be some correlation between living on open ground, like the sa-
vanna, and simian social complexity. Baboons spend more time on two legs 
and have much more tightly organized societies with stricter hierarchies and 
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ranks than the free-flowing troop of arboreal monkeys. Ground living seems 
to promote an increase in individual size, group size, and general toughness, 
even a disposition to hunt. Baboons are highly adaptable, inhabit a variety 
of environments, and eat a wide range of food, from seeds to marine jellyfish 
and small antelope. 

Among primates, the evolutionary transition from quadrupedal running 
to swinging and hanging from branches produces a more upright posture 
and requires the sort of mobile shoulder, elbow, and wrist joints that makes 
throwing and handling weapons possible. An upright gait confers an enor-
mous advantage in scanning open ground (for both prey and predator), 
running, endurance, and general biomechanical versatility. But it limits the 
width of the hips, the narrow-hipped male physique being better adapted 
for running than the slightly larger-hipped female’s. Since female mobility is 
also critical, upright gait sets an upper limit to the size of the birth canal in 
the mother. This in turn sets an upper limit to the size of the newborn infant 
brain, and this puts selective pressure on having more infant brain develop-
ment take place after birth. This, then, requires an extended childhood, giv-
ing the infant brain sufficient time to enlarge to adult size. By adulthood, the 
chimpanzee infant brain has doubled in size, and in humans this increase 
is three to four times. The longer period of infant helplessness requires the 
cooperative care of mother and father and the support of the community 
at large. The human infant is born helpless and matures slowly, increasing 
the need for social cooperation, communication, and education of young. 
Here we can see the feedback accelerating, as the benefits of the larger brain 
can only be supported by a more cooperative and complex society, while 
social complexity is compounded by more independent and self-conscious 
individuals. 

Ground-living primate adults seem to enjoy petting and playing with 
their young more than their forest-living relatives. Once posture has become 
upright, the hands are available for grasping, throwing, and handling tools. 
This starts to free the jaw from its role in grasping and makes possible the 
restructuring of the face, jaw, tongue, neck, and throat for resonance of the 
pharynx, glottal noises, and the use of the tongue and lips for vocalizations. 
These primate sounds come surprisingly close to those of humans; the Drak-
ensberg baboons certainly fooled me. Then, in humans, these vocalizations 
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become language, which also feeds back, augmenting the realm of learning 
and culture and intensifying individuation. The individual becomes simul-
taneously more independent of its environment — more able to remember, 
to anticipate, and to control outcome through choice. By the same token, 
the individual becomes more of a unique integrated subject and a center of 
action and meaning independent of external stimuli. As the more sharply 
defined individual increases the variety of relationships, so communication 
is further refined. This autocatalytic process begins in primates and intensi-
fies with the appearance of language and fire, catapulting us into the primal 
revolution and politics. 

Love and Cruelty: Looking at Ourselves Looking at Primates

Scientists and those who live with primates and presume to identify  
“human-like” traits are often accused of anthropomorphizing animals. At 
this point, it’s instructive to remember that the truth quest requires the 
journey out and in, and this also means looking at ourselves in the act of 
looking at primates. In fact, anthropomorphization is implicit in the initial 
Cartesian mutilation of the human condition. Science’s attitude of objecti-
fication obstructs our grasp of the in-between nature of human existence. 
Descartes excluded a priori what was self-evident to primal people and what 
is now confirmed through evolution: that humans are constituted by nature, 
as primates within nature. The primate is already within the human — lost, 
lonely, and ignored, perhaps, but there to surface in unguarded moments 
when the controlling ego loses control. By taking a more inclusive, more 
reflective point of view and observing ourselves observing, we can come to 
recognize our inner primate, which enables us to make meaning of the ba-
boons on the edge of the cliff, who sit and watch the sunset together with us. 

Scientists take two fundamentally different approaches to researching pri-
mate reality. On the one hand there is the quantitative rigor of hard science, 
notoriously exemplified by Harry Harlow’s behaviorist studies on love in in-
fant monkeys. Harlow developed experiments on caged animals in laborato-
ries in which relevant variables could be controlled and precisely correlated 
into statistical regularities. On the other hand there is the soft, sensitive ap-
proach of the participant-observer like Eugène Marais, Barbara Smuts, and 
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the better-known primatologists Dian Fossey and Jane Goodall, all of whom 
approached primates as fellow creatures. Their investigations involved an 
empirical approach of a different sort, that of reflective attention to their 
own feelings in the process of studying other living beings. 

Let’s look at the soft approach first: Between 1977 and 1983, Smuts made sev-

eral trips and spent many months living near the Eburru Cliffs’ troop of ol-

ive savanna baboons, about one hundred kilometers north of Nairobi, near 

a settlement called Gilgil in the Great Rift Valley. Her primary method was 

a type of free-floating observation that grew from her fascination with the 

daily drama of baboon life, which she compared to “watching soap operas.” 

There is not much action in her stories, but the “thick” descriptions of ba-

boon families make clear the irreducible importance of storytelling in un-

derstanding the emergence of self-reflective consciousness in the individual 

in community. In one meticulously detailed story that gives us a sense of the 

range of baboon expressiveness and the complexity of their social life, Smuts 

describes a family group settling down for the night. There is Virgil, the adult 

male; Pandora, the adult female; and two of Pandora’s offspring — Plutarch, 

an infant male, and Pyrrha, an infant female. 

There was no hint of shyness in Virgil’s face when he spotted Pandora, 

shuffling along behind him, apparently intent on finding a tasty bug 

or two under the small rocks she was turning over, one by one. He 

hunched his shoulders, pulled his chin in still further, flattened his ears 

against his skull, and made the skin around his eyes taut, showing the 

bright white patches of skin above each eyelid. At the same time, he 

alternately smacked his lips together rhythmically and grunted deeply 

with the slight wheeze that distinguished Virgil’s voice from those of 

the other adult males. Pandora. . . looked up and made a similar face 

back at Virgil and then, abandoning her rocks, headed toward him with 

the ungainly trot of a baboon anxious to get somewhere fast, but too 

lazy to run. As she approached, Virgil lip-smacked and grunted with 

increasing intensity, as if encouraging her to make haste. When she  

arrived, she plopped herself down on her back next to him and, dan-

gling one foot in the air, presented her flank in an invitation for groom-

ing. Virgil responded promptly, gently parting the sparse hairs on her 
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belly with his hands, every now and then lightly touching her skin with 

his lips to remove a bit of dead skin or dirt from her fur.

Here we can see the importance of the structure of narrative — the story — 
in expressing the meaning of unique individuals in particular relationship 
with other individuals. 

After a few moments, they were joined by two of Pandora’s offspring, 

Plutarch, a juvenile male, and Pyrrha, an infant female. Pyrrha was in 

a rambunctious mood, and she used Virgil’s stomach as a trampoline, 

bouncing up and down with the voiceless chuckles of delight that ac-

company baboon play. Every now and then Virgil opened his half-shut 

eyes, peered at Pyrrha, and gently touching her with his index finger he 

grunted, as if to reassure her that he did not mind the rhythmic impact 

of her slight body against his full stomach.

We watch the contented father absentmindedly playing with the daughter 
and fondly recognize ourselves. Then we are momentarily disturbed by the 
image of Virgil using his lips to remove a bit of dirt from Pandora’s fur. Such 
back-and-forth helps us become more aware of the tension between the hu-
man and the animal in ourselves.

After a while, Pandora stopped grooming, and Virgil moved away, 

slowly clambering up the cliff face where the troop would spend the 

night. He glanced back every few steps at Pandora and her family, who 

followed right behind. Finding a good spot halfway up the cliff, Virgil 

made himself comfortable. Sitting upright, he leaned backward against 

the rock face, and grasping his toes in his hands, let his head sink to his 

chest — a typical baboon sleeping posture. Pandora sat next to him, 

leaning her body into his, one hand on his knee, her head against his 

shoulder. Her offspring squeezed in between Pandora and Virgil, and 

in the dimming light, I could not tell where the body of one baboon 

began and the other left off. This is how they would remain for the rest 

of the night.26 

Smuts’s approach involves something touchingly archaic — “sitting, 
thinking, telling stories.” We feel the presence of the sensitive, empathetic 
researcher, all senses alert, mind wide open, taking in the full context of a 
family group of unique individuals. Smuts’s literary description of face and 
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body language reminds us how much is communicated in “languages older 

than words,” to use Derrick Jensen’s phrase. Here we have the beginning of 

a truly dialectical science; that is, a science that integrates the empiricism of 

measurable facts about the outer world (primary qualities, or res extensa) 

with an empiricism attuned to the qualitative facts of psychic life — descrip-

tions of feelings and meanings (secondary qualities, or res cogitans). 

Harry Harlow’s work at the Primate Research Center in Madison, Wiscon-

sin, provides a brutal contrast, reminding us how far “exemplary research” 

has strayed from “a path with a heart.” Although today Harlow’s work would 

be regarded as unethical, it still provides a dramatic example of the dou-

ble bind that current Cartesian-based science inevitably produces. That is,  

Harlow’s work presupposed close connection between the monkey and the 

human, yet its methodology precluded experiencing this kinship in a way 

that would lead to action consistent with empathy. 

Like Smuts, Harlow was also interested in primate family life, particu-

larly the importance of the most tender of all bonds — that between mother 

and child. There the similarity ended. Instead of studying intact wholes 

— the individual within the family, the family within the troop, the troop 

within the ecology — he followed the Cartesian model of analysis by ex-

perimentally isolating measurable variables, controlling one, and measuring 

changes in the others. He began by raising baby monkeys in bare wire cages, 

using wire-and-cloth surrogate mothers with various features mimicking 

variables of mothering. 

Harlow’s initial, stunningly unremarkable conclusion was that physical 

contact was critically important. More specifically, infant monkeys showed a 

strong preference for the cloth-covered rather than the bare-wire surrogate 

mothers. They also preferred the lactating to the nonlactating, the rocking to 

the nonrocking, and the warm to the cold surrogates. Harlow further con-

cluded that nursing strengthened the mother-child bond. Then, in a rare 

admission of the self-induced obtuseness of a science that equates meaning 

and value exclusively with control and precision, he added: “Thus by this in-

genious research we learned what had been totally obvious to everyone else, 

except psychologists, for centuries.”27 

Harlow then attempted to create psychopathology in the infants with a 



Out of Wilderness 155

series of “monster mothers” on the rather obvious assumption that maternal 
rejection might be a critical variable:

Four different forms of evil artificial mothers emerged, and although 
all were designed to repel clinging infants, each had its own unique 
means by which to achieve this end. One surrogate blasted its babies 
with compressed air, another tried to shake the infant off its chest, a 
third possessed an embedded catapult which periodically sent the in-
fant flying, while the fourth carried concealed brass spikes beneath her 

ventral surface which would emerge upon schedule or demand.28 

The results were disappointing. “These surrogates produced temporary 
emotional disturbance in the infants, but little else. When displaced from 
their artificial mothers, the infants would cry, but they would return to the 
mother as soon as she returned to normal.” Commenting on the obvious, 
Harlow notes: “To what else can a frightened, contact-seeking infant cling?”

His team then raised newly born monkeys for periods of up to a year in 
total isolation in a stainless-steel chamber. During this time, each monkey 
had no contact with any animal or human. Harlow found that the effects of 
such isolation produced profound behavior abnormalities: catatonic symp-
toms, self-rocking, indifference, apathy, lack of sexual activity, and finally an 
emotional state in which the primary response was fear. Such monkeys kept 
alive for years never demonstrated any vestige of social ability. Not satisfied 
with these pathetic creatures, Harlow tried to impregnate the females. Since 
they showed no interest in copulation, they had to be impregnated with 
what Harlow refers to as a “rape rack” that, in “consideration for the reader,” 
he leaves to the imagination.

Finally, in these motherless mothers, Harlow created the monster he  
had been seeking. Most of the mothers ignored their infants, but others 
abused their babies by crushing the infant’s face to the floor, chewing off the 
infant’s feet and fingers, and in the case of one mother, “putting the infant’s 
head in her mouth and crushing it like an eggshell.” He noted that monkey 
mothers who had never experienced love of any kind were devoid of love for 
their infants. Then, in a twilight moment of unwitting self-incrimination, 
he added, “a lack of feeling unfortunately shared by all too many human 
counterparts.” 

Here we can see a momentary flash of empathy as Harlow connects 
the interior life of humans and monkeys. But Harlow was operating in a 
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research culture that had no epistemological framework for exploring this 
sort of resonance. The experimental setup itself reproduced the cultural 
schizophrenia that made it possible for Harlow to abuse monkeys as research 
objects precisely because he assumed they had humanlike subjectivity and 
could express the most tender of emotions — the mother-child bond. 

A 1977 special edition of Scientific American, showcasing “current trends in 
psychology,” described Harlow’s work as “some of the best research in psy-
chology in the last ten years.” Since Descartes, this capacity for distancing, 
manipulation, and domination has been considered integral to understand-
ing the world. The method allowed Harlow to demonstrate precisely and 
conclusively that isolated, unloved, brutalized primates tend to be abusive 
and murderous parents. The irony, of course, is that Harlow never saw a pos-
sible connection between this method of objectification and manipulation, 
for which he was lauded, and society’s prevailing empathy-impoverished 
culture in which others are regularly objectified and hundreds of thousands 
of children are abused every year by their parents and caretakers. Accord-
ing to the executive summary of the Child Maltreatment Report, over three 
million reported cases of abuse or neglect involving six million children oc-
curred in the United States in 2009.29

Exploring such connections requires practicing science self-reflectively 
within the context of the truth quest, guided by awareness of our in-between 
situation and our connectedness to all living creatures. Scientific American’s 
acclaim for Harlow’s conclusive demonstration of the obvious suggests a 
more important conclusion: a connection between our culture’s celebra-
tion of brutal objectivity in the interests of “knowledge” and its inability to 
diagnose and prevent epidemic levels of violence, abuse, and neglect of its 
children. Perhaps the most redeeming lessons we can learn from captive pri-
mates come from being confronted by research objects we have turned into 
embodiments of our own psychopathology.30

The Evolving Primate: Upright, Walking, and Thinking

Hominids gradually diverged from their primate ancestors through a series 
of evolutionary novelties that seemed to reinforce one another in conferring 
selective survival advantage. What most distinguishes humans from apes 
and monkeys is our upright gait, our capacity to run long distances on two  
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legs, language, our degree of social complexity, and our high level of self-
reflective consciousness, giving us the capacity for creativity and choice. 
As early hominids like Australopithecus africanus moved out of the forest 
canopy to colonize the newly open savanna, the upright posture conferred 
a distinct survival advantage. It offered a larger field of vision, and it made 
running more efficient by minimizing heat stress, since less of the body sur-
face area was exposed to direct sunlight. This feature became increasingly 
critical as the brain, a heat-sensitive organ, enlarged. Running long distances 
also made it possible to chase down game, supporting the omnivorous diet 
necessary for the rapid development of the brain in a growing child. 

Upright gait also frees the hands. By 2.5 million years ago, as we entered the 
lower Paleolithic, or the early Stone Age, we find evidence for the appearance 
of a smallish (seventy-pound), upright, large-brained, still apelike creature, 
together with a large number of the first crude stone tools. Homo habilis, 
or “handy man,” had arrived. In general, as hunting and fishing efficiency 
slowly increases, so does the availability of high-quality protein. Primates 
showed almost a gram-for-gram trade-off in the expansion of the brain with 
the reduction of gut length, as the nutritional value of the diet improved 
from the predominantly vegetarian australopithecines to the more omnivo-
rous Homo.31 

Further, as we have noted, the biodynamics of walking and running  
limits the size of the hips, and this shapes another series of complementary 
evolutionary changes: narrower female hips mean infants are born smaller 
and mature more slowly; thus child rearing necessarily involves more social 
cooperation and communication; and this selects for greater intelligence, 
making possible greater individuation. This process is also aided by vocal-
ization, which becomes possible as the face and neck are aligned by the up- 
right posture. Upright posture also seems associated with the evolution  
of human sexual dimorphism — the anatomical and physiological differ-
ences between the sexes — and sexual behavior. Humans developed en-
larged breasts and protruding penises as part of sexual display, which in  
turn stimulated year-round sexual activity, further compounding social 
complexity.32 

A society composed of more highly individuated individuals shows a 
greater range and complexity of relationships. Negotiating this complex-
ity feeds back, putting selective pressure on intelligence, in an autocatalytic  
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process that accelerated until around 1.7 million years ago, when Homo erec-
tus appeared for the first time (separated from an earlier putative Homo er-
gaster), fully upright, capable of walking and running long distances, and 
probably fortified with rudimentary language and simple hunting tools. 
Globalization began with erectus setting out from Africa, exploring, coloniz-
ing, and thriving in Europe and Asia, where it might have remained in some 
places until a hundred thousand years ago.33

Earlier humans were “habitat specialists” who lacked the ability to ex-
ploit a wide variety of environments during seasonal fluctuations. Modern 
humans are extravagantly adaptable, capable of colonizing environments 
from arctic tundra and rain forest to polluted, overcrowded cities and sterile 
space stations. Suddenly, around sixty thousand years ago, these fully de-
veloped humans seemed to burst out of Africa and almost instantaneously 
appeared throughout the Eurasian continent, moving down Southeast Asia 
to populate New Guinea and Australia. Until about forty-five thousand years 
ago, Neanderthals had western Europe to themselves. By twenty-seven thou-
sand years ago, they had completely disappeared.34

Most of the earlier archaeological work on the emergence of modern human 
behavior was originally conducted by European scholars on the European 
Homo sapiens sapiens, which scholars named Cro-Magnon. The radical dis-
continuity between Neanderthal and Cro-Magnon sites and the absence of 
comparable evidence for modernity outside of Europe suggested a European 
“creative explosion,” both flattering to Europeans and convenient for their ar-
chaeologists. This long-reigning theory is now challenged by a wealth of new 
evidence uncovered in the rock shelters and middens — the piles of shell and 
bone debris made by early humans — along the South African coast over the 
past few decades. This provides powerful evidence for a much earlier, more 
gradual emergence of Homo sapiens sapiens, which now seems to have started 
along the southern African coastline roughly two hundred thousand years ago.

Literally thousands of Paleolithic shell middens dot the beaches of this coast-
line. Thirty-five hundred have been documented between the shore’s high-
water mark and five kilometers inland, and this is estimated to be about  
10 percent of the total. In other words, there are perhaps thirty thousand 
middle and late Stone Age middens along this coast, not including those 
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that were covered as ocean levels rose to their present state about twelve 
thousand years ago.35 In addition to the middens, the rock coastline is full 
of widely gaping rock shelters with remains going back to the middle Paleo-
lithic, some thirty of which have been extensively excavated. Evidence from 
these middle Stone Age sites indicates that group size and within-group kin 
relations were the same as those in the later stone age and among present-
day hunter-gatherers.36

Curtis Marean, who has guided much of the recent research, points out 
that between one hundred ninety-five thousand and one hundred twenty-
five thousand years ago the world was in a glacial ice age, with much of the Af-
rican continent dry and desertified. His analysis of the paleo-environmental  
data of ocean currents, weather patterns, and geological formations indi-
cates there were few sites in sub-Saharan Africa that could have supported a 
human population. One was at Pinnacle Point near the town of Mossel Bay 
on the South African coast. When his international team of archaeologists 
excavated the site, it discovered the oldest evidence of a human seafood diet, 
together with small stone blades, finely worked points, and, most impor-
tantly, traces of worked ochre, generally used for symbolic purposes, going 
back some one hundred sixty thousand years.37 

Farther east along the same coastline is Blombos Cave, where Chris  
Henshilwood found one of the oldest pieces of clearly symbolic represen-
tation, a seventy-seven-thousand-year-old chunk of ochre with a complex 
cross-hatched design (see photograph, page 160). Additional pieces of more 
crudely engraved ochre have since been found at the same site going back 
one hundred thousand years, with traces of ochre at the one-hundred-sixty-
thousand-year level.38 

Then in 2011 Henshilwood made another dramatic discovery of two ochre 
“painting kits” at the one-hundred-thousand-year level of the cave. The kits 
consisted of abalone shell containers with remains of a complex pigment mix, 
including fat from a heat-treated seal bone, charcoal, and ground ochre, found 
together with simple grinding tools. The nearest source of ochre is thirty to 
forty kilometers away. The kits were found close together without any sur-
rounding detritus, as if brought there for a short period and forgotten. The 
painting kits reveal the first known use of a container and the first instance of 
deliberate planning, production, and curing of a compound. While the pro-
duction of a complex pigment is suggestive of symbolic activity, the seventy-
seven-thousand-year-old carved ochre discovery constitutes hard evidence for 
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symbolically mediated human behavior at least forty thousand years prior to 
the cave paintings of Europe.39 

Piece of carved ochre, seventy-seven thousand years old, found by Chris Henshilwood 
at Blombos Cave on the South African coastline. This is currently the oldest piece of 
symbolic representation in the world. (Photo: Christopher Henshilwood)

Henshilwood and Marean have marshaled this new evidence to reveal a 
subtle circularity and Eurocentric bias in the older theory of the European 
creative explosion. They suggest shifting the definition of modern human 
behavior from the standard laundry list of necessary traits — the behavioral 
“b’s”: blades, beads, bone tools, barter, and beauty — to the more funda-
mental criterion of the use of symbols in mediating behavior.40 Accordingly, 
they define modern human behavior as “behavior that is mediated by so-
cially constructed patterns of symbolic thinking, actions and commu-
nication that allow for material and information exchange and cultural 
continuity between and across generations and contemporaneous commu-
nities.”41 Symbols allow us to store information outside of the brain, and 
more importantly, they allow us to communicate the information to others 
and to deepen and complexify our relationship to the past and the future. 
Symbols sharpen the poles of our in-between situation as “created” and “cre-
ators,” marking the beginning of the quest in storytelling, politics, religion, 
and ethics. 

This more sophisticated theory and the wealth of new evidence support 
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the recently proposed “southern dispersal” theory of human migration out 
of Africa. This argues that as the remnant coastal population thrived on the 
wealth of seafood, it expanded and started walking rapidly east and north, 
up the coast of South Africa into Arabia, Southeast Asia, and eventually New 
Guinea and Australia.

The Quest by Running

We can see the mandala of primal politics gradually emerge as a single ten-
sional complex in the transition from Homo erectus to Homo sapiens. At one 
pole is the self-reflective independent individual who becomes increasingly 
individuated in the process of relating in ever more complex ways to the 
opposite pole — the tightly bonded, cooperative, caring community. Con-
versely, the community becomes increasingly cooperative and bonded with 
the growth in the self-reflective capacity of the individual. With the appear-
ance of language and symbolic painting, the two polarities of face-to-face 
discussion and storytelling start to synergize, and the four coordinates of the 
mandala of primal politics shift firmly into place. 

All the while, this individual-group dynamic is conditioned by an in-
creasingly complex and intimate relationship to the wilderness within  
which everyone lives, the larger community of animals and plants. We can-
not, obviously, talk to ancient peoples and have them describe this relation-
ship in their own terms. We can, however, make imaginative reconstructions 
based on a number of extrapolations. We know we are part of a single con-
tinuous biological lineage going back to a common ancestor, and so we can 
reflect on our own range of experiences in wilderness. We can study histori-
cal and contemporary hunters and gatherers who have lived continuously 
within wilderness and examine their cultures. This is largely the focus of 
chapter 8, in which I look at the relationship between rock art and trance 
states in San Bushman culture, and of chapter 9, where I explore its wider 
context.

For now, a brief example helps indicate how we can imaginatively extrapo-
late from the present concerning what our ancestral relationship to wilder-
ness might have been like. A recent remarkable documentary film, The Great 
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Dance, tells the story of one of the last groups of San Bushman hunters who 
were raised in a traditional nomadic culture. It highlights how the activity of 
tracking and then running down an antelope — the endurance hunt — can 
induce profound alterations in consciousness, where the hunter goes into 
shamanic trance and accesses paranormal powers.42 The film follows three 
hunters from the /Gwi and !Xo bands of Bushmen of the Central Kalahari 
Desert as they track and chase an adult kudu — a large desert-adapted ante-
lope. The hunt takes place during the midday heat with temperatures reach-
ing 110 degrees. Once the kudu is spotted, they chase, running barefoot for 
four hours without pausing, until the animal, exhausted, gives itself up to 
the hunters. Afterward, one of the hunters talks about how he entered an al-
tered state of consciousness, where barriers between inner and outer, hunter 
and kudu, human and God seemed to break down. He describes “entering 
kudu mind” and “controlling her.” He compares tracking to the shamanic, 
ritual dancing, the primary religious activity in traditional Bushman life, in 
which “you are talking with God.” Here we see hunting converge with peak 
religious experience, so that even an act of killing becomes a direct experi-
ence of communion with nature as sacred. 

Adult male kudu in flight. (Photo: Craig and Damon Foster)
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As indoor, sedentary humans in a thoroughly mechanized, symbol- 
saturated society, plagued by inactivity, obesity, and stress, we can easily  
forget just how well prepared our species is for tracking and running down 
game over a sun-baked savanna. Not only do we forget our toughness and 
versatility — the fact that the human is the only animal that can run a mara-
thon, then swim a river and climb a tree — but as we sit inside at our desks 
in front of our computers, we tend to forget how embedded our conscious-
ness is in our body. In our spiritually autistic culture, the “runner’s high” is 
reduced to endorphin chemistry — a feel-good recreation allowing us to 
return to work refreshed. But running across open veldt and along moun-
tain trails can give us a profound inner experience of an outer reality to 
which our culture is oblivious: how our self-conscious humanity emerged 
from, and remains connected to, the primate body in vigorous action across 
a wilderness landscape. The Bushman hunter makes the simple equation be-
tween tracking, dancing, and “talking with God.” Such disciplines (and there 
are many) keep our thinking anchored in the experience of the in-between. 
Ultimately, it is this inner experience of connection to the mystery of our 
wilderness origins that can function as the experiential center of the moral 
gyroscope of primal politics.

Hunter in pursuit: the endurance hunt as recorded in the film The Great Dance. 
(Photo: Craig and Damon Foster)
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A Childlike Species

If we step back and look at humanity’s leap into self-awareness against the 
broad outlines of the past six million years of primate evolution, we notice 
adult humans have more in common with the juvenile chimpanzee than we 
have with the adult. As with the adult human, the young chimp’s head is big-
ger in proportion to the rest of the body, the face is flatter, the bones are thin-
ner, and there is a dramatic rising of the forehead. The skulls of infant apes 
are rounded like those of a human, and their body proportions are closer to 
those of humans. Similarly, the adult human seems closer in appearance to 
the children of Neanderthals than to the adults. This suggests the operation 
of an evolutionary mechanism called pedomorphism, which is the retention, 
by adults in a species, of traits previously seen primarily in juveniles.

Even more dramatic is the way human pedomorphism manifests those 
aspects of primate childishness most associated with creativity — play and 
imagination. All higher mammals have periods of childhood openness where 
the behavior and awareness of the young are disconnected from any fixed 
action-pattern response, and the young need to be cared for and taught, well 
or badly, by the adults. With sapiens this period of openness is so extended 
and enlarged that it becomes one of the defining marks of the species. The 
range in which human consciousness can stray from fixed action-pattern 
response seems almost limitless. We could say we are genetically coded for 
transgenetic or epigenetic coding; we are wired to go beyond wiring into 
freedom, culture, and creativity. 

When something enters into animal consciousness, the animal responds 
with an automatic action pattern. Two lions approach a group of grazing 
zebras. The zebras notice, stiffen, and watch carefully. When the lions reach 
a certain distance, the zebras gallop off. Once the lions have made their kill 
and are busy eating, the zebras will graze peacefully nearby. Most of this 
is automatic. On the other hand, when something new enters human con-
sciousness, we don’t automatically respond. We have the capacity to stop, 
notice, and let ourselves simply be amused and amazed. We love to play.

Brian Thomas Swimme points out that all other species are magnificently 
and intricately specialized to know instinctively what to do. “Birds have 
colonized the air, dolphins and whales are fully integrated into an ocean 
existence. But with specialization comes limitation. Fins cannot craft tools, 
fondle a baby, perform surgery or operate a computer. We lose the highly 
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refined senses of smell and hearing; we lose the great muscular strength of 
the apes.”43 Humans are consummate generalists, amateurs, childishly open, 
flexible, playful, creative, insatiably curious, and easily distracted. Our spe-
cialization is our lack of specialization. 

Swimme gives the example of how play could have operated in human-
ity’s acquisition of fire. Imagine a scene a couple of hundred thousand years 
ago on the highveld during a tremendous summer electrical storm. Light-
ning strikes. Humans watch as a tree bursts into flames. Monkeys, birds, an-
telope all flee from fire. They immediately and automatically know what to 
do as the event enters their consciousness. Not so humans. We can imagine 
an early ancestor watching, fascinated, approaching the fire, picking up a 
burning branch, waving it, playing with it, no doubt getting burned — all 
the while not really knowing what he or she is getting into.44 

We need to recognize how enormous a novelty the appearance of hu-
man creativity and self-consciousness is — an evolutionary leap perhaps  
comparable to the movement of vertebrates onto land about 370 million 
years ago. Creativity emerges within a natural world from which it can 
imaginatively separate itself. Rather than being dominated by the anxious 
radical doubt of Descartes, it likely emerged closer to the radical amaze-
ment of philosophers like Heschel. Like Socrates, Heschel recognized that 
wonder fuels our fascination with the world and energizes us to engage life 
as a whole, through all the senses and faculties available to us.45 It drives our 
thinking toward the bigger picture, the ever larger story. This stimulates per-
sonal growth in wholeness and an enthusiasm for tasting the full amplitude 
of human experience. Wonder at the miracle of existence balances anxiety 
and fear. 

We need to remember that our coming to consciousness takes place on 
a planet of stunning natural beauty and relative plenty. Anxiety is balanced 
by ecstasy. Today we are so jaded by our immersion in artificial and pol-
luted environments, so desensitized to natural beauty, so anxious and fearful 
that we automatically sneer at the nostalgia of romantics who would attrib-
ute to primal peoples an enhanced appreciation for the beauty and numi-
nosity of wilderness. The bigger picture helps us keep our balance between 
amazement and fear. It encourages us to go more deeply into our child- 
like creativity, so we can grow and mature without losing our capacity for  
wonder. The big story helps remind us of the fact that words and concepts  
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— language itself — emerge from the natural world. It helps correct hu-
bris by honoring the larger creativity out of which we emerge, cautioning us 
against worshipping the secondary realities of our own creations.

Fire for the Quest 

Fire making, language, and art seem to constitute a powerful complex of 
evolutionary novelties that reinforce one another, catapulting human beings 
into full self-reflective consciousness. This full flowering of consciousness 
can be regarded as the original or primal leap in being making possible that 
last migration of Homo sapiens out of Africa to colonize the planet. 

Fire making — the ability to produce fire at will — was certainly in place 
by a hundred thousand years ago and possibly as far back as five hundred 
thousand years.46 Fire is power, warmth, protection, cooked food. More im-
portantly, it is the primordial technology of consciousness. The campfire 
burns at the literal center of both the community and the truth quest. Any-
one who has spent time in wild places knows the importance of the campfire 
as the center of camp life. Night is free from the focused struggles of the 
daily round of hunting and gathering, yet darkness typically means sleep. 
With the campfire, humans created the ideal playground for imagination, 
language, and culture. 

Melvin Konner, a Harvard biologist who lived with the San for two years 
in a remote part of the Kalahari, speculates on the importance of fire as a 
catalyst for language. 

When we slept in a grass hut in one of their villages, there were many 
nights when its flimsy walls leaked charged exchanges from the circle 
around the fire, frank expressions of feeling and contention beginning 
when the dusk fires were lit and running on until the dawn. Surely a po-
tent selection pressure for the evolution of language must have been the 
respect gained by a person whose voice commanded attention around 
such fires.

. . . I came to think of the Pleistocene epoch of human history (the 
three million years during which we evolved) as one interminable mar-

athon encounter group.47 

The circle of people, young and old, men and women, sitting around  
the campfire, talking, telling stories, joking, and singing is the original em-
bodiment of the mandala of primal politics. The people sit and confront one 



Out of Wilderness 167

another face-to-face, as unique individuals yet also self-evidently a part of the 

unity of the circle, which, like the circle of humanity, is surrounded by the 

circle of wilderness. The primordial cosmological elements are matters of di-

rect experience and accessible to all. Above, the sun moves by day, and the 

moon and stars by night; below, all beings walk, sit, and sleep on the sandy 

earth. Even around the campfire the worlds interpenetrate. The surrounding 

bush comes alive with noise, the bark of antelope, anonymous grunts, squeals, 

rustling, crashing. Lions can be heard roaring miles away, or sometimes, mys-

teriously, they will visit the human camp, seldom causing harm so long as they 

are not harmed. 

The realms interpenetrate. In traditional San Bushman culture, the sto-

ries tell of the creatures of the early times, which one can also encounter in 

trance through the shamanic healing dance and which are painted on the 

walls of the shelter, imbuing the walls with magical potency. During the sha-

manic dance, the group of singers sits around the fire clapping and singing. 

Around them a circle of dancers stamps in time to the rhythm for hours, un-

til the exertion, dehydration, and magical songs propel them into shamanic 

states of consciousness, where they have the experience of traveling outside 

Painted figures on the wall of a rock shelter in the Drakensberg. The dancing stick and 
distortion suggest trance experience. (Photo: Author)
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their bodies and can access the entities and forces of the spirit world, the 
early times, for healing and guidance. 

The most dramatic hard evidence for the first expression of complex 
symbolic activity is the exquisite cave paintings going back over thirty thou-
sand years found in underground caverns in southwestern Europe. Because 
the European paintings were well preserved deep underground, and because 
they were near European universities, they have received a disproportionate 
amount of scholarly attention. Only relatively recently did scholars discover 
that a comparable but far richer rock painting tradition exists in southern 
Africa. The southern African paintings are far more numerous and not only 
extend back into prehistory but carry forward into the nineteenth century. 
Even more illuminating is the fact that they can be connected to a Bushman 
cosmology and shamanic-religious practice centering on the trance dance. 

Chapter 8, “If You Don’t Dance, You Die,” discusses this southern Af-
rican rock art in detail. While it remains difficult to verify exactly what the 
images mean, what’s unmistakable is that the paintings were of supreme 
importance to the people who painted them. Like ritual religious dancing, 
the art was part of the larger storytelling that occurred around those same 
campfires. Bushman mythology today seems to be a kind of living, breath-
ing archaeology of consciousness, bringing the deep past into the present. 
It preserves in metaphoric form some of the first glimmerings of conscious 
self-awareness. Still today, the old stories, the hua, are told and retold around 
the fire, the teller often giving a personal inflection. The two most popular 
and widely distributed myths across all the Bushman groups deal with the 
acquisition of fire and the awareness of death — both defining aspects of 
the in-between.48 Fire is a catalyst for consciousness, and with greater self-
consciousness comes a sharpened sense of mortality, the coming into being 
and passing of all things.

In one Bushman retelling of the fire myth, it is mantis, the trickster deity 
and the intermediary between human and animal, who steals fire from the 
animals. He discovers the ostrich roasting its food and then hiding the fire 
under its wing in its armpit.49 Mantis tricks ostrich by offering to lead her 
to a delicious fruit. He then persuades her to reach for the highest, tastiest 
fruit. As she opens her wings to balance, the mantis snatches some of the 
fire. Much of the metaphoric resonance of such a story would be lost on 
an audience that never sat looking into the face of a mantis or successfully 
tricked an ostrich and stole its eggs. Such stories emerged out of the early 
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days of consciousness and, like half-remembered dream fragments, convey a 
compact meaning in metaphors of the bush that defy simple translation into 
the language of city dwellers. What does translate is that fire is stolen, which 
is a universal theme in world mythology. The stealing suggests a capacity for 
deception and the possibility of human society falling into disorder inherent 
in the leap into greater awareness. Animals losing fire revert to an unam-
biguous animality. Humans gaining fire become fully human and usher in 
the present order. 

Bushman storytelling can be understood as a primary way of healing the 
split, of mediating the anxiety of the in-between, and thus tuning human pol-
itics to the great mysterious community of being. Today instead of family and 
community gathering around the campfire, we sit in front of the television 
set. Instead of being connected to an embodied community through face-to-
face discussion and storytelling, we follow the lives of celebrities in the news 
and familiar characters in soap operas; our communication is through cell 
phone and Internet. Our city lights hide the stars and planets; wilderness is 
paved over and walled out. Brian Thomas Swimme points to the tragic irony 
of modernity: our discoveries of the immensity of the cosmos remain aca-
demic abstractions, while emotionally we live in an imaginative world still 
constricted by artifacts, things, cities, offices, and homes of our own making. 

As we lose the direct visceral contact with the larger community of being,  
so the telling and retelling of the big story of origin becomes increasingly 
critical to remind us that “all the wonders of Africa are within us.” Today 
walled off in the urban prisons of our own making, we cannot fully free 
ourselves without science and history, technology and philosophy. The knife 
that cuts also heals. We need the technologies associated with our alienation 
from nature to help us relearn the amazing reality of our condition: that we 
all wake up within a single story telling us into being. We are all fundamen-
tally connected, dependent on a larger order not of our making; yet we are 
free and creative. 
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What the world lacks today is not so much knowledge of these first things as 
experience of them. We know so much intellectually, indeed, that we are in dan-
ger of becoming the prisoners of our knowledge. We suffer from a hubris of the 
mind. We have abolished superstition of the heart only to install a superstition 
of the intellect.

— Laurens van der Post, Heart of the Hunter

“Bushmen” and “San” are invented categories . . .ethnographic reification[s]. . . .
Nostalgia for an innocent past before we Europeans were cast out into the sor-
rows of self-awareness spawned the current form of “Bushmen”; it is a negative 
form of metaphor predicated on an urge to retain a mythic image of the child-
hood of humanity.

— Edwin Wilmsen, Decolonizing the Mind: 
Steps toward Cleansing the Bushman Stain from Southern African History

In the olden days the times were very good, they were very, very good. Today 
we have gone back, back, back, backwards, we have been put down, why, why? 
That time long ago when we were alone, when there were no whites, no army, 
no politics, when it was just us Bushman people, we fixed everything ourselves, 
then the white people came and brought politics here.

— Kxao, to Paul Weinberg, Once We Were Hunters

lost worlds

cHAPTER 6
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Those Who Never Left 

Some sixty thousand years ago, when modern humans moved out of Af-
rica and eventually colonized every habitable continent on the planet, some 
humans remained in southern Africa. Their direct descendants are the San 
Bushmen, who until recently lived a traditional hunting-gathering way of 
life in the great Kalahari Desert covering eastern Namibia, northern South 
Africa and much of Botswana. After decades of intense debate among schol-
ars as to the origin and identity of Bushmen, the click-language-speaking 
hunter-gatherers of the Kalahari are now being accepted as most likely the 
closest living relatives to that aboriginal African population from which all 
modern humans are descended.*

Hunting-gathering ancestors of San Bushmen occupied most of South 
Africa relatively undisturbed until about two thousand years ago, when 
the closely related but distinct Khoi-speaking herder people started mov-
ing down the east coast. Genetic and linguistic evidence suggests the Khoi 
— also Khoikhoi, sometimes spelled “Khoe” and “Khoekhoe” and deroga-
torily known as “Hottentot” — were earlier northern Bushmen who had 
acquired domesticated sheep and cattle from their Bantu neighbors. As the 
Khoi moved south down the east coast of South Africa, they were closely 
followed by Bantu-speaking farmers migrating down from central Africa’s 
Great Lakes region. Although all three groups influenced one another (all 
the clicks in Xhosa and Zulu are thought to come from contact with Bush-
man languages), the nomadic hunters and gatherers retained some auton-
omy by progressively retreating from the fertile well-watered coastal plain 
into the more arid and mountainous interior. 

* To reiterate an important and often misunderstood point: “shortest distance” to common ancestor 
doesn’t mean Bushmen haven’t developed or evolved since that period, as all other humans have. 
But “closeness” does imply that many more features (genetic, linguistic, and presumably cultural) 
of the original population have been retained when compared to populations that evolved outside 
Africa. 
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At the time of European settlement in the eighteenth-century, there 
were an estimated one dozen separate Bushman language groups confined 
to specific geographic regions of southern Africa. The now-extinct /Xam-
speaking Bushmen, the largest and most widely dispersed group, provided 
the source for the extensive ethnography compiled by the nineteenth- 
century German philologist Wilhelm Bleek and his sister-in-law, Lucy Lloyd.1

/Akunta, one of Bleek’s collaborators.
(Photo: Craig Foster/archive)

Some of the most significant new evidence for identifying the ancestors 
of the San as the founder population comes from an enormous global genetic 
mapping project based on analysis of mitochondrial and Y-chromosome  
DNA. Mitochondrial DNA is inherited without mixing entirely from the 
mother; and Y-chromosome DNA, possessed only by men, is similarly in-
herited without mixing from the father. As mutations occur, they are passed 
on to progeny unchanged. The identification and mapping of these markers 
across different distinct populations has made it possible to construct a rough 
genetic tree for all of modern humanity and then to measure the distance  
of any geographically and genetically isolated population from a common 
ancestry. 
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The basic principle is that genetic diversity, measured by the inheritance 
of specific mutations — markers — on Y and mitochondrial DNA, decreases 
with distance from ancestry. This might at first seem counterintuitive, but 
the reason is simply that not all members of the earlier population moved 
on to populate the new area; therefore, only a fraction of the full range of 
genetic diversity in the original pool was carried forth out of Africa. Thus 
we find that the hunting-gathering populations of San Bushmen of Namibia 
and Botswana have the highest level of genetic diversity of all human groups 
studied, indicating that they are the closest living relatives to that ancestral 
population from which all other humans branched.2 

Another line of research supporting the close connection between Bush-
men and the founder population comes from linguistics. Bushman languages 
are famously distinguished by their complexity, their unpronounceable clicks, 
and their diversity. As with genetics, the antiquity of a language can be inferred 
from its complexity as measured by the number of phonemes it contains. 
Phonemes are the basic units of sounds that make up words, and the general 
principle is that the greater the number of phonemes, the more complex and 
ancient the language. Thus, Hawaiian, one of the youngest languages, is at 
one extreme with 13 phonemes; English has around 45 phonemes; Bushman 
languages have the largest number — !Xo, for example, has 126 identifiable 
phonemes — strongly suggesting their status as a founder language.3 

The genetic, linguistic, and geographic evidence has recently been re-
inforced by dramatic archaeological findings at an exceptionally well- 
preserved site — Border Cave — in the foothills of the Lebombo Mountains 
in northern South Africa. The site contains a wealth of artifacts dating back 
forty-four thousand years that are strikingly similar to those used by con-
temporary San Bushmen. The list includes digging sticks with perforated 
weighted stones, the distinctive ostrich eggshell beads that even today adorn 
San jewelry, fine bone points for awls and arrowheads, traces of resin and 
beeswax used to attach arrow- and tool heads; and, most extraordinary of 
all, a wooden poison applicator with traces of poison mixed with beeswax.4 
Use of small poisoned arrows is one of the most complex and characteristic 
of traditional San hunting methods and suggests a high level of cognitive 
and cultural development. 

This recent accumulation of hard evidence supports extensive ethnographic 
studies showing common ritual and mythological elements shared by widely 
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dispersed, distinct Bushman groups across southern Africa. The most strik-
ing of these is the characteristic healing trance dance practiced by most tra-
ditional San, which has now been connected to the extensive and ancient 
pictorial record of the rock paintings going back almost thirty thousand 
years. 

The picture emerging is that of the original hunter-gatherer continuing 
to develop in wilderness close to the sites of our last leap into modern hu-
man culture and consciousness. While conditions have changed many times 
over the past hundred thousand years, and the San themselves continue to 
change and develop, nevertheless they hold a privileged position among all 
living societies in helping us imaginatively reconstruct the “lost world” of 
that original population from which we all descended. 

This chapter continues the story of who we are by piecing together the 
accounts of the first explorers and then of the amateur adventurers and pro-
fessional anthropologists who encountered Bushmen still living a hunting-
gathering lifestyle. As noted before, any story is inevitably shaped to some 
degree by the life-world and purpose of the storyteller, and most of the first-
hand accounts of the traditional life of the Bushmen have been shaped by 
the methods, motives, and perspective of professional academia, a world that 
couldn’t be further from that of the subjects themselves. In that sense, from 
a Bushman perspective, we could say that scholars live in another lost world, 
cut off from that shared hunting-and-gathering, wilderness-immersed way 
of life that originally defined what it meant to be human. Bringing these two 
radically different life-worlds together takes us further along in our quest 
for a healing vision of a primal-postmodern synthesis — a future primal 
politics.

Contact

The Portuguese nobleman-explorer Bartholomew Diaz was the first Eu-
ropean to round the southern tip of Africa, in 1488, opening up the vital 
sea route to the Indies. But Portuguese navigators avoided stopping at the 
Cape unless forced, partly because of the dangers of the rocky, stormy coast-
line and partly because of possible conflict with the native inhabitants. By  
this time most Bushmen along the southern coast had been displaced by 
Khoikhoi and their large herds of sheep and oxen. In 1510, Admiral Don 
Francisco de Almeida, first Portuguese viceroy of India, was compelled to 
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land at Table Bay, the site of present-day Cape Town, to replenish his sup-
plies of water and food. His experience with the groups of Khoikhoi he 
found onshore followed a pattern that was to be repeated throughout the 
New World as Western imperialists encountered indigenous peoples still liv-
ing on intimate terms with wilderness. 

According to the Portuguese accounts, the encounter went well enough 
until the Khoi started helping themselves to more trade goods than were of-
fered. A fight broke out, and the trading party was beaten back to the ship, 
bruised, bleeding, and humiliated. The Portuguese then rashly attempted to 
punish the Khoi by stealing their cattle and kidnapping a few of their chil-
dren. The Khoi were unconcerned about the animals, who were trained to 
come when called, but the capture of their children infuriated them. They 
charged after the Europeans, whistling and calling to their herds, who, un-
known to the Portuguese, were also trained as war oxen. The cattle stam-
peded through the Portuguese forces causing considerable injury and death. 
The remaining Portuguese were driven back to their ships, chased by furious 
Khoi racing nimbly across the sand wielding their fire-hardened sticks and 
pelting the invaders with well-aimed stones from their slingshots. Half the 
Portuguese forces were killed in the encounter. The Khoikhoi were left in 
peace and remained masters of the Southern Cape for the next century and 
a half, until the Dutch arrived in force.5

In general, Europeans saw the leather-clad Khoikhoi, in the words of Rev-
erend Terry in 1616, as “beasts in the skins of men, rather than men in the 
skins of beasts.”6 A typical seventeenth-century Dutch traveler described 
Khoikhoi pastoralists as “having everything in common with dumb cattle, 
barring their human nature, from which, occasionally some co-ordination 
of the senses may bring forth a spark of intelligence. . . .They are thus very 
dissolute and in every way like animals, for they are wild rough and unclean 
in their habits. . . .There are no signs of Beliefs or Religion to be found among 
them and it is for this reason they are called Cafres (Kaffirs).”7 Few Europe-
ans actually had the opportunity or desire to live among Khoikhoi or Bush-
men. Among those who did were two Dutch sailors who spent two years at 
the Cape after their ship, the Haerlem, was wrecked in 1648. Less concerned 
with racist ideology than their own experience, they denied that Hottentots 
were “brutish and cannibals” and noted that, where conflict did occur with 
settlers, it had more to do with the “uncivilized and ungrateful conduct of 



176 Future  Primal

our folks.”8 There are repeated accounts by English seafarers of the friendly, 
courteous, and generous behavior of the natives.9 However, self-serving prej-
udice prevailed, as indicated by an entry from the 1889 Oxford English Dic-
tionary, which defined Hottentot figuratively as a “person of inferior intellect 
or culture.” In the nineteenth century, some of the more imaginative and ad-
venturous traveler-scholars discovered elements of religion, mythology, and 
ritual, but for the most part (with a few exceptions) scholars were incapable 
of moving beyond condescension or at best simple confusion. 

As the Dutch settlement in southern Africa grew, independent settlers 
moved east along the coast, displacing Khoikhoi and eventually coming into 
conflict with the Bantu-speaking Nguni (including Zulus and Xhosas), who 
had moved down the east coast to the Fish River area. Surviving nomadic 
hunting-and-gathering Bushmen were increasingly pushed into remote 
mountain and desert wilderness, where they survived into the nineteenth 
century. By the twentieth century, there was no longer a coherent Bushman 
cultural entity in South Africa. Tribes were fragmented, and survivors worked 
under serflike conditions on isolated farms. However, hunter-gatherers sur-
vived farther north in the great sand-and-scrub desert of the Kalahari.

 

“The Lost World of the Kalahari”

The Kalahari, one of the largest sand deserts in the world, is approximately 
one hundred thousand square miles in area and has no surface water for 
about three hundred days of the year. But unlike the Sahara, it is covered 
with grasses, tough bushes, and acacia thorn trees, which survive by sending 
roots deep into supplies of underground water. In the 1950s, when the first 
serious Bushman studies started, some ten thousand Bushmen still lived a 
hunting-and-gathering way of life for at least parts of the year, in a sustain-
able population density of one person to every ten square miles. 

The accounts of amateurs, adventurers, and anthropologists of the  
lives of these people over the next few decades have given us a wealth of first- 
hand information about the Bushmen’s more or less self-sufficient hunting- 
gathering lifestyle. Given the distance between the life-world of modern aca-
demia and life in the bush, it is not surprising that some of the more evoca-
tive accounts of Bushman existence come from amateurs. Less constrained  
by the rigors of professional and methodological paradigms, they relied more 



Lost Worlds 177

on common sense and creative imagination to express the truth of direct expe-
rience and served a different rigor — that of the search for meaning. 

Perhaps the best known and most controversial of the amateur poet- 
anthropologists was the Afrikaner writer, soldier, and explorer Laurens van der 
Post, whose romanticized first-person account of finding wild Bushmen living 
in the Kalahari Desert captured the imagination of readers all over the world. 
At roughly the same time, the Marshall family — father, mother, son, and 
daughter — went to live with an isolated nomadic band of Bushmen in Nyae 
Nyae. The Marshalls returned for a total of eight expeditions covering several 
decades. The experience changed them profoundly and made it possible for 
them to lay the foundations for subsequent scholarly work on the Bushmen.

Van der Post’s story, as he told it, was an allegorical quest of a white 
African in search of soul.10 He was born in 1906 into an Afrikaans-speaking 
family, descended from the earliest Dutch-Huguenot pioneer farmer Voor-
trekkers. He was raised on his grandfather’s farm, Bushmansprings, in the 
Southern Free State near the banks of the Orange River — wilderness fron-
tier territory that until the nineteenth century had been Bushman country. 
Van der Post’s grandfather helped organize one of the Boer commandos that 
exterminated the last nomadic Bushmen from the southern edge of the Ka-
lahari. During one raid, two young boys were captured and taken back to 
the farm as servants. They became van der Post’s mentors and closest com-
panions, along with Klara, his Coloured* nursemaid. Van der Post’s mother 
reinforced this indigenous education by reading him “Bushman fairy tales” 
— the recently published collection from Wilhelm Bleek and Lucy Lloyd’s 
archives of /Xam Bushman mythology. All of this moved van der Post so 
deeply, as he tells it, that he made a childhood pact with himself, recorded in 
his journal in High Dutch, to one day go out into the desert, try to find sur-
viving Bushmen, and atone in some way for the genocide inflicted on them.

* As mentioned, “Coloured” or “Cape-Coloured” (Kleuring in Afrikaans) is an apartheid-era category 
that refers to the mixed Khoisan (San-Khoikhoi)/European/Malay/African population around 
the Western Cape. Genetic mapping, following the mitochondrial DNA of the mother’s lineage, 
indicates South African Coloureds have the highest level of mixed ancestry of any population in the 
world. See Sarah A. Tishkoff et al., “Genetic Structure and History of Africans and African Ameri-
cans,” Science 22, no. 324 (May 2009): 1035–44. Coloureds speak Afrikaans as their first language, 
and for this reason they are sometimes called Bruin Afrikaners (“Brown Afrikaners”). Many to this 
day still exhibit the delicate Bushman features described by van der Post. There is now a movement 
among some groups to recover their lost Khoisan identity.
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Van der Post was self-conscious about the mythic and heroic dimen-
sions of his own story: he was an Afrikaner farm boy who eventually be-
came adviser to a British prime minister, counselor to the future king of 
England, godfather to Prince William, authority on the Swiss psychiatrist 
C. G. Jung, and an internationally acclaimed writer. During World War II, he 
commanded a British guerrilla force behind Japanese lines in Java until he 
was captured, and then he spent the rest of the war as a prisoner in a Japa-
nese concentration camp. After the trauma of war, he returned to heal in 
South Africa. In 1950 he led a British government–sponsored expedition to 
the Kalahari Desert, at the time one of the least explored wilderness areas in 
southern Africa, and he returned convinced that there were “wild” Bushmen 
living in its remotest areas. Five years later he again set out, leading his own 
expedition, and eventually he encountered nomadic Bushmen still living as 
self-sufficient hunter-gatherers.

Van der Post’s writings were another bridge to my own lost past. While 
still an undergraduate at Cambridge, I had ignored the recommendation  
of a fellow South African to read this “amazing Afrikaner.” At the time I  
was in the full flush of newfound intellectualism. My politics were utopian 
and Zionist. South Africa seemed a backwater of history, still in the grip  
of Calvinist fundamentalism and serving the doomed fantasy of a racist 
state. I couldn’t imagine I might learn something important from someone 
raised on an Afrikaans farm. It was only years later, in Hawai‘i, my certain-
ties gone, that I opened The Lost World of the Kalahari. I recognized with 
some shame how cold and hard our proud scientific detachment was com-
pared to van der Post’s evocation of the Bushman’s passionate full-bodied  
knowing:

He knew the animal and vegetable life, the rocks and the stones of Af-
rica as they have never been known since. Today we tend to know sta-
tistically and in the abstract. We classify, catalogue and subdivide the 
flame-like variety of animal and plant according to species, sub-species, 
physical property and use. But in the Bushman’s knowing, no matter 
how practical, there was a dimension that I miss in the life of my own 
time. He knew these things in the full context and commitment of his life. 
Like them, he was utterly committed to Africa. He and his needs were 
committed to the nature of Africa and the swing of its wide seasons as 
a fish to the sea. He and they all participated so deeply of one another’s 
being that the experience could almost be called mystical. For instance 
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he seemed to know what it actually felt like to be an elephant, a lion, an 
antelope, a steenbuck, a lizard, a striped mouse, mantis, baobab tree, 
yellow-crested cobra or starry eyed amaryllis, to mention only a few of 
the brilliant multitudes through which he so nimbly moved. Even as a 
child it seemed to me that his world was one without secrets between 
one form of being and another. As I tried to form a picture of what he 
was really like, it came to me that he was back in the moment which 
our European fairy-tale books described as the time when birds, beasts, 
plants, trees and men shared a common tongue, and the whole world, 
night and day, resounded like the surf of a coral sea with universal con-

versation.11 

I was overwhelmed with longing for something I never knew I had lost. 
Van der Post’s Africa seemed so familiar, yet none of it had been part of 
my conscious identity. I had never been to the Kalahari, knew very little  
of its history, and had never knowingly met a Bushman. Only after years 
of absence, on my return pilgrimage in 1998, did I start to recover my earli-
est African memories. I remembered flashes from the first two years of my 
life in Greyton, a small farming village in the Western Cape situated on the 
slopes of the Riviersonderend Mountains. My father was the only doctor 
for the district. The village was so remote that I still had to approach it by 
dirt road. In the early days before the apartheid Group Areas Act, the town 
was racially mixed. The Coloured population was then forcibly removed to 
the neighboring village of Genadendal located in the Baviaanskloof — “the 
ravine of the baboons.” Some of my earliest memory fragments surfaced: 
a whitewashed sunny courtyard, roosters crowing, and the loving care of 
my nursemaid. I realized that like van der Post, my earliest caretaker was 
a young part Khoisan, Cape-Coloured woman named Rosie. This was also 
no doubt the first and last time I heard the bark of baboons in the nearby 
ravines — a sound I would not consciously recognize until many years later 
watching that sunset with baboons in the Drakensberg. Van der Post opened 
the ground under my Jewish identity. For the first time I felt like a child of 
Africa.

However limited his anthropology, van der Post seemed to have grasped 
a profound political insight: that the war between the opposite forces of his 
childhood represented the sickness of our civilization in microcosm, the 
split between Afrikaner and African, “civilized” and “wild,” modern and pri-
mordial. A recent biography has focused on van der Post’s personal lapses, 
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exaggerations, omissions, and dishonesties.12 But it fails to explain the most 
important fact about him — why his stories resonate so deeply with so many 
people. He offered his life story as an instrument tuned by the archetypal 
opposites of life in apartheid South Africa. It was unapologetically mythic 
in the archaic sense of an emotionally gripping narrative of meaning that 
bridges the chasm between outer and inner, wilderness and civilization.13 

A Kalahari Family

The Marshall family moves us deeper into politics by providing the first sys-
tematic, detailed firsthand account of Bushman life — the fruit of years of 
living and working with the people. They laid the empirical foundations of 
subsequent scholarship, helping to make the Bushmen the most thoroughly 
studied hunter-gatherers on the planet. The Marshalls are also an inspiring 
example of boundary crossers, pursuing the wisdom that comes from engag-
ing opposites.

Unlike van der Post, the Marshalls were Americans and could approach 
the Bushmen without preconceptions, knowing almost nothing of them. 
They were well educated, well-off, self-confident, and curious. All were ama-
teurs. Laurence Marshall, the father, had retired from a distinguished career 
as an engineer and was looking for “an interesting project to do together 
with his family.” He had been president of Raytheon, which had played a 
key role in the Allied war effort. Lorna, the mother, was a scholar of English 
literature; Elizabeth, the daughter, was nineteen and had just started col-
lege. John, the son, was just out of high school. Lorna became the grande 
dame of hunter-gatherer anthropology. Elizabeth went on to write fiction 
and nonfiction, most notably The Harmless People, a popular ethnography 
of the Bushmen that has been in print since 1959. John was perhaps the most 
profoundly affected. He learned to speak the language fluently, and at the 
age of twenty he fell in love with and married a young San woman. Although 
they later separated, he retained his sense of responsibility to the extended 
family throughout his life. John documented the life of the people on film, 
developing a style that allowed the people to speak for themselves. He re-
turned throughout his life, continuing to film their lives and champion their 
causes, eventually producing a unique film archive of nomadic hunters and 
gatherers.14 

In 1951 the Marshalls were guided by friends to the Nyae Nyae region 
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of the Western Kalahari between present-day Namibia and Botswana. The 
Nyae Nyae region had only Bushmen — the Ju/twasi* — as permanent resi-
dents. They were divided into nineteen groups of approximately thirty to 
fifty individuals, with each group based on a land-right area, called n!ores, 
with enough food and water for each season. All the large predators were 
present — lion, leopard, cheetah, and hyena — indicating the abundance of 
game and the health and stability of the ecosystem. 

In 2006, Elizabeth completed a poetic, deeply felt retrospective of her 
experiences, The Old Way: A Story of the First People. Her book is particularly 
helpful in reconstructing a more wholistic understanding of primal politics 
because of her special interest in the ways in which the lives of ancient hu-
mans, plants, animals, and earth were interwoven.15 When modern hunters 
moved out of southern Africa some sixty thousand years ago, their arrival in 
every new environment in Europe, Asia, Australia, and the Americas was fol-
lowed by the mass extinction of the megafauna, from woolly mammoths to 
saber-toothed tigers. In southern Africa, the picture was different. Only there 
had the big game and human hunters evolved together for most of the previ-
ous two hundred thousand years. Consequently, many animals had time to 
develop successful evasive and survival strategies, putting pressure on the 
human population to develop more sophisticated hunting strategies. The 
animals were just elusive enough to avoid extinction, but not fast enough 
to outstrip the quick-learning hunters. In this fashion, stable balance was 
maintained into the present. 

Elizabeth noted that just as antelope responded to lions by signal-
ing warnings, so they responded to human presence by staying just out of 
bowshot, a distance they seemed to know well. Giraffes would always keep 
a shield of tall bush between themselves and the hunter’s arrows. Even the 
plant ecology seemed to have adapted to the human presence. Bushman 
veldt fires kept a certain thorn bush from taking over, opening space for a 

* Ju/twasi is also spelled Ju/wasi (Ju/wa is singular), Zhun/twasi, and, as the linguists prefer, Ju/hoansi. 
This is the Bushman language group around the Nyae Nyae and Dobe areas of the Western Kala-
hari. They are also confusingly referred to as !Kung by earlier anthropologists. Elizabeth Marshall 
translates “Ju/wasi” as “the harmless people,” as in the title of her first book. The Ju/twasi name for 
stranger is zhu dole, meaning “dangerous person.” Non-Bushman black is zo si, meaning “animals 
without hooves” because, as they say, “non-Bushmen are angry and dangerous like lions and hyenas.” 
The “/” is the click sound made by sharply withdrawing the tip of the tongue from behind the front 
teeth of the upper palate, rather like the English sound “tsk.” See Elizabeth Marshall Thomas, The 
Harmless People (New York: Vintage, 1958/1989), 23.
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greater variety of grasses to germinate, which in turn helped sustain a larger 
variety of animals. Thus the small stable populations of hunters and gather-
ers actually seem to have increased the biodiversity of the area.16 Contained 
within this old way is the germ of a model of how the human and nonhu-
man worlds might continue to grow more attuned to each other in a more 
life-enhancing balance. 

This stands in contrast to our modern Hobbesian assumption concern-
ing the old way — that it was an endless, desperate struggle for survival, a 
war of all against all, in which life was “nasty, brutish, and short.” Economic 
anthropologists found that even in the desert under reasonable conditions, 
Bushmen adults worked only two to three days a week to provide sufficient 
food for the band.17 During the dramatic thunderstorms of the short rainy 
season, water collects in enormous shallow pans. Plants and animals quickly 
reproduce, turning the desert into a garden with a rich and ready supply of 
wild food, making it possible for bands to gather in large groups. Elizabeth 
describes the rainy season from what could well have been the point of view 
of our ancestors as a time of plenty: 

Roots that had been dormant during the dry season would put out 
their vines of melons or ground growing nuts, the thornbushes would 
cover themselves with berries, and the trees would put out nuts, fruits 
and pods of peas and beans. Animals also took advantage of the rains 
to multiply, so that our ancestors found edible caterpillars, baby birds, 

and swarms of large ants that tasted of honey.18

Contrary to the image of a society dominated by “man the hunter” pop-
ularized by writers like Robert Ardrey and Desmond Morris, the Bushman 
diet was predominantly vegetarian. This was gathered through the consis-
tent labor of San women and children, who spent the day in the veldt and 
returned sometimes carrying their own body weight in nuts, roots, and 
other bush-food. Elizabeth compared their own store-bought vegetables  
to the variety of the Ju/twasi diet: “We had potatoes, sweet potatoes, on-
ions and carrots, plus dry beans, canned pears, and canned peaches.”  
The Ju/twasi could identify some two hundred species of plants, of which 
they ate about eighty: “twenty-five kinds of roots, seven or eight kinds of ber-
ries, five kinds of nuts, sixteen or seventeen kinds of fruits, three or four kinds 
of melons, four kinds of leaves of which two resembled spinach, eleven kinds 
of tree gum, and two kinds of beans from pods. They also ate palm hearts.”19 

The attunement to wilderness was most dramatically displayed in  
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hunting and tracking. In general the men didn’t need to hunt to survive, but 
they hunted all the time — enthusiastically encouraged by the rest of the 
community. The hunters favored the six big game animals — giraffe, eland, 
kudu, wildebeest, gemsbok, and hartebeest. Smaller animals — warthog, os-
trich, duiker, steenbok, porcupine — were also hunted but not pursued with 
the same passion. Meat was so highly valued that the Ju/twasi had developed 
a separate word for “meat hunger,” used in times when other food might 
still be plentiful. Like most South African children, I grew up addicted to the 
unique taste of wild meat in the form of biltong — sun-dried antelope meat, 
mainly kudu and springbok, which my family would get from friends who 
hunted on farms farther north. No treats or sweets could tempt me like those 
hard, blackened, sun-baked strips of meat. In Women Like Meat, Megan 
Biesele’s study on Bushman folklore, she links craving for meat to the pas-
sions of courtship and suggests the importance of animal protein and 
hunting in the shift from largely vegetarian hominids to the big-brained, 
omnivorous modern humans.

The most common method of traditional hunting was bow and poisoned 
arrow. The bow is small and looks almost toy-like; the poisoned arrow, re-
ally a dart, weighs less than an ounce. Yet the poison on the tip is absolutely 
deadly; once it reaches the bloodstream, there is no known antidote. A single 
drop is enough to kill a person, and a few drops are sufficient for a big ante-
lope. The poison is made from the grubs of certain beetles, and their equally 
toxic parasite, found under marula and Commiphora africana trees. Later in 
the book, I explore how early hunters might have discovered such obscure 
properties of the natural world through shamanic states of awareness. 

The poison arrow is made in three parts. Once the arrow strikes the 
quarry, the impact splits a short connecting stalk, leaving the poisoned tip 
inside the animal while the shaft falls to the ground. The shaft provides evi-
dence for the hunter to examine for signs of a positive strike. The poison can 
take a day to work, or several days for larger animals like the giraffe. During 
this time the hunters track the wounded animal continuously — for days, if 
necessary, as John Marshall documented dramatically in his classic 1957 film 
The Hunters.

Bushman sensitivity to the ecology is extraordinary. A wounded ante-
lope might be part of a herd that splits, joins together, and then splits again, 
so the hunter has to be able to distinguish the tracks of the darted animal 



184 Future  Primal

The hunter’s quiver of poisoned arrows. The tip is free of poison to prevent lethal 
accidents. The poison is along the metal shaft, which is attached by a short collar to 
a torpedo-shaped piece of bone sharpened at both ends, the other end of which plugs 
into the main shaft. When the arrow strikes an animal with sufficient force, the collar 
breaks, leaving the poisoned shaft in the animal. (Photo: Author)

from those of the others in the herd. In the 1990s, the filmmaker Craig Foster 
spent several years living with and filming master trackers (while making the 
film The Great Dance: A Hunter’s Story). He describes one occasion on which 
a tracker seemed to make impossible inferences: 

He casually glanced some distance away and said, “Look, the tracks of a 
steenbok mother [small antelope], she was calling her baby.” Somewhat 
skeptical I asked how he knew. He replied patiently, “Can you see her 
front hooves have dug a little deeper into the ground than the back 

ones? That’s where she lifted her head to call and shifted her weight.”20

Our incredulity is a measure of how far we are from a life in which suc-
cess in feeding one’s family depends on attention to animals and one’s ability 
to decipher tracks in the sand. 

In the 1950s, Elizabeth was amazed that Bushmen and lions seemed to have 
negotiated a truce, echoing the enchanted world of van der Post rather  
than the more common vision of terrorized humans as prey. Modern lions 
and humans evolved together on the savanna as ecological neighbors, both 



Lost Worlds 185

as apex predators hunting the same community of herbivores. Elizabeth 
pointed out that a typical Bushman group of about twenty or thirty was 
roughly comparable to the weight of the typical lion group of six or seven 
(both roughly three thousand pounds). A meal large enough for a band of 
people was also large enough for a group of lions. Human hunters with tra-
ditional weapons, pushed to the limits of their skill, were about as successful 
in the hunt as a group of lions.21

Elizabeth described how the Gautscha water hole near one of their 
camps was shared with a pride of lions, at least five hyenas, and a pair of 
leopards. The groups politely avoided one another, and the Bushmen never 
hunted or harmed the lions. Their flimsy four-foot spears were hardly a de-
fense against a charging lion; their weapons were quite unlike those of the 
Maasai and Samburu, the East African pastoralists who protected their herds 
and hunted lions with a shield and a heavy, bladed nine-foot spear. Similarly, 
the tiny Bushman arrows would only infuriate an attacking lion, the poison 
taking hours, sometimes days, to work.

The lions seemed to show a reciprocal respect for the Bushmen. On one 
occasion Elizabeth’s brother, John, was out filming four hunters tracking 
a wounded wildebeest. They found it lying down near a clump of bushes 
surrounded by an unusually large pride of about thirty lions and lionesses. 
Fragments of the encounter were captured by John on film.22 Years later, 
Elizabeth retold his story:

The four Juwasi took in the situation then slowly advanced on the lion-
esses, speaking firmly but respectfully, saying that the meat belonged to 
people. The lionesses rumbled unpleasantly. Some stood their ground. 
But others turned tail and retreated to the bushes. And then, although 
the bushes seemed alive with huge tan forms pacing and rumbling, the 
Juwa hunters descended on the wildebeest, tossing clumps of earth at 
the lionesses who were still in the open, and continuing to speak firmly 
and respectfully. At last the lionesses slowly, unwillingly, backed off. As 
soon as the lions and lionesses were screened in the bushes, the Juwa 
hunters seemed to give them little further thought, and turned their 
attention to the wildebeest; they surrounded it, killed it, skinned it, and 
cut it into strips to carry home, leaving nothing behind but a green cud 

of partly chewed grass.23

The Ju/twasi seemed to be matter-of-fact about the incident. As one of 
the Bushmen put it, “The lions around here don’t harm people. Where lions 
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kill cattle and men shoot at them, the lions are dangerous. Where lions aren’t 
hunted, they aren’t dangerous. As for us, we live in peace with them.”24 Van 
der Post tells legends of Bushmen using lions as hunting dogs, driving game 
toward where lions were known to be hiding, letting the lions make the kill 
and eat a share, and then driving the lions off to claim their portion. In some 
cases, hunter and lion would get to know each other and develop a relation-
ship, hunting cooperatively. 

Particularly fascinating to Elizabeth was that the truce with lions went 
beyond grudging respect to a mutual curiosity. Bushman shamans in trance 
tell of encountering or transforming into lion spirits, and lions appear in 
Bushman mythology and in the trance-related rock paintings that cover 
South Africa. Lions, for their part, seemed equally interested in humans and 
would periodically approach the camp for obscure purposes. On their sec-
ond trip to Gautscha, the Marshalls arrived late in the day, after hard trav-
eling. Too tired to put up tents or even build a fire, they spread out their 
sleeping bags in the open some fifty feet from the Bushman huts. During 
the night they heard some loud words from the Bushman camp but paid no 
attention. In the morning they found lion paw prints around where their 
sleeping heads rested on the sand. The lions had sniffed each one in turn and 
passed on.

On another night a large group of lions surrounded the camp and 
started roaring in unison, first synchronously and then one after the other. 
Elizabeth pointed out that the roar of a lion is the loudest noise on the veldt;  
under some conditions it can be heard up to twenty miles away. The earth 
shook and the tent rattled. The lions kept this up for twenty minutes with  
no gaps in the roaring. Then silence. Elizabeth went out with a lantern, but 
the lions were behind the tent where she couldn’t see them. They seemed  
to want something. What? No one knew. Then out of the darkness came one 
of the Ju/twa men who had been on the far side of the ravine when the roar-
ing began. Armed with only his small spear, he had woven his way through 
the roaring lions to be with his wife and children. There were other such 
occasions that Elizabeth could only explain as unsuccessful attempts on the 
part of lions to communicate — something — to the humans. But what?25 

In these moments of reciprocal behavior between lion and Ju/twasi, we 
can recognize that some level of nonverbal communication is taking place. 
As we open to this we find ourselves somewhat humbled and awed as we  
participate in the primal epistemology of crossing the boundary between  
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human and animal, getting a more grounded understanding of our own  
nature in-between the world that made us and the things we make. Animal-
speak might be forgotten, but Ju/twa hunters retained a sense of commu-
nion with nature that helped tune their existence to the reality of life in the 
veldt.

We see such communion in the previously mentioned film The Great 
Dance: A Hunter’s Story,26 which documents a persistence or endurance 
hunt, when in the middle of summer in the midday heat the hunters try to 
outrun an antelope.  

No doubt the endurance hunt is the oldest form of hunting — an activ-
ity that shaped some of the most definitive aspects of what it means to be a 
modern human being: the connection between our upright gait, our com-
plex social life, and our intelligence. Since our cognition seems to be tied so 
viscerally to our ability to run on two legs, the experience of running after a 
wild kudu for hours across the veldt can evoke some profound, archaic states 
of consciousness. The running hunter describes an experience of entering 
the animal’s consciousness, of “putting on kudu mind” and becoming kudu, 
controlling its mind and controlling its movement. This seems to be not 
so much a simple projection as an entry into shamanic states of awareness, 
which transcend space and time in some still-mysterious fashion (I explore 
this in more detail in chapter 8).27 

Human-animal relations are not all on the level of sublime enchantment. 
Bushman hunters can also become detached during the gory business of 
killing and butchering, which can seem brutal, if not outright cruel, to an 
outsider. I had a small taste of this “natural brutality” in 1998 when I went 
on a hunt with a group of Ju/twasi in the Nyae Nyae area. After several hours 
following spoor that led nowhere, the hunters trapped a spring hare deep 
in its burrow. They had brought a long flexible pole for just such a situa-
tion. It was assembled from sections joined with sinew and glue, altogether 
about ten to fifteen feet long, with a large hook at the end. They probed the 
pole down the burrow hole, which went down at a slight angle, pushing and 
hooking until eventually they speared the hare like a fish with a gaff. Once 
the animal was held in place, they started digging straight down through 
the earth at a point some distance from the entrance and above where they 
estimated they had trapped the hare. 

After half an hour and sharing a pipe full of tobacco, the Ju/twasi had 
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dug a hole big enough for the oldest and smallest of the hunters to jump in. 
Smiling broadly, the diminutive hunter held up the struggling, surprisingly 
large animal by its hind legs. It had thick orange-and-white fur and looked at 
us with enormous terrified eyes. After I photographed it, the hunter grabbed 
hold of the back legs with two hands and then sharply bent them against the 
joint, snapping both like dry twigs with a sharp crack. The animal let out an 
almost human scream and shook violently. The hunter held it up from its 
broken legs, then took a club and smashed both sides of the rib cage. Only 
then did the hunter give two hard blows behind the head, killing the animal 
before unceremoniously dumping it in his hunting bag. 

Quite shocked at this seemingly gratuitous brutality, I asked Twi, our 
interpreter, to quiz them for an explanation. The only reply I received was “it  
is traditional.” I’m not sure how typical this method was, nor did I get any 
further explanation for why it was done. On reflection, it did make a certain 
practical sense; even if the hare wriggled free, it couldn’t run with broken legs 
and a shattered ribcage. First secure the food, then tend to compassion. The 
brutality might also have been a psychological defense against the abomina-
tion of cannibalism — since for Ju/twa, the animal-human connection is so 
real. By treating the hare as the next meal, the connection to the human is 
broken. Traditional San still show an ambivalence about hunting and eat-
ing certain animals, like the baboon and the elephant, that they consider 
too much like humans. As during the kudu hunt, the connection between 
hunter and prey can be so profound as to approach a mystical identification. 
This thread of ambivalence, the ability to move between opposite attitudes, 
seems to permeate Bushman politics. As we shall see, such coexistence of op-
posites is not simply a “mess,” “a complex tied up in knots,” but is woven into 
a paradoxical metaphysics that has its own lived coherence. It helps attune 
Bushman politics to the paradoxical reality of the human condition as being 
both like and unlike animals.

In reconstructing the politics of the old way, we need to make and remake the 
imaginative journey from our urban Hobbesian, science-saturated prejudice 
about nature to the sands of the Kalahari, and then go further back still to re-
create the richly varied ecosystem of southern African, when the wilderness 
of the Cape coastline most closely represented our African Eden, in which 
one of the world’s richest fisheries met one of the world’s most diverse bo-
tanical kingdoms. Early Europeans found this land filled with unimaginably  



Bushman hunters check tracks around a water hole, Nyae Nyae Conservancy,  
Western Kalahari, Namibia. Note the long probe to hook a spring hare in its burrow. 
(Photo: Author)

The spring hare, hooked and dug out, soon to be killed and eaten. (Photo: Author)
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vast herds of Africa’s grazing and browsing animals. As late as the nineteenth 
century, when South Africa was already relatively crowded with both black 
and white farmers, a mesmerized European traveling in a wagon through the 
Karoo reported being passed for hours by a single mass of migrating spring-
bok. All were potentially targets for Bushman spear, trap, and poisoned ar-
row. In addition to rich supplies of venison, the thousands of piles of Stone 
Age beach middens testify to a large population of “beach Bushmen,” strand-
lopers, who regularly feasted on an abundance of seafood. With leisure and 
comfort in some of the most interesting, complex, and noble environments 
in the world, ancient people were free to let the imagination run, to play, 
think, argue, tell stories, sing, dance, paint, and make music. 

Today, we in the industrialized West sicken on our wealth and confuse our-
selves with incomprehensible mountains of information. Our overstimu-
lated children, raised indoors, suffer epidemic levels of obesity and diabetes, 
while attention deficit and hyperactivity disorders continue to rise. When 
scientific studies diagnose the obvious — that we are suffering from a  
“nature-deficit disorder” — we are delighted to find that when children 
spend more time being physically active in nature, obesity declines, diabe-
tes is mitigated, depression and anxiety dissipate, and learning improves.28 
Sadly, safe accessible wilderness is vanishing, having been poisoned and 
paved over by “progress.” Humanity’s perennial nostalgia for a golden age 
could well be due to a species imprinting of those periods in our deep past 
when humans flourished in a southern African Eden. The San, even today 
— constrained, compromised, and impoverished as they are — should not 
be seen as lost, exotic, or pathetic but rather should also be honored as cus-
todians of a global cultural treasure — inheritors of a culture consistently 
fashioned by an unbroken connection to the original human homeland.29 

The Lost World of Academia

In the decades after the Marshalls’ first expedition in the fifties, San Bush-
man life was studied with increasing critical rigor by Western academics.  
A considerable amount of important fieldwork was conducted by the Kala-
hari (Harvard) Research Group, directed by Irven DeVore but more com-
monly associated with the writings of Richard Lee and others.30 The project 
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followed the impulse of van der Post’s quest into primal humanity, but since 
it was disciplined by the methodology of science, this meant a shift in em-
phasis from meaning to precise measurement of the more easily quantifiable 
aspects of material and social culture. While the methodology was positiv-
istic, the motivation was also broadly political, no doubt in part influenced 
by the radical climate on American university campuses in the sixties. This 
critical approach to the established order received some high intellectual 
wattage from the Frankfurt School philosophers, who fled Nazi Germany  
to settle in the United States. Only an intellectual elite could penetrate the 
complexity of their writing and grasp the subtlety of their arguments, but 
their conclusions were simple and radical and reinforced the zeitgeist — 
civilization was in crisis, and the possibilities for reinventing politics were 
wide open.

By 1978, the Third World Conference on Hunter Gatherers, in Paris, was 
guided by a heightened political sensitivity and focused on the fundamental 
political question: “What was human social life like when people lived di-
rectly from the fruits of the earth?”31 The consensus was unequivocal. It flatly 
contradicted the ruling Hobbesian assumptions on which the institutions  
of modernity were founded. Hunter-gatherers might be poor in personal 
material wealth, but in general, under reasonable conditions, they had more 
leisure than any society since, living in what anthropologist Marshall Sahlins 
described as a kind of “Zen affluence.” Furthermore, theirs was not a dog-
eat-dog world where the most brutal and ruthless triumphed, but rather it 
was composed of self-sustaining communities based on mutual caring and 
sharing. Some individuals were more influential than others, but decisions 
were made collectively, and there were no powerful chiefs. Far from being 
crushed by the collective, individuals were assertive and free to go their own 
way. Hunter-gatherers like the San seemed as close as one could get to a class-
less society without extremes of rich and poor, where each worked accord-
ing to his or her ability and received according to his or her need. The San 
Bushmen themselves looked like “the harmless people,” flower children of the 
veldt, and primitive exemplars of a democratic egalitarian utopia.

This research in turn helped inspire some of the more utopian projects 
associated with the counterculture, from hippie communes to visions of a 
fully liberated decentralized eco-tech society. Anarchist thinkers like John 
Zerzan saw in Bushman politics a model for order without bureaucratic  
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coercion, where the primary political institution was the whole person 
— the creative autonomous individual in continuing conversation with 
a small group of other such individuals.32 Here was a model of order and 
social responsibility that came from love of community rather than fear  
of punishment. However, such idealistic extrapolations paid little attention 
to the epistemology of the quest: “How does one get reliable knowledge of 
the best way to live?”  

Meanwhile, the situation on the ground was becoming much more complex. 
Bushman society was in rapid transition as the outer world of farming and 
commerce made a nomadic hunting-gathering lifestyle increasingly difficult. 
In 1961 when Botswana was still the protectorate of Bechuanaland, at the 
urging of anthropologists, the British administration established the Central 
Kalahari Game Reserve in the heart of the country, giving special hunting 
privileges to the approximately five thousand San living there. In 1978 this 
arrangement was underwritten by the newly independent government of 
Botswana, which a year later, under outside pressure, established a system 
of “special game licenses” for qualified San to hunt and gather for subsis-
tence purposes. But subsistence hunting and gathering was hardly compat-
ible with the political priorities of a government bureaucracy, and Bushmen 
were increasingly forced out of wilderness areas and into surrounding farms, 
villages, and towns.33 

In the Nyae Nyae region of South West Africa, the situation was compli-
cated by the South African administration’s bush war with SWAPO — the 
guerilla army fighting for Namibian independence. The South Africans at-
tempted to move most of the Ju/twasi into a settlement at Tsumkwe and re-
cruited the young men to special combat units in the South African Defense 
Forces. When Namibia eventually won its independence, various attempts 
were made to help San preserve a hunting-gathering way of life while slowly 
integrating them into a subsistence-farming, wage-labor economy. Their 
success was limited.

By the 1980s anthropological research was also producing a more complex 
and confusing picture. Accumulated advances in ethnography, archaeology, 
and colonial history made it clear that at least for the past thousand years the 
“lost world of the Kalahari” had never been totally lost. While hunting and 
gathering seemed to have constituted the primary way of life, evidence had 
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accumulated to show confusing flexibility and variability. Thus at different 
times different Bushman groups acted as “hotshot traders” in salt, ivory, and 
skins; as small-scale pastoralists entering into a variety of relationships with 
surrounding Bantu societies; and even at times as fierce defenders of their 
own crude but rich copper mines that they worked for export. Such contra-
dictions made it difficult for scholars to come to a clear consensus.

The larger political and philosophical context of academia was also 
changing. After the burnout of the sixties, something of an academic coun-
terreformation gave rise to a more cynical deconstructionist mood that 
ridiculed idealistic and visionary projects. Imagination and creativity dis-
appeared from political discourse. Revisionist anthropologists, deeply sus-
picious of all generalizations, criticized the earlier idealizations of San life 
and tended to see the San and Bushmen as components of a rural lumpen-
proletariat — a sort of “bag people” of the veldt, part of a global political 
economy in which the significant actors were either exploiters or victims.34 
A powerful reaction against the naive excesses of the youth rebellion put 
conservatives into power in the United States, England, Europe, and Israel, 
and Francis Fukuyama’s End of History celebrated the global triumph of in-
dustrial capitalism. 

Continental philosophy — the French postmodern deconstruction-
ists in particular — shifted the intellectual center of gravity from the more 
emancipatory thrust of the Frankfurt School’s dialectical critique to relent-
less one-sided critique without any redeeming reconstruction of meaning. 
Terms like reality, truth, and meaning went out of fashion. Scholarship be-
came fascinated with the surfaces of things, appearances, and the multiplica-
tion of subtle distinctions, voices, and meanings. Some of this was a valuable 
corrective to an essentialism that saw the world in terms of simple, absolute 
opposites — black and white, right and wrong. But scholars at times seemed 
to rejoice in their impotence — perversely celebrating entrapment in an in-
finite regress of interpretations and language games. The only posture of 
political integrity seemed a cool and ironic detachment.35

The climate of critique and deconstruction reinforced a vigorous revi-
sionism in anthropology, which challenged the prevailing view expressed by 
Lee and Leacock that Bushmen were, with qualifications, something like the 
paradigmatic primal society. In 1989, Edwin Wilmsen launched the broad-
side, in what came to be known as the Kalahari Debate, with his long-awaited 
Land Filled with Flies. The title itself measured the depth of disenchantment. 
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He argued that “Bushmen,” “San,” and “Kalahari foragers” were invented cat-
egories — constructed to serve European agendas — and that hunting and 
gathering was simply one of several subsistence strategies engaged in by all 
the rural poor of Botswana and Namibia. Wilmsen admitted that modern 
ethnographers’ attempts to discover “authentic,” “isolated” Bushmen might 
have noble motivations for “Europeans . . .who. . .had become all too aware 
of the fragility of existence in a violent environment of their own creation.” 
But he dismissed as nostalgia their hope of finding “a place of primeval sim-
plicity. . .offering a degree of existential respite from the complex cares of the 
moment.”36 Wilmsen stressed that anthropology was an intensely idealogical 
practice and implied that all we could do was deconstruct our own projec-
tions.37

Robert J. Gordon’s archival work was a good example of the retreat of 
anthropology from the quest for meaning. On the one hand, it was a valu-
able piece of research, providing historical context and deconstructing some 
of the more simpleminded myths of Bushman barbarity and nobility. Yet his 
fear of any generalization being exploited in the name of some murderous 
political project paralyzed any attempt at meaning. He proclaimed the “ma-
jor intellectual and moral task of anthropology” as “exposé ethnography. . .
debunking dangerous contemporary myths.”38 Thus reduced in purpose, his 
work became a valuable collection of details that at times dissolved into a be-
wildering multiplicity of images and interpretations. For every thesis, there 
was an antithesis, but nowhere a synthesis in sight. Nowhere was there much 
mention of anthropology’s moral and political responsibility to illuminate 
the meaning of “Bushman,” let alone cast light on the human condition.39 

Jacqueline Solway and Richard Lee responded by defending the classi-
cal position: that the San were traditionally independent hunter-gatherers 
and their egalitarianism reflected cultural continuity with an ancient way  
of life. Most of the hunter-gatherer anthropologists joined in to give vari-
ously qualified support.40 The debate continued through the 1990s, in the 
pages of Current Anthropology, and produced a much more detailed and 
nuanced picture of how San have been impacted by outsiders over the past 
few centuries. 

Today, as we have seen, the recent archaeological, genetic, linguistic, and 
ethnographic research supports the antiquity and integrity of San identity. 
As a result, the heat of the scholarly debate has subsided, yet the critical de-
constructionist approach still pervades much of academia and continues to 
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hamper attempts to construct the sort of big picture that could spur us to 
meaningful action. As I have argued, this unbalanced commitment to de-
construction is itself an artifact of modernity, the culmination of an intel-
lectual genealogy going back from Descartes to Galileo to Copernicus. It is 
based on the notion that we only gain reliable knowledge by taking things 
apart, by analyzing and deconstructing wholes into self-evident measurable 
pieces, ideally those that can be quantified and dealt with mathematically. 

There are layers of irony in the Kalahari revisionist debate. Where the roman-
ticists and classicists were at least explicit about having an agenda — critiqu-
ing the one-sidedness of modernity and searching for a way forward — the 
revisionists seemed to believe that relentless critique somehow escapes any 
agenda. Ideologically hostile to the big picture, they were incapable of rec-
ognizing that an exclusively critical methodology, and the refusal to look at 
the whole, was itself a kind of agenda. For it is exactly the big picture that 
reveals that one-sided, unrelenting critique is perfectly congruent with the 
central thrust of Liberalism — where the objectivity of the scientific method 
and the amorality of the market converge in the death of meaning. Precisely 
because of the vigor of their protestations to the contrary — their compul-
sive skepticism — deconstructionists end up as the reductio ad absurdum 
of modernity. 

In a further and final irony, reflective ethnographic studies of Bushman 
shamanism have today uncovered exactly the sort of dialectical boundary-
crossing logic that is needed to transcend the one-sidedness of deconstructi-
ionism.41 Fortunately, there is also a slowly growing realization that critique 
without construction, analysis without synthesis, and quantification with-
out qualitative evaluation make it impossible to create alternatives to the 
status quo and rob us of our agency. 

How, then, might this wealth of accumulated knowledge on the Bush-
men — a society grounded in the defining experience of what it means to 
be human living on a wild earth — help guide a more sustainable and life-
loving politics? 
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When a young man kills much meat he comes to think of himself as a chief or 
a big man, and he thinks of the rest of us as his servants or inferiors. We can’t 
accept this.

— /Gaugo to Richard Lee, “Christmas in the Kalahari”

Beset with contradiction and ambiguity, Bushman society is in need of constant 
vigilance by its members so that its key values of communalism — egalitarian-
ism, co-operation, mutual aid, sharing, reciprocity, generosity, sociability — are 
maintained, while at the same time, the individual’s personal autonomy and 
fulfillment are safe guarded.

— Mathias Guenther, Tricksters & Trancers 

primal politics

cHAPTER 7
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When we reflect on the lives of traditional Bushman hunter-gatherers and 
ask the basic questions of political philosophy, we find they exemplify a po-
litical economy that embodies the dynamics of the four values of primal 
politics in a tight, stable, yet flexible balance. Life in the compact nomadic 
band shows how each value is realized in the process of contributing to, and 
drawing from, the realization of the others — constituting the good life, 
Bushman style.

A Paradoxical Politics — Untying the Knot

By the late 1990s, after some of the furor of the revisionist debate had abated, 
anthropologists could reflect back on half a century of fieldwork on the San, 
together with rapidly accumulating archaeological, genetic, and linguistic 
evidence, and most important what Bushmen actually said about themselves 
and their culture. Jiro Tanaka, an anthropologist from the Center for Af-
rican Area Studies at Kyoto University, marked this shift by reminding us 
that “good fieldwork is possible only if the fieldworker feels, in his heart, 
respect for the people he studies.” This appeal to respect and heartfelt inten-
tion has a refreshing humility. It evokes shamanic and ancient systems of 
knowing, which tell us that attitude and intention are as much determining 
factors of the success of the truth quest as the hard facts of bones and stones.  
Descartes’s method notwithstanding, feeling is required to make meaning. 
If we feel nothing for our subject, how can it have meaning and value for us? 

Referencing the scholarly battle, Tanaka concludes by asking, “Who. . .
respects the San more deeply, the group that is content with calling them ‘the 
poor’ or the one that has expressed appreciation of their cultural unique-
ness? Even if there are some defects in his work, as Wilmsen and Denbow 
point out, as a fieldworker and an anthropologist I feel more sympathy with 
Lee.”1

In 1999, Mathias Guenther, a seasoned fieldworker, brought this more 
respectful and reflective attitude to the accumulated body of research and  
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produced an illuminating synthesis of Bushman politics, religion, and cos-
mology: Tricksters & Trancers: Bushman Religion and Society. At first gloss, 
his work seemed filled with contradictory and confusing detail, but Guenther  
was committed to making meaning. He took in the full ambiguity and vari-
ability in Bushman life and discovered a hidden order in the chaos — effec-
tively untying the “knotted complex” that had confounded early explorers. 
His work surveyed all the major studies on the great variety of Bushman 
groups, but he focused on the Nharo, a group in the central Kalahari he 
worked with closely for years, as exemplifying what he calls “the foraging 
band blueprint.” 

Guenther first described the Nharo as showing a perplexing variability. 
During the course of the previous century they lived, on and off, as clas-
sic egalitarian, nomadic hunter-gatherers. Then, when the market was good 
and the game plentiful, some became big-game hunters, hunting on horse-
back and trading in ivory and skins. When hunting-and-gathering condi-
tions were difficult, they worked on farms as serfs or servants and in villages 
as small-scale entrepreneurs. This variability applied to other Bushman 
groups, who at various times in the past even worked their own copper and 
salt mines and traded the products in regional markets. In the nineteenth 
century, when they were threatened by expanding cattle farmers, both black 
and white, the apparently harmless “flower children of the desert” banded 
together in large groups, built palisades, and organized themselves under 
war captains. Guenther describes how they developed highly effective hit-
and-run tactics based on fast-running warriors armed with deadly poison 
arrows, augmented by mastery of the terrain and by superior hunting and 
tracking ability. Among whites and the neighboring Batswana, the Nharo 
gained a reputation as “black serpents of the desert.”

This range of political expression seemed to confirm the revisionists’ 
despair of finding any overarching Bushman identity. But Guenther artfully 
showed that if one takes the longer historical view and the bigger picture,  
it became apparent that as soon as conditions are suitable, Bushman com-
munities like the Nharo snap back into the “foraging band blueprint.” It’s 
as if a kind of organic elasticity pulled the community back into its most 
balanced, enduring, and satisfying way of life: nomadic bands of hunters 
and gatherers, egalitarian, decentralized, tightly bonded, yet fiercely indi-
vidualistic. Guenther concluded that as recently as the 1960s and 1970s the 
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band remained as the underlying social blueprint of Nharo Bushmen in the 
Kalahari’s Ghanzi area. He quoted Alan Barnard, who in 1988 confirmed that 
“the ideal of band society is in many parts of the Kalahari very much intact.”2 

The most original element of this thesis is that the extreme outer vari-
ability of Bushman society does not represent an absence of inner coherence. 
On the contrary, it expresses a quintessential Bushman flexibility rooted in 
a shamanically mediated grasp of the paradox of the human condition — 
what I’ve called living in the in-between.* 

Guenther’s foraging band blueprint is a more nuanced reformulation 
of Bushman culture as the paradigmatic compact, egalitarian society with 
minimal, flexible division of labor, without any externally imposed grid or 
enforced boundaries among roles. Most participate in all social roles within 
the limits of age, ability, and sex — hunter, gatherer, healer, home builder, 
dancer, singer. Everyone has direct access to valued resources — the water 
holes, the great dry lake beds or pans, the plants and animals of the veldt. Rel-
evant knowledge is openly discussed, easily overheard, and readily shared.** 

Both hunting and gathering are opportunistic, open-ended activities, 
guided by individual intuition, dream, and luck. People work together in 
a relaxed stop-go style, making and repairing tools, clothing, and jewelry 
and exchanging items as needed while constantly talking, joking, and telling 
stories. Despite the fluidity of roles, most of the gathering is in fact done by 
groups of women and children, and most of the hunting is done by men, 
who hunt alone or in small groups.3 Women work harder at child care than 
men, but since children are included in virtually all activities, they continue 
to participate fully in productive work and in public and social life. Fathers 
are attentive and loving and spend much of their leisure time playing with 
and holding children. 

* I explore the shamanic dimension of the in-between in chapters 8, 9, and 10.
** I mostly use the present tense in the following description despite the fact that, as I have mentioned, 

the fully nomadic hunting-gathering way of life of the San no longer exists. Nevertheless, various 
aspects of their social, economic, and political life survive in certain places and at certain times, 
and present tense communicates that ongoing vitality. I also use the present tense in the spirit of 
Guenther’s insight into the resilience and flexibility of the foraging band blueprint. While much 
knowledge of the old ways may be gone, a surprising amount remains in the collective memory and 
oral culture of the people, as well as in the wealth of anthropological and scholarly studies. It is not 
inconceivable that under special circumstances, with wise government help, some San might find 
opportunities to snap back into some version of the “foraging band blueprint.”
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Marriage is informal. Traditionally, the couple will live with or next to 
the wife’s parents, with the husband performing bride service to feed the 
extended family until his own children are teenagers. Divorce is even more 
informal; it is generally initiated by the woman, who announces to the group 
that the marriage is over simply by moving out of the husband’s hut. Most 
Ju/twasi are monogamous, but occasionally a woman will take two husbands 
or a man two wives. Rape is virtually unknown, and domestic violence is 
rare. Women desire children and often complain of not having as many 
as they would like. Childbirth is entirely their domain. Upon giving birth,  
the mother examines the new baby for signs of defect and decides whether 
or not to invest the enormous energy required to care for it. Though infre-
quent, infanticide remains an option if necessary and is solely the mother’s 
decision. Her announcement of a stillbirth is accepted without question.4

San communalism is balanced by its opposite — fierce individualism, ar-
gumentativeness, and assertiveness. In all spheres of San life, we see a fluid 
crossing of boundaries back and forth between all the opposites of politics 
— between individuality and communal bonding; argumentativeness and 
agreement; assertiveness and egalitarianism; recognizing excellence while 
putting down boastfulness. No one in the band has formal authority over 
others; there is no mechanism for the group to enforce its will on members. 
The San can only persuade one another using eloquence, skill, and wisdom. 
Tension between individuals and the group is mediated by discussion, which 
is ongoing and includes everyone. Coherence is maintained by collections of 
stories, myths, and teachings — a shared but open-ended cosmology.

Power and Wealth — The Christmas Ox

We can see the tug-of-war between the individual and the community clearly 
in hunting, since this is often a solitary activity whose outcome varies greatly, 
depending on luck, age, and skill. Meat is loved with a passion and highly 
valued, but egalitarianism requires that the successful hunter not lord it over 
his fellows. To prevent this, Bushmen have developed complex mechanisms 
of “reverse dominance,” the most straightforward being the custom that 
the skilled hunter is sometimes expected to hold back, giving the others a 
chance to bring back meat. In the case of a bow hunt, the meat belongs not 
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to the hunter who fired the arrow but to the owner of the arrow. Arrows are 

traded and given as gifts, so a hunter’s quiver can contain many distinctively 

marked arrows belonging to others — such as a young woman or a man too 

old to hunt. In this way the chance to “own” and distribute the meat is circu-

lated widely and randomly.5 

Richard Lee tells of his initiation while doing fieldwork and living with 

a group of Ju/twasi in the sixties. He arrived with the visitor’s usual hoard 

of tinned and preserved food, which in the interests of anthropological ob-

jectivity, he felt obliged to refrain from sharing. However, as was customary 

and polite, he gave generous handouts of tobacco, being the only source in 

a thousand square miles. He also shared medicine freely. The San were well 

aware of his conspicuous wealth and regularly criticized him for his stingi-

ness. With Christmas approaching, Lee decided to make amends by spon-

soring a feast and buying the fattest ox he could find from a neighboring 

Herero herder. The Bushmen had little knowledge of Christmas, but Lee got 

the idea from the surrounding Tswana Herero farmers, who would custom-

arily slaughter an ox on Christmas Day for their Bushman neighbors as a 

sign of goodwill. Lee eventually purchased an impressive animal that he ar-

ranged to be delivered on the day. Since food consumption calculations were 

his specialty, Lee was confident that, without bones and viscera, the ox would 

provide a very generous four pounds of meat for each of the 150 individuals 

in the area. 

Word of his purchase got out ahead of time, and over the next few days 

members of the band took turns berating him for his stinginess in choos-

ing such a puny animal, “a bag of skin and bones.” They complained it was 

so “sickly, old, and meager” that it was bound to cause fights over the small 

amount of meat it would provide. Lee was at first confused; then, after several 

days of relentless complaining, he became so irritated that he was tempted 

to forget the whole thing and leave for Christmas. But his scientific curios-

ity got the better of him, so he endured the insults to see for himself how 

the ox turned out. When the day arrived and the animal was slaughtered, it 

turned out to be even meatier and fattier than Lee had hoped. He responded 

indignantly:

“Hey /Gau,” I burst out, “that ox is loaded with fat. What’s this about 
the ox being too thin to bother eating? Are you out of your mind?”
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“Fat?” /Gau shot back. “You call that fat? This wretch is thin, sick, 
dead!” And he broke out laughing. So did everyone else. They rolled on 
the ground, paralyzed with laughter. Everybody laughed except me; I 

was thinking.6

Afterward, /Gaugo, one of the men, came over and explained, smiling:

“It is our way. . . .Say there is a Bushman who has been hunting. He 
must not come home and announce like a braggart, ‘I have killed a big 
one in the bush!’ He must first sit down in silence until I or someone 
else comes up to his fire and asks, ‘What did you see today?’ He replies 
quietly, ‘Ah I’m no good for hunting. I saw nothing at all [pause] just 
a little tiny one.’ Then I smile to myself,” /Gaugo continued, “because I 

know he has killed something big.”7 

Of course, the successful hunter feels proud, and the people are thrilled. 
Meat is loved and important for the health of the group. But at the same  
time and equally critical to the Bushmen, every individual must feel re-
spected and valued regardless of age, ability, or hunting success. The hunter’s  
pride, in fact everyone’s pride, needs to be tempered by regular reminders 
of this. Later, when Lee asked another hunter, Tomazo, for clarification, he 
was told:

“We refuse one who boasts, for someday his pride will make him kill 
somebody. So we always speak of his meat as worthless. This way we 

cool his heart and make him gentle.”8

While generosity and sharing are encouraged and expected, no special re-
ward, honor, or power accrues to the one who has more to give. 

When, historically, chiefs have arisen within Bushman society from time 
to time, they received no extra wealth, nor did they command much more 
respect than others. Europeans accustomed to hierarchy would arrive, ask 
who the chief was, and often find an obliging individual pointing to himself 
or someone else. But as Lee found out when quizzing one of the men about 
chiefs, every Bushman is considered “chief” over him- or herself.9 Writing 
in the nineteenth century, Dorothea Bleek described a conversation with a 
Nharo Bushman, /Kurib Hartebeeste, who told her privately in Afrikaans 
that he was the son of an important chief and a chief himself. But in front of 
the group, speaking in Nharo, he denied this and chimed in with the rest that 
there were no chiefs anymore.10 
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The Ju/twasi word for “leader” or “chief” is //Kaiha (derived from //kai, 
meaning “wealth”). They apply it to the headmen and chiefs of the surround-
ing Tswana and Herero peoples, and even to English kings and queens, but 
only rarely and then often mockingly to one another. Bushman chiefs were 
most conspicuous in the nineteenth century, when nomadic bands were 
under the greatest pressure from more powerful stratified neighbors. Then, 
Bushman bands built stockades, acquired cattle, and organized around 
charismatic and powerful war chiefs. Once the threat disappeared, the bands 
resumed their nomadic, egalitarian, hunting-and-gathering lifestyle, exem-
plifying Guenther’s default “foraging blueprint.” As Lorna Marshall put it, 
“Chiefs are as thin as the rest.” Even when they are recognized today, their 
most marked common trait is their freedom from pretension, arrogance, 
and boasting. Chiefs are as modest and down-to-earth as any other member 
of the band.11

An Economy of Caring and Sharing

In a land where food is seasonal and the hunter can come back from days of 
hunting either empty-handed or with an eland bull that can feed the band 
for a week, an ethos of sharing is a survival necessity. But the value goes 
deeper. Without the market pressure to compete, relationships and social 
life can be enjoyed for their own sake, as ends in themselves. Lorna Marshall 
noted the intense sociability of Bushmen, and how separation and loneliness 
are the most unendurable of hardships, almost deathlike. People are unself-
conscious about demanding signs that they are cared for. Lorna quotes a 
long monologue from a woman talking in her presence but mostly to herself:

“I am sick. That is why I don’t go out for plant foods. I want my mother 
[meaning Lorna] to give me some and she does not give me any. I am 
lying down sick. I am starving. If my mother. . . [meaning her own birth 
mother] were here she would give some plant foods. She is not here. So 
I am starving. . . . [Lorna and Laurence] do not favor me. They do not 
give me food. Only mielie-meal (corn meal). That is what I am living 
on. Why does not [Lorna] give me some fat? My ankle is sore. If she gave 
me fat, my ankle would be better and I could go out for plant foods. . . .
[Laurence] wants me to go to the mangetti trees. I do not think I shall 
be able. He wants me to go to the mangetti trees. That place is far. That 
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is what I say. The place is far. The people who stay there are not people 

who favor others. Not sympathetic. They do not give food.”12

Children are socialized from an early age on the importance of giving 
and generosity. The stingy are “bags without openings.” The idea of eating 
alone and not sharing is shocking. “Only lions do that, not people.” Those 
who have some conspicuous wealth are badgered to give until it hurts. Lorna 
Marshall noted another case where a woman visitor from another band who 
felt she had not received a sufficiently generous share of hunted meat went 
into a sort of trance, “saying over and over for perhaps half an hour. . . [in 
the hunter’s presence] . . . that he had not given her as much meat as was her 
due. It was not said like an accusation. It was said as though he were not 
there. I had the eerie feeling that I was present in someone else’s dream. [The 
hunter] did not argue or oppose her. He continued doing whatever he was 
doing and let her go on.”13 Such ways of talking are also important in reduc-
ing conflict and tension by getting things out in the open without confronta-
tion, keeping everyone in touch with what others are thinking and feeling, 
preventing pressure from building until it bursts out in aggression. 

The pressure to share, and the begging and pestering, can be particu-
larly irritating to visitors who arrive in their 4x4s bursting with luxuries. 
Elizabeth Marshall gives a graphic measure of the distance between the two 
societies by comparing their respective inventories. 

We had tents, cots, sleeping bags, folding chairs and tables, maps, a com-
pass, cameras, film, recording equipment, reference books, notebooks, 
pens, ink, pencils, disinfectants, antivenin kits for snakebites, brandy, 
cases of canned foods, boxes of dry foods, dishes, cooking pots, frying 
pans, knives, forks, spoons, cigarettes, matches, spare tires, auto parts, 
inner tubes, tire patches, jacks, toolboxes, winches, motor oil, drums 
of gasoline, drums of water, bars of yellow soap, towels, washcloths, 
toothpaste, toothbrushes, coats, sweaters, pants, boots, sneakers, shirts, 
underwear, socks, reading glasses, safety pins, scissors, a sewing kit, bin-
oculars, bullets, a rifle.

The Ju/wasi had sticks, skins, eggshells, grass.14

Comparing the two, we can feel our sense of self-sufficiency buckling under 
the weight of our possessions. Part of our self-consciousness about this is no 
doubt due to the starkness of so much next to so little, but part is no doubt 
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due to our sense of vulnerability should we also be obliged to live naked in 
the bush with nothing but sticks, skins, eggshells, grass, and our skill. Despite 
their material poverty, Bushmen show a restraint when eating and sharing 
food that Lorna found touching. 

On several occasions we gave small gifts of corned beef to be shared 
with a group. The person who received the food from us would take 
only a mouthful. Once an old man who received the meat first only 
licked his fingers. The lump of food would be passed from one to an-
other. Each would take a modest bit. The last person often got the most. 
I found it moving to see so much restraint about taking food among 
people who are all thin and often hungry. . . .We observed no unman-

nerly behavior and no cheating and no encroachment about food.15 

Perhaps the most elaborate institution for generating an ethos of caring 
and sharing is !hxaro — a Bushman system of making, giving, and receiving 
gifts. The gifts are generally any nonfood item of value, most typically some-
thing decorative that becomes a conspicuous symbol of mutual concern and 
willingness to share in times of need. The system also opens the way for visit-
ing and hospitality and thus the enduring wealth of companionship, caring, 
and sharing.16 

A child may be introduced to !hxaro between the ages of six months 
and a year. For example, a grandmother would give a bead necklace to the 
child, then at some point she would cut off the beads, wash them, and put 
them in the child’s hand to give to a relative. She then replaces the necklace 
and repeats the procedure, whether the child likes it or not, encouraging the 
child to give the beads to an interested adult, until the child starts to develop 
a taste for the joy of giving and initiates the !hxaro. 

Most adults generally have from twelve to twenty-four !hxaro partners 
from both sexes and all ages, including relatives and friends from other 
groups up to several hundred kilometers away. In one study among the Ju/
twasi in the 1980s, more than two-thirds of all the possessions in various 
bands were obtained in this fashion, while the remaining third were either 
bought or made by the owner and destined to be given away. The gift is not 
necessarily sex or status related, nor always valued for its usefulness. Women 
can give and receive hunting arrows, as men can give and receive a woman’s 
apron. As gifts circulate, they are often repaired, remade, embellished, or 
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marked in some way to personalize the next giving. Store-bought woolen 
caps might be unraveled and reknitted in different patterns many times as 
they circulate. Considerable time and effort can be spent on making some 
of the gifts; elaborate beadwork may take several days of systematic labor. 
There seems to be little concern over intrinsic value. The nature of the gift 
is more a function of the resources and ability of the giver and the consider-
ation, time, and effort put into the making.17

The making of gifts itself is intensely social. This is not wage labor, nor 
does it require time away from family and friends. Rather, it is conducted 
at a leisurely pace in company, with all the usual talking, joking, and story-
telling that mark the sociability of Bushman life. Gifts belong to the receiver, 
but they are generally held by one person for a few months, but no more 
than two years, before being passed on to some other partner. It is important 
that the return gift be delayed. If it was reciprocated immediately, this might 
imply unwillingness to sustain the !hxaro bond. 

In a competitive market economy, relationships can often become a means 
to enhance one’s own material wealth. !Hxaro inverts this by understanding 
wealth as a resource to develop the symmetrical bonds of friendship.18 It is for 
this reason that Marshall Sahlins argues (in the spirit of E. F. Schumacher’s 
“Buddhist economics”) that we could regard hunter-gatherers like the San, 
under reasonable conditions, as “the original affluent society.” But theirs is a 
“Zen affluence” that minimizes material demands and creates a wealth of time 
and energy to serve a life rich in relationships and mutual care.19 

The contrast with our own economy of competitive avarice is stark, as is 
the contrast with our society’s pathological material excess. There are tanta-
lizing signs, however, that a primal ethic resembling !hxaro is reemerging in 
the West. There is a rise in grassroots networks based on caring and sharing. 
These range from more formal co-ops to informal bartering networks, where 
relationships are given weight as “social capital” and “time dollars,” allowing 
socially useful labor to be exchanged. There are also early signs of a fun-
damental shift in food production, away from distant oil-intensive factory 
farms to local small-scale organic gardens. Collectively, such strategies and 
institutions can help buffer individuals from global market forces, while per-
sonalizing economies and helping rebuild face-to-face communities based  
on trust and reciprocity.*

* I consider a range of such examples exemplifying future primal principles in chapter 12. 
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Direct Democracy — “Everyone a Chief”

From the point of view of market-based economies, we tend to assume that a 
culture of caring and sharing would crush individuality. The opposite seems 
to be true among the San. The individual stands out sharply in band life — 
each is a “big frog in a very small pond,” as Guenther puts it. Lorna Marshall 
described how people sit closely together, often touching, ankles interlocked, 
chatting endlessly, but this doesn’t stop the same individuals from being as-
sertive, argumentative, and fiercely self-interested. Sharing and reciprocity 
seem to be the first law of Bushman existence, but Marshall also noticed the 
paradox of an atmosphere of “jealous watchfulness,” especially when a kill 
is being shared. Accusations of unfairness can lead to arguments suddenly 
flaring up. She went so far as to note that altruism, kindness, sympathy, and 
generosity are not conspicuously displayed. As Richard Lee discovered, it’s 
considered bad manners for someone to say, “Look at how generous I am!” 
Perhaps this is because the values of reciprocity, caring, and sharing are so 
fundamental and so taken for granted that distribution is fine-tuned by the 
individual expressing need loudly without embarrassment. Guenther notes, 
as with so many other aspects of Bushman life, we find ourselves affirming 
one value only to qualify it by affirming the opposite. How does this work?20 

Part of the answer lies in different notions of individualism. In the West 
we have an individualism of competition leading to division of labor, spe-
cialization, and hierarchies of wealth and power. Bushmen have an individ-
ualism of cooperation leading to an egalitarian democracy that promotes 
universal access to the full range of humanizing experience — cultivation of 
the whole person. The Bushman formula is rooted in the economy of hunt-
ing and foraging, which provides the most unshakable economic founda-
tion of any society for individual self-sufficiency. Since the division of labor 
is minimal, virtually all individuals have the basic knowledge, ability, and 
resources to live directly off the land, gather food, make clothing, and build 
shelter. Children grow up with a deeply rooted sense of security, surrounded 
by a caring community and in direct contact with a wilderness environment 
that supplies everything needed. Because of this independence and security, 
friendships and marriage, while taken seriously, are free from dire economic 
sanctions and don’t require absolutely binding long-term commitments and 
dependencies. People feel free and secure enough to speak their minds, often 
with a directness that is disconcerting to outsiders. Very little energy is spent 
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constructing and maintaining a persona, the carefully cultivated self-image 
that seems so essential to success in competitive economies. 

Childhood is a time of exceptional freedom, spontaneity, and self-indulgence.  
During the day, groups of children play freely around the huts and roam the 
surrounding veldt enjoying whatever adventures they please. Since all ages 
tend to play together, competitiveness is tempered with cooperation. Perfor-
mance is less a matter of comparison with others than a kind of internal self-
evaluation, a process that strengthens self-direction and autonomy. Modern 
Western parents are reluctant to let young children play alone in public. How 
would they feel at the thought of their children wandering around a wilder-
ness populated by poisonous snakes, lions, leopards, and other large animals? 
But as Standing Bear reminds us, it is rather our crowded cities and towns — 
with their traffic, pollution, toxic waste, and human predators — that pose the 
greater threat to the health of children. Writing of his Lakota childhood spent 
following the bison herds of the Great Plains, he points out, “There were not 
the dangers that seem to surround childhood of today. I can recall days — en-
tire days — when we roamed over the plains, hills, and up and down streams 
without fear of anything. I do not remember ever hearing of an Indian child 
being hurt or eaten by a wild animal.”21

As in other traditional hunting-gathering societies, child rearing tends 
to be unstructured and permissive. Bushman children are not pressured into 
doing chores. Boys, for example, will only go hunting when they feel moved 
to do so. Children are never disciplined by being beaten. Instead, as one 
woman put it, “we talk to them a lot.” A child will be allowed to scowl back 
when scolded without being punished into blind obedience. Parents regard 
this venting of emotion as healthy and warn against beating a child; as one 
parent explained: “If you beat a child too much, they will become stubborn, 
and you cannot win that child over again,” and then, “It is better to give a 
child a reward when they do something right, than to beat him/her when 
doing something wrong.”22

At puberty the situation changes somewhat when girls begin an ini-
tiation into womanhood. The initiation of boys tends to come later and 
is associated with the first big kill, signifying the ability to feed a family  
and contribute to the community. But apart from a few taboos relating to  
menstruation rites and hunting, there are no “adults only” areas and no ex-
ternally imposed structures. Adults and children intermingle freely around 
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all public activities. All are free to join the healing dances and to listen to the 
discussions and storytelling; children are free to make their own interpreta-
tions. Education takes place continuously, merging invisibly with participa-
tion in everyday life.

This freedom continues into adulthood. Each person follows intuition, 
passion, and home-crafted wisdom in charting the course of his or her own 
life. Should the group become oppressive or unsatisfying, there is always the 
real option of getting up, wandering off, and joining another band; individ-
ual Bushmen can also live for a time on their own, as hermits, though this is 
almost unknown. Deeply rooted autonomy sharpens the joys of communal 
life, making ostracism the greatest punishment.

The voluntary nature of Bushman association refutes the ideas of economists, 
even those of relatively enlightened ones like Robert Heilbronner, who as-
serts it is only “the pure need for self-preservation. . . that pushes [primitive] 
society to the cooperative completion of its daily labors.” On the contrary, 
the hunter-gatherer band knows and honors the value of communal effort, 
but it cultivates an autonomous self-sufficiency that provides a real freedom 
of choice. Ironically, it’s “the pure need for self-preservation” that compels 
the rule-bound bureaucrat and the obedient wage earner to conform to the 
hierarchies of our industrial societies. We are educated to fit into the most 
extreme division of labor of any civilization, which directly constrains our 
choices of dress, speech, and behavior. Often, the memberships, affiliations, 
and personas we create and maintain determine how and whether we pros-
per in a complex variety of corporate structures, from school and business 
to church and state. Deviance can jeopardize a livelihood.

Much of the stress of modern life — the insecurity and anxiety — seems 
to be due to this lack of direct control over the conditions for survival. Few 
of us could feed our families by hunting, gathering, or growing our own 
food. Even fewer could build and repair a house, computer, car, or phone. 
We cannot heal sickness, nor can we expect to have unmet needs fulfilled by 
loudly complaining to our neighbors. Here, rich and poor alike are free to 
compete for both necessities and luxuries, with no legal or moral limit to  
the accumulation of wealth, and no obligation to share with or care for 
one another. When an entire working lifetime can be spent on the produc-
tion line of a factory, the individual becomes isolated, anxious, and self- 
absorbed and collapses into a fragile one-dimensionality — personified in 
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the bureaucrat, citizen, or soldier for whom obedience to authority becomes 
one of the highest virtues. 

Here is the paradox: precisely because of the material simplicity of Bush-
man society, each individual can develop a greater inner wealth, cultivating 
a whole human life. For the most part, each member of the band partici-
pates in all the definitive humanizing activities: producer, provider, teacher, 
learner, leader, follower, artist, musician, dancer, and healer. Everyone has a 
direct voice in the ongoing discussions and helps create the consensus that 
constitutes governance. The archetypal events of a human life cycle — birth, 
growth, maturity, and death — are ubiquitous and public. The full range 
of human emotions — love and hate, anger and tenderness, meanness and 
generosity — are similarly on public display in the full context of the lives of 
the protagonists. As with the medicine wheel, the very compact structure of 
the primal band exposes the individual to a complexity that is a stimulus to 
growth around the wheel of life. 

Face-to-Face Discussion — The Pleasure of Politics 

Before the anthropology of the sixties and seventies, Europeans who looked 
at Bushmen from the perspective of modern complex societies were hard-
pressed to find anything that looked like politics. Bushman chiefs, as we have 
seen, were generally insignificant, and there seemed to be no institutions or 
procedures for decision making and conflict resolution. Then and now, there 
is little evidence for the beneficence of the sort of politics defined by Adam 
Smith, which begins with the acquisition of valuable property and whose 
prime purpose is defending the rich from the poor.

But if we think of politics in terms of its classical Greek origins, we can 
see that, stripped to its essentials, politics deals with the tension between the 
competing goods of the individual, society, and the natural world, and that, 
as Socrates proposed, the primary mode of exploring and mediating this 
tension is face-to-face discussion. By this definition, politics is ubiquitous in 
Bushman society. All four components of primal politics are well developed. 
Life is lived in a sea of conversation: chatting, arguing, storytelling, teasing, 
and joking. The Ju/twasi call themselves “owners of argument . . .people who 
talk too much.”23 Lorna Marshall called them the most loquacious people she 
knew. 

I had a taste of this during my brief stay in a Ju/twasi village in Nyae 
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Nyae. On one occasion I drove five hunters to a distant water hole where we 
hoped to find more game. Our interpreter and my research assistant sat with 
me in front. We barely spoke a word, while the five hunters, crammed in the 
back of the Land Rover, immediately started a lively chatter that they kept 
up without a break for the hour-long journey. Despite differences in age and 
status (the youngest was the so-called headman, apparently because he was 
the only one who spoke a little Afrikaans), no single voice dominated the 
conversation. Comment and response overlapped so quickly that it almost 
sounded orchestrated. The hunters had spent most of their lives together in 
this apparently featureless bush and sand. What could they be talking about 
with such enthusiasm? When I asked Twi for a translation, I discovered that 
each kilometer of the journey set off chains of memories, stories, and associ-
ations. Everyone talks and everyone is listened to. It was as if the little group 
was still filled with the enthusiasm of the novelty of language, having just 
discovered its magical capacity to give them an entry into the souls of others. 

Below the foaming surface of conversation, anthropologists have identified 
a range of conversational styles and strategies for investigating problems, 
understanding opposing points of view, coming to consensus, and acting 
collectively. Decisions are seldom the outcome of a single formal debate. 
Men, women, young, and old participate, talking together, for days if neces-
sary, until every point of view has been considered. Lorna Marshall quoted 
a relaxed conversation to show how the style reinforces reciprocity, point 
and counterpoint punctuated by agreement and repeating what someone 
has just said: 

“Yesterday,” “eh,” “at Deboragu,” “eh,” “I saw old /Gaishay.” “You saw Old 
/Gaishay,” “eh, eh.” “He said that he had seen the great python under 
the bank.” “EH!” “The python!” “He wants us,” “eh, eh, eh,” “to help him 
catch it.” 

She points out that the “ehs” overlap and coincide with the other speak-
er’s words, and with everyone often talking at once, one sometimes wonders 
how anyone knows what is being said.24 

Elizabeth, Lorna’s daughter, remarked how our notions of secret ballots 
and majority rule would have seemed strange to the Bushmen she met, as 
disrespectful of the contribution of each person. The San preferred consen-
sus, with everyone knowing the thoughts and feelings of everyone else and 
everyone agreeing to go along. Consensus is not necessarily unanimity. It is 
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agreement to accept a collective decision after everyone has had access to a 
common pool of relevant information, time to think, and an opportunity to 
hold forth.25

George Silberbauer, who did fieldwork with the /Gwi San in the Cen-
tral Kalahari Reserve of Botswana from 1958 to 1960, tells a story of group 
involvement in a domestic conflict that illustrates how the logic of discus-
sion can move to consensus. The situation involved a husband who was a 
difficult character, slow to understand and quick to anger, vain, pompous, 
and moody. Eventually, his wife went off to another band with the hus-
band’s recently widowed best friend, “a dwarf, a virtuoso dancer. . . successful 
hunter. . .and rumored to be a bit of a demon as a lover.” The abandoned 
husband was inconsolable at the loss of both his wife and his best friend. As 
custodian of the !nore (the water hole), he could not be expected to move, 
but he refused to remarry and generally made a pest of himself. The band 
suffered his misery for more than a year. Every time he threw a tantrum, the 
band resumed discussion about what to do. Eventually they sent word of 
his suffering to the ex-wife and friend. In the meantime, the wife had been 
missing her daughter and mother but refused to leave her new partner. The 
band resumed its discussions until some bright spark suggested that since 
both husband and wife wanted to be with the friend, why not a ménage à 
trois? This was unprecedented in /Gwi history, but after more discussion, 
the polyandrous marriage was agreed to by all three. The novel arrangement 
lasted, though not without problems, as an original collectively constructed 
solution.26 

Leadership in decision making can be assumed by anyone initiating an 
issue of shared concern. The course of the discussions and the time taken 
depend on the issue’s urgency. In dealing with something controversial, 
someone in the band may begin a long, slow campaign of quiet and serious 
discussion with one person at a time, or the person might test the wind by 
discussing it with one or two individuals within earshot of the real target and 
then paying attention to the reaction. This forced eavesdropping avoids direct 
confrontation with the other person, who would be guilty of bad manners  
if he or she was to join in the conversation. However, opponents are free to 
do the same. George Silberbauer describes the band being treated to “the 
occasionally comic spectacle of two sets of orators making their conflict-
ing arguments, each pointedly ignoring the other, but striving desperately 
to avoid a breach of either logic or etiquette, trying to answer point with 
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counter-point without being seen to attack directly.”27 When a discussion 
becomes too angry, some of the more placid participants might defuse the 
situation by politely withdrawing attention, by fussing with an apparently 
well-attended cooking fire, or creating some distraction. Without an audi-
ence, the overheated rhetoric soon cools, and the discussion can be resumed 
when everyone is calmer. Since all people affected by a decision generally 
have access to the relevant information and plenty of opportunity to speak 
and be heard, there tends to be little competition. The emotionally calm 
atmosphere helps separate idea from personality, while maximizing the in-
corporation of the collective experience of the group.28 

Nevertheless it is important not to idealize the San. They are fully capable 
of the range of human foibles — including selfishness, envy, anger, and even 
homicidal violence. Despite the numerous mechanisms reinforcing reci-
procity, caring, and sharing, arguments do occasionally become passionate 
and fights break out. With spears, knives, and poison arrows at hand, the 
most serious fights sometimes quickly turn lethal. 

For instance, historically the San have surprisingly high homicide rates. 
In 1972, Richard Lee calculated that there were a total of 22 killings in a base 
population of approximately 1,500 Ju/twasi over the previous 50 years, re-
sulting in a homicide rate of 29.3 deaths per 100,000. This is high by both 
African and European standards. As a comparison, in 1972 in the United 
States, there were 18,880 homicide victims, for a rate of 9.2 per 100,000. 
Only in a few American cities did the rate exceed that of the San (Washing-
ton, DC: 32.8; Baltimore: 36.8; Detroit: 40.1; and Cleveland: 40.3). However, 
Lee argues that the raw data do not provide a good measure of social vio-
lence. He points out that the relatively low American homicide rate is due 
in large part to the nation’s excellent hospital emergency room facilities, 
which treat gunshot and knife wounds that in a wilderness situation would 
almost certainly be fatal. There is also no doubt underreporting of auto- 
accident deaths resulting from homicidal road rage and of domestic  
violence. More tellingly, when the total deaths due to the Vietnam War were 
factored in, the homicide rate was elevated to 100 deaths per 100,000 people.29

Lee noted that fights among Bushmen were unpredictable, even hys-
terical in nature, and he came to regard the violence among the Ju/twasi as 
a kind of “temporary insanity” or “running amok” rather than an instru-
mental or calculated act. Violence was not a means to an end.30 The Ju/twasi 
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displayed a pervasive fear of violence, and groups were quick to intervene 
when a fight broke out. There was also a complete absence of any ritualized 
fighting — no contact sports or mock combat. The bottom line is that Bush-
men tend to regard violence as a pathological aberration, and they direct 
considerable energy and ingenuity toward dealing with conflict creatively. 

The most effective method for resolving conflict before disagreement be-
comes violent is discussion, constantly mediating competing claims and 
needs. The San exemplify what Socrates proposed: that the power of discus-
sion is not simply a mechanism to resolve conflicting ideas; it’s a mode of 
inquiry that in itself helps individuals recognize a deeper shared unity of 
need and purpose. This is why Socrates insisted on the dialektike of face-to-
face discussion as both the heart of philosophy and the primary mechanism 
of Athenian democracy.

Like the nomadic San, Socrates wrote nothing, and repeatedly drew at-
tention to the superiority of discussion over text and lecture. He pointed out 
that discussion, unlike text, connects ideas and abstractions to their authors 
as whole embodied human beings. Each faces the other, sharing the same 
space and time, fully exposed as an instrument and embodiment of politi-
cal truth. Unlike the prepared lecture with its one-way flow of information, 
discussion requires all participants to think on their feet. More information 
is available. Voice, tone, facial expression, and body language can reveal un-
scripted meaning: degrees of warmth and hostility, respect, trust, and finally 
intention. For Socrates, as in shamanic systems of knowing, intention helps 
determine outcome. Most importantly, the simple fact of sharing language, 
space, time, and self-consciousness reinforces the need to care for a shared 
humanity. We need one another to be most fully ourselves. 

The Politics of the Iroquois

At the time of European contact, some six hundred indigenous nations 
occupied North America, each with its own language or dialect, customs, 
history, and political order. They were more differientiated than the San 
but all exemplified in varying combinations and degrees the principles of 
primal politics. They tended to be egalitarian, to respect the unique in-
dividual and to govern by discussion and consensus. For example, the  
Yakimas of the Columbia River area governed through direct democracy, 
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with all members of the tribe meeting in a daily general council. The La-
kota had a more differentiated system based on civil societies of wise  
elders, nacas, meeting as a tribal council.31 Like the Bushmen, the Lakota 
council acted only after consensus. While some tribes were sedentary farm-
ers and fishermen, and others were nomadic hunters, all hunted to some 
degree and all were in daily direct contact with wilderness. All shared some 
notion of a political order guided by spiritual practices attuning humans  
to the sacredness of all creation. Religion and politics were woven into ev-
eryday life. 

One of the better-known and more complex examples of a spiritual 
politics comes from the Iroquois — the Haudenosaunee, or People of the 
Longhouse. This was a confederation of five nations, the Mohawk, Oneida, 
Onondaga, Cayuga, and Seneca that later included the Tuscarora. The moral 
authority of the chiefs at the center of political order was established in 
part on an egalitarian ethic of voluntary simplicity. In order to hold office, 
the elected representatives on the Great Council were obliged to give away  
surplus wealth, ensuring that they were poorer than the people they led. 
As Cadwallader Colden, an eighteenth-century English colonial governor, 
reported:

Their Great Men, both Sachems (civil chiefs) and captains (war chiefs) 
are generally poorer than the common people, for they affect to give 
away and distribute all the Presents of Plunder they get in their Treaties 
or War, so as to leave nothing for themselves. If they should be once 
suspected of selfishness they would grow mean in the opinion of the 

Country-men and would consequently lose their authority.32

Our difficulty today in imagining a vow of poverty as a requirement for 
holding office gives a stark measure of the materialist foundations of our 
politics. 

The constitution of the Iroquois confederacy emerged sometime be-
tween the twelfth and fifteenth centuries as a result of a vision received by 
a messianic figure, Deganawidah. His Great Law of Peace (Kaianerekowa) 
provided the spiritual basis for democratic and peaceful governance unlike 
anything that existed in Europe. It gave women a key role as custodians of 
moral authority. Clan mothers would nominate chiefs to serve on the Grand 
Council and then observe the sessions without participating directly, but 
retaining the power to impeach any leader who failed to serve the collective 
good. Since women had a primary role in caring for the very young, they 
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were assumed to be less tempted by power and glory. So they were also put 
in charge of moral education, as custodians of a political culture based on 
honesty, generosity, and love of community. 

Cadwallader Colden, who spent more than half a century in colonial 
service in America, finishing his career as lieutenant governor of the colony 
in 1761, is one of the primary sources from the period. He was adopted by the 
Mohawks, and in 1747 he published the second extant book on the Iroquois. 
He was struck by the extraordinarily high-minded quality of their leaders 
who “never execute their Resolutions by Compulsion or Force Upon any of 
their People.” Rather, “Honour and Esteem are their principal Rewards, as 
Shame and being Despised are their Punishments.”33 

Like Bushmen, the Iroquois are an example of an attempt to institution-
alize something like the Platonic ideal: that kings and chiefs should be lovers 
of truth and righteousness rather than wealth and power. Implicit in this is 
the insight that the ultimate foundation for the just and good society resides 
in the souls of its members. No institutional order can produce justice if 
those in charge are small minded or corrupt. Not surprisingly, a number of 
the framers of the US Constitution were deeply impressed by this example 
of indigenous democracy. Benjamin Franklin, like Colden, was moved to in-
voke the political wisdom of these so-called “ignorant savages” in exhorting 
his fellows to construct a union. 

It would be a very strange thing if Six Nations of Ignorant Savages 
should be capable of a Scheme for such an Union and be able to ex-
ecute it in such a manner, as that it has subsisted Ages, and appears 
indissoluble, and yet a like union should be impracticable for ten or a 
dozen English colonies.

Ultimately, the Constitution of the United States incorporated key 
structural features of the Iroquois confederacy, in particular the principles 
of the separation of powers and of checks and balances. However, more 
radically democratic ideas like female suffrage were ignored. Oren Lyons, 
a contemporary “faithkeeper” of the Onondaga and a political philosopher, 
has pointed out that the most important omission was the spiritual law on 
which all other principles and practices rested: the notion of the sacredness 
of the natural world and all its creatures . . . including humans.34 

Instead, the European founding fathers inserted Adam Smith’s pseudo-
scientific law of the invisible hand of the free market, a well-intentioned 
rationalization that encouraged individuals who own property to focus  
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exclusively on immediate self-interest. From an Iroquois point of view, the 
outcome was easily predictable: rule of the wealthy, by the wealthy, for the 
wealthy — a plutocracy. Over two centuries ago Colden was honest and as-
tute enough to see how elevating private interest as the primary principle for 
public conduct was inevitably corrupting. 

Alas! we have reason to be ashamed that these Infidels, by our Conver-
sation and Neighborhood have become worse than they were before 
they knew us. Instead of Vertues, we have only taught them Vices that 
they were entirely free of before that time. The narrow Views of private 

interest have occasioned this.35

Colden’s image of the contrast between the moral integrity of Iroquois 
leadership and the corruption of our politicians brings us back to the central 
issue for politics and philosophy, the psyche, or soul, of the individual and its 
attunement to the good of the whole — the big picture. 

The Big Picture — Everyone a John Locke

No community, tribe, nation, or society can persist as a coherent entity with-
out a shared narrative of meaning. Such narratives function as mythologies, 
answering the fundamental questions of mythology: Who are we? Where do 
we come from? What allegiance do we have to this shared way of life? What 
should we seek?  

Our existence is deformed without emotionally resonant and true my-
thologies. Poststructuralist scoffing at such grand narratives of meaning and 
the refusal to construct any sort of big picture to guide action results in the 
reproduction of the status quo — the anthropocentric and materialistic nar-
ratives of industrial capitalism. The shared mythic framework of Bushman 
cosmology is compact but locates the human condition emphatically in the 
in-between. Shamanically assisted openness to paradox dissolves ego-driven 
certainty and fosters empathy, generosity, and good feeling, helping keep op-
posing principles in balance. Mutual understanding and mutual concern are 
much easier in such a spiritually attuned frame of mind. Discussion flows 
more smoothly and moves toward the bigger picture. 

In the Bushman band, their natural tendency to consider the whole is 
reinforced by the fact that the social whole is not an abstraction like the 
nation-state. Rather, it is concrete and easily grasped: a collection of indi-
viduals, present and accounted for, each with his or her own idiosyncrasies, 
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frailties, and virtues. Everyone is part of a human-animal complex, walking 
on the same earth, sleeping under the same moon and the same constella-
tions of stars. The very structure of the primal band, represented by the circle 
of discussants facing one another around the campfire, requires that people 
live much of their lives in front of one another. In this situation, mendacity 
and hypocrisy are more quickly exposed. Facing one another, people find it 
easier to empathize with opposing positions around the circle and accord-
ingly less risky to expose themselves. We can imagine going around the circle 
questioning ourselves, questioning others, thinking about the contribution 
of each. Knowing the stories that shape differing perspectives drives the dis-
cussion toward inclusivity. When focused by the truth quest, a multiplicity 
of viewpoints can be integrated into a shared bigger picture. 

With the rise of civilization, the construction of such normative, numinous 
big pictures of the human condition has been increasingly reserved for the 
“chiefs,” the professionals and experts of political philosophy. In the primal 
band, everyone participates in discussions concerning the good of the whole; 
everyone grapples directly with the primordial mysteriousness of the early 
times; everyone is philosopher-royalty. 

Just as each individual draws from and contributes to this shared myth-
ological context, so each Bushman adult has direct access to experiencing the 
spirit world of the early times through shamanic trance. Each individual has 
what Emerson demanded: a philosophy based on an original experience of 
the universe. This situation is both empowering and humbling. We all have 
something to say about the big issues, but none of us has all the answers. 
There are no certainties. However, this is not the relativism of every opin-
ion being equally significant. Perspectives are meaningful — truthful — to 
the degree that they follow the discipline of the primal dynamic. Minimal 
criteria are embodied in the four elementary practices and values of primal 
politics, the discipline of the quest. 

In summary, the three dimensions of experience most characteristic of 
traditional Bushman life are also the three most removed from our own way 
of life. They offer a dramatically expanded and deepened vision of what it 
means to be human and thus a more reliable foundation for the quest and 
for a new politics. These three dimensions are as follows:
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• Politics and the quest take place in public, through open-ended 
face-to-face-discussion and storytelling in an egalitarian and demo-
cratic situation where children, adults, and the elderly all face one 
another and express their needs, opinions, and visions directly. This 
is symbolized as the innermost core of the mandala of primal poli-
tics (page 118).

• Politics and the quest are embedded in a living wilderness ecology 
where animal and human communities regularly cross the bound-
ary separating them, and where this boundary crossing can be expe-
rienced as ecstatic and enchanted — having the aura of the sacred. 
This is symbolized by the area surrounding the outermost circle in 
the mandala of primal politics.

• Politics and the quest are equally embedded in the inner invisible 
dimension of the psyche — the “nonmaterial pole” of conscious-
ness. Bushmen called this inner reality the spirit world, which is 
also a part of the early times, equivalent to the Australian Aborigine 
dreamtime. We can regard this dimension of reality as the inner 
depths of outer wilderness as it is experienced by the self-reflective 
searching individual also represented by the innermost circle, the 
truth quest. 

From the point of view of the classical Greek polis we can regard the 
Bushman band as the ultra-polis: smaller than the polis, more personal, 
more egalitarian, totally self-sufficient, and with universal participation in 
discussion as the primary medium of both the truth quest and governance. 
This is the political-economic foundation of deep democracy, a discussion-
based epistemology that feeds and is fed by the arete of the whole person. It 
supports and is supported by each individual’s direct participation in con-
structing a shared normative big picture. The preliterate bushman, while ig-
norant of the sad and brilliant history of civilization, and largely unaware of 
the impending crisis of globalization, is ironically closer to a political phi-
losophy of original insight than we are. In a real sense, each Bushman is the 
author and creative agent of his or her own political cosmology in a far more 
robust fashion than the citizen of the bureaucratic nation-state . . .everyone 
is a Socrates, everyone is a John Locke. 
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“if you don’t dance,  
you die”
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The springbok seems to be coming, I can feel the dark hair on the springbok’s 
flanks. Go climb up on the rocks over there so you can look around on all sides! 
I feel the springbok feeling. . . . I am used to feeling that way: I have a sensation in 
my calves as if the blood of the springbok dripped down on them.

— Bushman hunter-shaman1

In that place far-off, where //Kabbo once lived,
the sorcerers, dancing, would fall into a trance.
Wanting us to believe they were no longer men,
our sorcerers would turn themselves into birds. . . . 

In //Kabbo’s place, far off, and still farther. . .
We lived, then, in a world of men become birds.

— Dia!kwain, a nineteenth-century /Xam Bushman2 

 
Tracking is like dancing. You are talking with God when you are doing these 
things.

— !Nqate, Bushman hunter, The Great Dance: A Hunter’s Story
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The Veil between the Worlds

In 2010, the idiosyncratic filmmaker Werner Herzog took the general public, 
for the first time, on a filmic journey into the previously restricted cave of 
Chauvet-Pont-d’Arc in southern France. In The Cave of Forgotten Dreams,3 

he confronts us with vivid, beautifully formed painted images from the 
early days of human symbolic consciousness. The cave was discovered in 
1994 when spelunkers entered the Chauvet vault, which had been sealed by a 
rockfall for twenty thousand years, and found on its walls some of the oldest 
painted images in the world, going back some thirty-two thousand years. As 
Herzog’s handheld camera tracks over the torch-lit wall, the images seem 
to leap off the textured surface. In the Megaloceros Gallery of ancient her-
bivores, a series of four shaggy-maned horse heads gives the impression of 
animation. Below, sketched in confident outline, two rhinos face each other, 
horns locked in what looks like the sort of gripping encounter our hunting 
ancestors must have periodically witnessed.

One does not have to be an anthropologist to sense the passion and 
focused intention that went into the execution of the art. These are not 
doodlings or the casual sketches of a playful child. The original hunting-
gathering cultures, like the animals depicted, have disappeared from the 
landscape of Europe, making it difficult to know anything of the intention of 
the long-dead artists or the meanings of the paintings. The power and preci-
sion of the images, however, make it clear that something profound was stir-
ring in the human imagination many thousands of years before civilization.

Southern Africa has a tradition of rock art related to that found in Europe, 
but it differs in a number of important respects. The most significant is a 
connection to a living indigenous, shamanic culture — that of the San Bush-
men, whose lineage has continued to hunt the big game of southern Africa 
since the great global human migration. This connection, established over 
the past few decades of intensive research, makes it possible to understand 
the shamanic significance of many of the South African paintings. Since 
there are a number of connections between the southern African and the 
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European tradition, it is also now possible to make a reasonable guess at 
some aspects of the European art. Considering the two traditions together 
reinforces our understanding of the shamanic religion of hunter-gatherers 
as ubiquitous and ancient. As we now examine how seamlessly politics and 
religion were interwoven for the San, we can imagine ideas for healing our 
own morally and spiritually debased way of life. 

The European paintings are contained in some three hundred underground 
rock art sites, which are generally dark and inaccessible and often danger-
ous. The southern African art adorns some fifteen thousand open-face rock 
shelters — often with breathtaking views — where people lived, ate, danced, 
and sang. Since the paintings are exposed to the elements, they quickly fade, 
making dating much more difficult. However, pieces of buried painted rock 
from the Apollo 11 cave in Namibia have been positively dated to between 
twenty-seven and twenty-five thousand years old — roughly within the time 
frame of the oldest European paintings.4 The southern African tradition also 
includes numerous rock engravings, some of which have been dated as sev-
eral thousand years old.5 

In addition, already mentioned discoveries of a seventy-seven-thousand-
year-old piece of carved ochre — ochre being one of the primary ingredients 
in the rock painting — and one-hundred-thousand-year-old ochre painting 
kits at Blombos Cave on the coast of South Africa suggest this tradition of 
symbolic rock art might be very much older. This evidence, together with the 
findings of San material culture at Border Cave, dated to forty-four thousand 
years ago, indicates a southern African tradition of symbolic and possibly sha-
manic activity forty thousand years or more prior to the European paintings.

While there are significant differences between the African and Euro-
pean traditions, there are striking similarities. These include naturalistic 
representations of many animals, including in Europe some now-extinct 
species like bison, lion, and mammoth. More interestingly, both traditions 
contain abstract, complex patterns of grids and the distinctive enigmatic 
therianthropes — images combining human and animal features in a variety 
of combinations of limbs, hooves, fins, wings, and horns. The Drakensberg 
painting that helped initiate my baboon revelation contains a classic the-
rianthropic figure in the form of an upright human figure with antelope 
hooves and an antelope face. Both traditions have fantastic creatures that 
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seem utterly mysterious. Many of the paintings in both traditions were ex-
ecuted with the sort of focused intention and effort indicative of their value 
and meaning to the artist. 

What did the paintings mean? Why, in Europe, were they painted in such 
inaccessible, dark, dangerous, and uncomfortable caverns? Why in southern 
Africa did they adorn thousands of open-air rock shelters where the people 
chose to live? Why were figures superimposed on one another? What of the 
part-human, part-animal therianthropes and the mysterious monster-like 
pictures? Why did they suddenly appear as if out of nowhere? 

The history of the academic study of prehistoric art is a cautionary tale 
of arrogance and the power of preconceived ideas to determine perception. 
Because most of the paintings were first discovered in France and Spain, 
European scholars dominated the field, and in fact, many of the European 
paintings have been off-limits to the general public since their discovery. 
Revealingly for the power of wholistic thinking, it was some of the early 
amateurs — like Marcelino Sanz de Sautuola, who in 1879 found the first 
prehistoric rock paintings in the cave at Altamira — who immediately intu-
ited their great antiquity. Sautuola’s estimation of the great age of the paint-
ings was almost universally ridiculed by an academic community, caught 
up in Eurocentric conceits of linear progress, refusing to believe that the 
magnificently painted bison could be the work of our barbarous ancestors. 
It was only after Sautuola’s death, and after twenty-three years of his being 
vilified and accused of fraud, that scholars examined the paintings carefully, 
recognized their error, and apologized. The apology was most dramatically 
delivered in an article “Mea culpa d’un sceptique” (mea culpa of a skeptic) 
by one of the leading prehistorians and skeptics, Emile Cartailhac.6 Ironi-
cally, years later the apology continued to receive more acclaim than the 
much maligned Sautuola for his correct interpretation. 

 European scholars were also hampered by the fact that they worked 
without any surviving tradition of European hunting-and-gathering cul-
tures, which might have given clues as to the intention of the artists. Once 
more caves were discovered and the antiquity of the Altamira art was more 
generally accepted, a variety of fairly arbitrary interpretations were pro-
posed for the images, ranging from art for art’s sake and hunting magic to 
a complicated scheme of animal totemism. Some scholars even postulated 
intricate patterns linking the position, gender, and presumed meaning of 
the painted animal to the architecture of the cave, as if the early artists were 
anticipating academic fashion in a kind of primal structuralism. 
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By the 1980s, all the theories advocated up to then, including the or-
thodoxies that had dominated the field, had been thrown out as worthless. 
The European scholars, chastened by the clumsy dogmas of the past, seemed 
to retreat into a know-nothing skepticism, very much in the spirit of the 
revisionist deconstructionists of the Kalahari debate. Meanwhile, exciting 
advances were being made by South African scholars in interpreting the 
southern African rock paintings.7 

Their work now makes it possible to synthesize a number of bodies of 
recent research into a reasonably coherent hypothesis: that Bushman sha-
manism is a contemporary expression of one of the oldest forms of religious- 
spiritual practice, one depicted in much of the southern African rock art. 
Since there are some fairly obvious connections between the southern Afri-
can and the European paintings, the South African research suggests a simi-
lar shamanic meaning for at least some of the European paintings. Taken 
together, the two bodies of scholarship deepen our understanding of the role 
of spiritual experiences in ordering human society. The research fields this 
involves are as follows: 

• The wealth of southern African rock art paintings that extend from 
prehistory into modern times, giving European scholars access to 
some of the last firsthand accounts from Bushmen familiar with this 
type of painting. 

• Recent research from archaeology and genetic mapping that sug-
gests that the European Paleolithic artists were most likely the de-
scendants of the southern African hunter-gatherers who moved out 
of Africa some fifty thousand years ago.

 • One of the world’s largest collections of nineteenth-century ethno-
graphic sources — the Bleek and Lloyd collection — recording the 
language and cosmology of the now-extinct South African Bush-
man cultures associated with the paintings.

• Ethnography on contemporary Bushman shamanism in the Ka-
lahari Desert, where there are no rocks and therefore no existing 
rock art tradition but where the trappings of shamanic dance and 
accounts of living shamans can be linked to the ancient paintings 
farther south.

• The larger context of comparative shamanism, and the psychology 
and philosophy of altered states of consciousness.
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What this research suggests is that the humans who left Africa to populate 
the planet most likely already had protoshamanic practices linked to ochre 
paint and quite possibly a shamanic rock-painting tradition. My hypoth-
esis is that this shamanic Ur-religion emerged as a primordial balancing and 
guiding response to the evolutionary emergence of self-reflective conscious-
ness and the human predicament of living in the in-between. The following 
three chapters suggest that shamanism in general and Bushman shamanism 
in particular have lessons that can be applied today in helping us recreate a 
spiritually based truth quest as a foundation for a new politics. 

Connecting the Dots

The foundation for understanding Bushman cosmology, and using it as a 
framework for understanding Bushman shamanism and southern African 
rock art, was laid by a German philologist, Wilhelm Bleek, who came to South 
Africa as an interpreter and in 1862 became curator of the Grey collection 
of the South African Library. Bleek was first introduced to Bushman culture 
in the 1860s when a number of /Xam Bushmen were brought back to Cape 
Town as prisoners of war from the frontier territory on the edge of the Ka-
lahari Desert. He obtained permission from the governor to have a few of 
the prisoners live with him, his wife, and his sister-in-law, Lucy Lloyd, for 
the purpose of learning their language and culture. Fascinated, Bleek started 
recording their folklore, mythology, and stories, and spent the rest of his short 
life working with six main /Xam collaborators. At least one of them, a man 
named //Kabbo (whose name means “dream”), seems to have been a shaman. 

Between 1870 and his death in 1881, Bleek, together with Lucy Lloyd, 
compiled a /Xam dictionary and recorded over twelve thousand pages of 
folklore and stories in the largest ethnographic collection on any single 
group of hunter-gatherers.8 Bleek was also one of the first scholars to come 
across accounts from San who had direct experience of the rock-painting 
tradition, and so he became one of the first to recognize the religious signifi-
cance of much of the art.9 

One of the key sources for Bushman interpretations of the paintings 
comes from Joseph Orpen, who in 1873 was appointed British magistrate of 
an area in the northeast of South Africa near the Drakensberg mountains. 
Misleadingly called “Nomansland,” the area was in fact occupied by San, vari-
ous Bantu tribes, and Griqua (a nomadic Coloured group descended from the  
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Khoikhoi Griqua). In 1874, Orpen was ordered to go into the mountains to 
capture a Bantu (Hlubi) chief named Langalibalele. Realizing he needed an ex- 
pert guide, he hired what he called a “half-tame” Bushman by the name of Qing. 

Today, the Drakensberg still contains one of the greatest concentrations 
of the most complex and the most explicitly shamanic rock paintings. Or-
pen already had an interest in the rock paintings, had made copies of some, 
and had been in communication with George Stow, a self-taught geologist 
who also made many vivid copies of paintings from all over South Africa. 
Orpen was an educated and sensitive person who got on well with Qing and 
encouraged him to talk about his culture. Qing, it turned out, had firsthand 
knowledge of the methods and intentions of the painters and started inter-
preting the paintings for Orpen, who, without fully understanding, duti-
fully copied down what he was told. Confusion about the meanings of the 
paintings was compounded by the fact that Qing’s explanations had to be 
translated into sePhuti (a Bantu language), which was then translated into 
English. Plus, as we now know, Qing was talking about trance experiences 
that were utterly unfamiliar to Victorian England, and he was doing so using 
highly metaphorical language. 

Bleek obtained copies of Orpen’s drawings without Orpen’s detailed re-
port, which was only published later in The Cape Monthly Magazine. Bleek 
immediately questioned his /Xam collaborators about the meaning of the 
images, and so established an independent line of interpretation. When 
Bleek put all this together, he was convinced that the paintings were not 
“mere daubings” or an “idle pastime” but expressed “ideas that most deeply 
moved the Bushman mind, and filled it with religious feeling.”10 Today, we 
can read Orpen’s record of Qing’s comments with the benefit of subsequent 
scholarship, and it is quite clear that Qing used terms to describe events that 
correlated with shamanic practices and experiences. These brief but friendly 
encounters between Bushman and European constitute the most detailed 
direct insight we have about the intentions and meaning of the southern 
African paintings. 

At the time, the notion that Bushmen possessed a subtle and com-
plex religious sensibility went against the prevailing racism, which pre-
ferred to see Bushmen as little more than animals of the veldt who had no 
moral claim to the land they occupied — land that the colonists coveted. 
So this early interpretive approach was sidelined; it was effectively buried  
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in the fifties and sixties under the avalanche of quantitative fieldwork, which 
focused on counting and measuring the paintings and trying to draw simple 
statistical correlations between image, frequency, and location. Bleek and 
Lloyd’s work was largely ignored until the 1970s, when an interdisciplin-
ary team rediscovered its significance for connecting the dots between the 
paintings, contemporary Bushman ethnography, and cross-cultural studies 
on shamanism. At the heart of this interpretation is the trance experience of 
the shaman, which stands at the center of the religious and political life of 
the San Bushmen. 

Stories of the Early Times

Bushman mythology, or kumkummi — the Bushman oral tradition of sto-
ries, myths, folklore, and history that Bleek and Lloyd recorded — helps pro-
vide the big-picture cosmological framework for understanding Bushman 
politics with the trance experience at its center. Mythic narrative itself can 
be understood as a kind of living archaeology of consciousness connecting 
the experiences of the storyteller to the oldest and deepest patterns of mean-
ing through complex metaphors and stories. As consciousness differentiates 
into self-consciousness, stories surface in the inspiration of individuals as if 
“coming from far off.” In the words of one of the last surviving nineteenth-
century /Xam Bushman shamans, //Kabbo:

My fellow men are those who can listen to the stories
That come to them from far-off, floating through the air.
Even now they hear them come from places far away,

These stories like the wind, floating like the winds.11 

Stories float across the veldt between isolated groups of Bushmen, 
but they also float up, unasked, from the deepest, earliest glimmerings of 
consciousness to be welcomed and put into words in moments of quiet 
receptivity. Only narrative, the story, grasps the fundamental feature of con-
sciousness emerging, not as a fact, but as an event unfolding over time. We 
still participate in that continuous process, moving it forward as we live and 
tell the stories of our individual and collective lives. 

The largest narrative frame, the biggest picture, is the story of the cre-
ation of the cosmos within which the searching human emerges. The Bush-
man creation story focuses on a primary disruption — a fall from an earlier 
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undifferentiated state that the Bushmen call the “first times” or the “early 
times,” when “humans were like animals and animals like humans.” During 
the transition from the early times to the present, humans acquired fire and 
language, discovered their mortality, and started living according to norms. 
This is the primordial “leap” into human being — the appearance of a self-
conscious humanity separating itself from Voegelin’s larger It-reality. 

Megan Biesele, who spent many years collecting Bushman folklore in 
the 1970s, points out that storytelling is continually creative, existing only 
in memory and each new performance. Most of us who encounter folktales  
in print forget that every printed collection is an artifact of the time and place 
of the collection. What is remarkable is how the basic structure of the myths 
persists across time and place, making mythology simultaneously conserva-
tive and innovative. The fact that a core cosmology is shared among diverse 
Bushmen groups, in spite of the fact that everyone is free to tell his or her own 
version, is testimony to the depth and universality of the meaning.

The story of the hare and the moon is one of the most widespread of the 
myths dealing with the emergence of the human condition — the anxiety of 
mortality — the in-between. The fact that Mathias Guenther recorded some 
seventy versions of this myth reveals both its importance and how variability 
is taken for granted. The version quoted below is told from the perspective of 
the moon, which dies every month, only to be reborn. The moon first asks 
the hare — a trickster figure of the early times — to be its messenger to the 
village of the people and to tell them that from now on, when they die, they 
will not die forever but will be reborn like the moon. The hare gets it wrong, 
and he tells the people that, when they die, they will die forever. The hare’s 
mistake costs humans their immortality, and with fear of death comes the 
anxiety of living in the in-between and of making mistakes.12 

The style of the telling carries as much meaning as the content itself. The 
moon contrasts her own immortality with the mortality of all the creatures 
who, when they die, die forever. Biesele suggests the form of storytelling is 
almost a magical act, an invocation of a Noah’s ark list of some twenty species 
conjuring the presence and personality of the animals. “There is a certain way 
of stressing the syllable that appears in no other context. . . .The list becomes 
a singsong. The eyes glaze over. The first syllable goes way down in tone. The 
second, the pluralization, goes up high and then comes down again, trailing 
off from near-singing into silence. . . .The effect it conveys is of a dream land-
scape dotted with an impossible plenty of ‘kudus, . . .buffaloes, . . .eland, . . . 
giraffes.’ ”13
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[The moon speaks] 
I die, I live; living, I come again;
I become a new moon.
Man dies; man, indeed, dies; dying he leaves his wife.
When I die, I return, living.
The gemsbok. The gemsbok dies, the gemsbok dies, altogether.
The hartebeest. The hartebeest dies, the hartebeest dies, altogether.
The she-ostrich. It dies, it indeed dies.
The kudu. The kudu indeed dies, and dying, it goes away.
The springbok. The springbok dies and, dying, it goes away forever.
Myself, I die; living again, I come back.
The korhaan [bustard]. The korhaan dies; the korhaan dying,
goes away.
The cat does [die]; it dies. The cat goes away, dying.
The jackal. The jackal dies; dying, the jackal goes away.
The lynx goes away, dying.
The hyena. The hyena dies, it goes away, dying, dying. 
The eland. The eland dies and dying, it leaves.
Myself, I die. Living again, I come back.
People see me; people say: “Look, the Moon does indeed lie here;
it is grown, it is a Full Moon.”

Things which are flesh must indeed die.14

Biesele notes that storytellers approach this listing with a kind of relish. 
They love to count off the animals at any opportunity. If they think they 
missed one, they will start over from the beginning. This kind of passionate 
individualized telling and retelling, while the band sits face-to-face around 
the fire, represents the primordial political community in its essential ele-
ments. Anyone can tell the story his or her own way. Yet the telling is also 
conservative, symbolically connecting the individual to the human group 
and the animal community, and then both human and animal to the cosmic 
story. The creative, ritual telling becomes an act of participation, healing the 
anxiety of the in-between by symbolically invoking the community of being 
and making the human at home in the cosmos.

Trickster Metaphysics 

In the story of the moon and the hare, human beings become mortal be-
cause the hare is behaving like a bumbling trickster. The Bushman trickster, 
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like trickster figures in mythologies the world over, is an agent of transfor-
mation, and transformation is directly connected to the trickster’s typical 
character as a shape-shifter, neither fully one thing nor the other, someone 
betwixt and between all moral and ontological categories. The trickster is 
the embodiment of contradiction, creator and destroyer of norms, clown, 
monster, giver of fire, creator of worlds. Having such a confounding figure at 
the center of one’s worldview helps to keep the mind nimble as it moves be-
tween opposites, both creating meaning and tearing it down to make room 
for new creation. 

As Mathias Guenther points out, the trickster forms are prodigious. 
Usually but not always male, the trickster can take the form of a jackal or a 
louse or, as with the /Xam Bushmen, a little green flying insect — Kaggen 
(or trickster) — the mantis. He can also be humanoid, as in a black man “tall 
as a windmill,”* dressed in a loincloth and riding a giant dog, or a tall white 
man on a horse with a dark beard and “a chalk white face which shifts back 
and forth from handsome to hideous.” He can be part-human, part-animal, 
as in the therianthropic antelope-shamans depicted in the rock paintings. 
He can be incorporeal like the wind or sunshine, or monstrously deformed, 
as in this description by Guenther:

His thin body is ruffled and covered all over with spidery fibers. Nu-
merous big toes stick out from his cocoon-like cover, as though to com-
pensate for his having only one, eight-toed, crippled and misshapen 
leg. . . .His body was of such huge size that, when in pain of death, he 
gouged out the dry riverbeds of the central Kalahari with his thrashing, 
as well as formed rivers and rain clouds from his putrefying flesh and 

hair.15

As the agent of transformation, the trickster is the giver of norms, but 
as the prankster, he is also the enemy of all boundaries, flagrantly desecrat-
ing the order he has created. He plays tricks on others and also becomes the 
victim when they backfire. He is lustful and greedy, a parody of human ex-
cess who flouts the taboos surrounding the most powerful of animal drives, 
eating and sex. In one story, frantic gluttony drives this repulsive creature to 
cut off and eat pieces of his own flesh, screaming in pain as his greed over-
rides his agony. In another story, lust drives the baby trickster deity to kill 

* Southern African farmers typically get water by digging boreholes on their land and installing 
simple windmills to pump the groundwater into a dam.
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his father and try to rape his mother with comical results.16 Outrageous self-
contradiction seems his only consistent feature. In the ultimate reversal, this 
contradictory creature is also the creator of the universe. No wonder naive 
early Europeans dismissed such stories as barbaric — perverse and childish 
nonsense.

After many years living with the Ju/twasi, Lorna Marshall finally realized 
such self-contradiction could not just be dismissed as evidence of a failure 
of rationality. Rather, it seems to be an intentional expression of the irreduc-
ible paradox of human consciousness living in the in-between, caught in the 
tension of good and evil. 

The people obviously imagine the two ≠Gao N!a’s as different and 
speak of them in different manners. They tell tales of the old ≠Gao N!a 
without restraint, say his name out aloud, howl and roll on the ground 
with laughter at his exploits and humiliations. When they speak of the 
great one in the eastern sky, they whisper and avoid speaking his name. 
They offered no explanation for the radical difference of character and 
function between the two beings. Yet they think that somehow in the 
rightness of things these two beings must be one, so one they are said 

to be.17

Today, we have even more reason to be reflective and respectful of Bush-
man cosmology, for our own cosmic story rests on a similar trickster-like 
paradox. On the face of it, Western science, based on empirical rationalism,  
is antithetical to paradox and mystery. And yet our best scientific under-
standing of our origins tells us with increasing precision that billions of 
years ago the entire universe burst forth in an unimaginable explosion of en-
ergy. . .out of a point. What could be more contradictory than this first fact 
of modern cosmology — that the intricate magnificence of the earth, and by 
extension human consciousness, unfolded out of an event of unimaginable 
cosmic violence? The trickster reminds us that when talking about ontologi-
cally primary realms, we are invariably forced into expressions of coinciden-
cia oppositorum, a unity of opposites. 

Some of our most creative scientists who uncovered the story of the 
universe emerged on the other side of objectivity, fired up into mystics.  
Albert Einstein, the paragon of mathematical rationality, discovered, over 
and over, that the higher the mountain of knowledge, the larger the shadow 
of mystery. Knowing exists in a fundamental relationship to not-knowing. 
All norms exist in tension with the chaos of no norms. The only absolute is 
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that there are no absolutes. And this absolute itself might not be absolute. . . .
The trickster rules! 

Imagining the trickster as the creator of the universe encourages us not 
to take ourselves too seriously, to be more humble in the push-pull between 
inner and outer, self and other, individual and community, right and wrong. 
Trickster stories stimulate us to think dialectically about the lesser contradic-
tions of life and to be patient with those who argue with us. They coax us to 
stay open to the flow of thought from thesis to antithesis to creative resolu-
tion in a more expanded synthesis. 

This democratizing effect of trickster metaphysics is underlined by the 
fact that there is no Bushman Bible, no sacred scripture, no priestly bureau-
cracy, no fatwas or papal edicts. Modern scholars can be easily misled by the 
fact that the kumkummi come to us in published volumes as authoritative 
primary sources. But the text freezes the process of storytelling and obscures 
a primary function of myth as public performance, as politics. Primal poli-
tics gives individuals the freedom to embellish stories as they feel appro-
priate, including contemporary references to windmills, horses, dogs, and 
even the Boer farmer. For example, as a result of missionary work by the 
Afrikaans Dutch Reformed Church, even Jesso Cristo (Jesus Christ) makes 
an appearance. But Jesus is no longer the incarnation of sublime reason. 
Instead he has become a shape-shifting Bushman trickster, turning water 
into wine, feeding the multitude with a few loaves, and seducing Mary at the 
well. The metaphors are Christian, the meaning shamanic. All can retell the 
story in their own way, while still preserving the older, larger, more universal 
meaning.

Dancing Makes Our Hearts Happy

The healing or trance dance is a way of directly experiencing the life- 
enhancing energies of the trickster-mediated early times. Both historically 
and today, the dance is as democratic as storytelling — the kumkummi — 
in that it is a part of normal socialization and open to all. Everyone joins 
in, young and old, children, teenagers, and women with babies slung under 
their arms or tied to their backs. While older children might join the circle, 
the younger ones often play on the edges imitating the adults, stamping out 
the steps, clapping, pretending to go into trance, doubling over, collapsing, 
shaking, screaming, and laughing. Most adults attempt to enter deep trance, 
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but only about half the men and a third of the women succeed in becom-
ing accomplished and recognized healers. Since the dance is communal and 
open to all, it represents a radical democratization of shamanism. Almost all 
experience the shamanic world of spirit directly to some degree. 

 Twele, a contemporary Bushman, describes the dance as the single most 
important ritual activity in the life of the traditional Bushman band:

[The dance] . . . is the favorite thing for all Bushmen to do. We dance 
when we are happy and we dance when we are sad. When we get ready 
to hunt we dance because it helps us find the animal, and then after 
the kill we bring home the meat and dance again. We also dance when 
we feel sick. It helps us take away the sickness and it keeps us well. The 
dance is the most important aspect of our lives. It is our prayer, our 
medicine, our teaching and our way of having fun. Everything we do is 

related to that dance.18

As Twele indicates, dances are initiated for various reasons: before a hunt 
to control game, after a hunt to resolve any ill feelings caused by an unfair 
division of meat, to heal the sickness of a particular individual, or, as among 
the /Xam and Southern Bushmen, to bring rain by catching and killing a 
mythic rain animal. Whatever the pretext, everyone present is invigorated, 
everyone receives healing and guidance. The collectively generated ecstasy of 
the people who love to dance, like the collectively generated wisdom of the 
people who love to argue, bonds a collection of separate, and at times con-
tentious, individuals into a more loving, sharing band.

The way the dance is described in the literature is very similar to the 
way I have experienced it on two occasions. One time was as an observer- 
participant at Nyae Nyae in 1999, and then a number of times over several 
days in the central Kalahari near D’Kar in 2007. What follows is a compo-
site description based on published accounts and my own firsthand ob- 
servations. 

Typically, like most Bushman activities, the dance begins informally, 
with a few people collecting a stash of firewood large enough to keep the 
fire going throughout the night.19 Women gather around the fire, sitting in a 
circle, and start to clap and sing the ancient, haunting songs; these are intri-
cate, contrapuntal chants, with clapping weaving together several different 
rhythms at once. The songs have few words, but the tunes, together with 
the clapping and dancing, concentrate a kind of spiritual energy present in 
the dancers and the group, which Bushmen refer to as /num. This can be 
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understood as roughly equivalent to Henri Bergson’s élan vital, Chinese chi, 
Sanskrit prana, Hawaiian mana, or Hebrew ruach. The fire is the focal point, 
generating warmth, light, and its own /num, which holds and concentrates 
the group energy. As more people gather, dancers start stamping out a circle 
surrounding the singers. 

There is no fancy choreography, and the dance is not particularly pretty. 
The point is not display but transformation of consciousness. The danc-
ers move with short staccato jumps, lifting their feet only a few inches and 
stamping down; the typical sequence of four steps barely moves the dancer 
forward. Some dancers wear long belts of rattles made from dried caterpillar 
cocoons, with small pieces of stone and ostrich eggshell carefully inserted 
into the cocoons. Despite its simplicity, the dance is performed with such 
intensity that every step produces a rattling rainstorm of sound, shaking the 
flesh on the dancers’ bones and making their heads bob up and down. As the 
dancing, stamping, singing, and clapping continue for hours, the collective  
/num of the group gradually builds like a charge of static electricity, concen-
trating in the bodies of the individual healers. 

According to the Bushmen, /num normally rests at the base of the spine, 
but with activation it builds, slowly traveling up the spinal column. When it 
reaches the head, it boils, producing a highly agitated emotional state called 
kia, which is typically accompanied by jerking spasms, shaking, and shriek-
ing. As Kinachau, one of the old Ju/twasi healers, said, “You dance, dance, 
dance, dance. Then the /num lifts you up in your belly and lifts you in your 
back and you start to shiver. /Num makes you tremble; it’s hot. Your eyes are 
open, but you don’t look around: you hold your eyes still and look straight 
ahead.” Another powerful Ju/twasi healer, Kau Dwa, put it this way: “In your 
backbone you feel a pointed something and it works its way up. The base 
of your spine is tingling, tingling, tingling, tingling. Then /num makes your 
thoughts nothing in your head.”20

Kia is talked of as the deepest mystery, ultimately unknowable. Bushmen 
who have an unusual capacity to activate and work with /num are called 
/num k’’ausi, “owners of /num.” In the West, they would be called shamans, 
healers, or medicine men and women. Scholars have noted the similarity 
between the Bushman experience of kia through dance and the Indian yoga 
activation of kundalini energy through a variety of disciplines. Kundalini 
energy, like /num, resides at the base of the spine, sometimes imagined as 
a coiled snake. As it is activated, it rises, passing through and energizing a 
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hierarchy of emotional-cognitive centers called chakras. When it reaches the 
crown chakra, kundalini explodes in ecstatic visions and paranormal heal-
ing powers. The ancient Jewish mystical tradition of Kabbalah has a similar, 
even more intricate map of this inner emotional-cognitive landscape. The 
ten sphirot (numbers) seem to be a more finely differentiated version of the 
yogic chakras, arranged in a complex tree of life configuration, culminating 
again in the keter, or crown chakra. 

When the Brazilian psychiatrist and medical hypnotist Dr. David Ak-
stein studied trance in a variety of contemporary Afro-American religions 
like Umbanda and Candomblé, he realized a new term was needed — “kin-
esthetic trance” — to describe how repetitive dancing could lead to the 
expanded states of awareness of shamanic trance. It is precisely the extra-
ordinariness of the discipline — the endless, repetitive stamping, chanting, 
and clapping — that gradually overwhelms the rational everyday mind and 
opens consciousness to the larger extrarational field of information and en-
ergy. This is the sense in which I use the term trance. While many Western 
and Eastern traditions access transcendence through meditational disci-
plines, which quiet the mind and the body, the dance attains similar states by 
the opposite approach — hyperarousal of the body.21

Since the ego is identified with the everyday self we rely on for survival 
within a particular society, disabling the ego is ipso facto a bit like dying 
a “little death.” The purpose, of course, is to be “reborn” more whole and 
healed. For this reason kia, like the hallucinogenic journey, is both exhilarat-
ing and frightening, healing and dangerous. While everyone dances, only a 
few go through the little death into deep trance and become powerful heal-
ers. Katz describes one initiate new to the experience: 

He has a look of tremendous fear as he dances. The singing, clapping and 
dancing in general are at a high pitch of intensity. Kia is threatening to 
overwhelm him, and he runs away from the dance. But instead of letting 
him stay away from the dance, two people go and take hold of him, one 
from the front, the other from behind, and physically bring him back to 
the dance. The three of them then continue dancing in the circle, remain-
ing in physical contact, as the singing reaches a new level of intensity. 
They bring the fearful one back to what he most fears, but they are now 

physically with him. He is able to go through his fear and into kia.22 

Sometimes the healers will fall to the ground shaking, trembling, moan-
ing, and shrieking. Others will come around and massage the fallen healer, 
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helping the /num to flow. Sometimes the dance is so prolonged and so in-
tense that the shaman will bleed from the nose (most likely due to a com-
bination of exertion and dehydration). This was so common that early 
European explorers to South Africa also described it as the “dance of blood.” 
The blood itself is then thought to contain /num and will be wiped in char-
acteristic streaks on the face. Typically, dancers will use dancing sticks to  
help prop themselves up so they can control the /num and move their inten-
tion between deep trance and attending to the healing of the surrounding 
community.

With kia, the /num k’’ausi acquire extraordinary powers, as can some 
yogis who activate kundalini energy. In the case of Bushmen, this includes 
handling fire, “seeing the insides of people,” diagnosing illness, traveling 
great distances, negotiating complex but invisible inner landscapes, climbing 
the “ropes” or “ladders” of light to “God’s home,” and then through these ex-
ertions bringing balance and healing to human affairs. As the Ju/twasi healer 
Kau Dwa said, “When you kia . . .you see people properly just as they are. . . . 
You’re looking around because you see everything, because you see what is 
troubling everybody.”23 Sometimes sickness is understood as the attempt of 
the dead to pull one of the living into their realm. The healer might then 
engage in a struggle with the ancestral spirits on behalf of the sick living rela-
tive. Other times healing involves removing “arrows of sickness” and sending 
in good arrows of healing. Some dancers carry fly whisks made from the 
tail of wildebeest, eland, or giraffe; these appear only during the dance and 
are used to flick away arrows of sickness. As we will see, they are sometimes 
depicted quite clearly on the rock paintings. 

There is no strict sequence, but a typical progression to deep trance 
might start off with a range of perceptual and bodily distortions — flashing 
lights like the illuminated zigzag patterns and nested arcs associated with the 
onset of a migraine headache and a common theme in rock paintings. This is 
also often followed by feelings of legs and arms elongating, and experiences 
of floating, flying, or swimming, another common theme in rock paintings. 
In the mythology of shamanic societies animals are often the gatekeepers to 
the spirit world and shamans commonly report experiences of encountering 
animal spirits or, more dramatically, “becoming animal” or “connecting to” 
the animal within — the realm of psychic life normally kept under lock and 
key by the civilized, focused ego. Reports from some of the old /Xam shamans  
describe entering trance and feeling the hair on the nape of the neck standing  
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up as one turns into a spirit lion, which can then travel great distances, 
gather information, and when necessary act against enemies. A common 
spirit animal connected with the trance experience is the prized food an-
telope, the eland, which when killed releases its /num to be channeled by 
anyone present. This encounter with the animal within — the shape-shifting 
werewolf of European folklore — metaphorically expressed the encounter 
with wilderness, both inner and outer, which gives us a perspective outside 
of ourselves necessary for insight and healing. Once this boundary has been 
crossed, the shamanic universe opens.

The White Man Dances

The life of the urban Westerner is so radically different from that of the Ka-
lahari Bushmen that the technique of the dance might strike us as bizarre 
and the descriptions of the trance experience fanciful. There is one European 
anthropologist — Bradford Keeney — who has succeeded in penetrating the 
depths of the Bushman trance experience and bringing back some univer-
sal wisdom. Keeney did more than successfully enter trance; he eventually 
became a powerful healer in his own right, recognized by some of the most 
revered Bushman shamans as well as by Western scholars.

Keeney was perhaps an unlikely candidate for his role of boundary 
crosser, as a southern white who was raised a devout Baptist in his grand-
father’s church in Missouri. Yet he was also primed for shamanism by a 
passionate Christianity and natural gifts for improvisational jazz, modern 
science, and spontaneous mystical ecstasy. He went through a rigorous West-
ern academic initiation, gaining a PhD in psychology, training as a psycho-
therapist, and collaborating briefly with the famous Gregory Bateson before 
integrating this all in his own form of Bushman shamanism. 

The first dramatic stage of his initiation occurred spontaneously while a 
student at the University of Missouri in 1971, when he was suddenly gripped 
by a classic kundalini-awakening religious experience. Late one unusually 
sunny and warm winter afternoon he was casually walking along a campus 
sidewalk when a general feeling of peace and well-being started to build until 
it slowly climaxed into a full-blown ecstatic mystical vision. As the experi-
ence grew in intensity, Keeney found his way into the empty university cha-
pel, where he sat for the rest of the evening, swept up in the most profound 
experience of his life. 
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The inside of my body began to get heated. The base of my spine felt 
like an oven that was getting progressively warmer until it burned with 
red-hot coals. As the inner heat turned into what felt like molten lava, 
my body began to tremble. . . .The fireball began to crawl slowly up my 
spine. It had a purpose of its own and nothing was going to stop it. 
Like a baby, after the breaking of its mother’s water, this birth was de-
terminedly on its way. As the lava like movement crept upward, heat 
spread throughout every cell in my body. I was on fire. My legs, ab-
domen, arms and especially my hands felt as though they could melt 
through metal.

When the fire came to my heart, the spiritual lightning struck. It 
was like being pierced in some unintelligible way. My heart was opened 
and, rather than bursting, it grew and grew. . . .Soon my body had no 

boundaries — my head had encompassed all of space and time.24 

The expansion of consciousness climaxed as an ultimate big picture, 
where the point of consciousness became identified with the entire physi-
cal universe. Keeney writes, “There was no ‘I’ having ‘the experience’ — 
there was only unexamined experience.” His point of consciousness then 
plummeted to the emotional depths of meaning and value in human life, 
a profound love. So far this account could be that of any Bushman shaman 
experiencing kia — the boiling energy of trance. Then Keeney describes the 
appearance of images that have meaning only in terms of his religious and 
cultural frame: Jesus Christ, the Virgin Mary, and then a procession of saints. 
This soon led to the revelation that all religions were unified in the experi-
ence of love as healing:

My vision soon went beyond the Christian tradition, becoming a global 
revelation of what seem to be the truths of all the world religions. I 
witnessed images of Gandhi, the Buddha, Mohammed, holy medicine 
people, shamans, yogis, mystics, and a host of other sacred beings, all 
residing in immediate luminosity.

In this way I was shown that all religions and spiritual practice come 
from and return to the same source — a divine light born out of unlim-
ited and unqualified love. This love boils inside the inner spiritual vessel 
and makes the body quake at the slightest awareness of its presence.  
As I received what others later told me was “direct transmission,” “sar-
tori,” “cosmic consciousness,” and “spiritual rapture,” my body dripped 
with sweat and was baptized with tears that would not stop flowing. I 
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knew, without any doubt, that I was having the most important experi-
ence a human being could ever have. And I have never doubted since 
that time that an experience of that kind is the greatest gift a person can 

receive.25 

The revelation was a turning point in Keeney’s life and inspired him to 
devote his life to healing. He eventually developed his own unique therapeu-
tic modality, part psychoanalysis, part improvisational therapy, part body 
work. 

Then in 1990 he saw John Marshall’s 1969 film N/um Tchai26 on Bush-
man trance healing and immediately realized that this ancient culture had at 
its center the sort of ecstatic “shaking” healing that had come to him spon-
taneously. Keeney tells a scarcely believable story of vivid dreams, waking 
visions, and synchronous encounters that eventually guided him to a place 
in the Kalahari where he would meet Twele, a teacher he had earlier seen in 
a dream. Twele appeared, greeted Keeney as if he had been waiting for him, 
and later introduced him to the dance: 

I didn’t dance that night. It’s more correct to say that I was danced — 
I exerted absolutely no effort or willful intention. Twele and Mantag 
gracefully moved over to me and brought me into the line of men who 
were dancing around the fire. I had entered the dance and was doing 
it with no choreography, dance lessons, or understanding of what was 

taking place.27 

Keeney was convinced that the dance activated something deeply im-
printed in human psychology, which both he and the Bushmen immediately 
recognized: “The dance had caught me. The Bushmen noticed and clapped 
their hands, shouting with joy. They, too, knew that I had been snared.” 

We need to remember that Keeney approached the Bushmen as both a 
scientific observer and an eager participant. By that time Keeney was also 
an artist, mystic, and improvisational therapist. He was supremely prepared 
for that night, both in having had comparable prior experience of trance 
states and in his readiness to drop objectivity and participate in creating 
a collective experience. The researcher who maintains objectivity must in 
principle repress subjectivity. This, almost by definition, blocks attention to 
subtle changes in inner states that would be required for participation in 
something like an all-night Bushman rave under the stars in the middle of 
the Kalahari.
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 While the repressive ego has to discipline the impulses of the body in the 
interest of the workday world, the collective dance reverses the process. The 
ego takes the body to the dance, but once there the “African body electric” 
takes over and, as Keeney puts it, “the ego listens.” His experience was one 
of “being danced,” with information and healing coming spontaneously and 
gratuitously from the larger reality that creates and sustains us:

As I dance and shake, my material body feels as though it is dissolv-
ing. That is my experience. I become a cloud floating in the air. Images 
shift. Some people look like cloudy x-rays. I see dark spots on others 
that cry out to be touched. I act without thought or understanding. My 
hands are dowsing rods. They feel the tug of other bodies that want to 
be touched and shaken. All of this happens in a mind that is not mine 
but is all its own. This mind is outside the boundary of my skin. It is the 
mind of the dance. Everyone inside the circle is minded and mended by 
the greater pattern of connectivity. . . . I have become a human electrical 

transformer, a carrier of the life force.28 

The dance is passionate, both visceral and spiritual. Much of the healing 
takes place through touch, skin on skin, a technique Keeney calls “skinship.” 
Hands are used as dowsing rods, touching, stroking, fluttering, following 
their own wisdom. Healers in the depths of kia will even lie on top of those 
receiving healing, rubbing themselves to wipe the /num-rich sweat onto the 
other. Boundaries dissolve. It is not sexual but sensual; it is a collective ec-
stasy, a release of tension and stress, together with a mobilization of loving 
energy that produces collective healing. 

Since then, Keeney’s authenticity as a shaman healer has been recog-
nized by both Bushman healers and leading scholars on Bushman spiritual-
ity. A few years later, Megan Biesele, a leading Bushman ethnographer, spoke 
to two healers named /Kunta and ≠Ouma who danced with Keeney, and she 
concluded:

There was no question in their minds but that [Brad’s] strength and 
purposes were coterminous with theirs. I know this not only from 
[Keeney’s] books, [but] from talking myself, a year or two later, with  
/Kunta, ≠Ouma, and others who had danced with Brad. They affirmed 
his power as a healer and their enjoyment of dancing with him. His 
work honors them by taking the details of their healing tradition in an 

effective way to a wider public, as they requested him to do.29



“if You Don’t Dance, You Die” 241

As in all other activities, the community recognizes that each person 
brings different life experiences, attitudes, and attributes to the dance. This 
means that everyone can have a slightly different experience of what may 
still be a single multifaceted spiritual reality.30 Keeney is emphatic about the 
universal nature of the source and effect of /num: “It is love, the ‘big medi-
cine.’” He continues, writing that 

n/om is variously talked about as a kind of spirit, an energy-like elec-
tricity, and a divine power. Its source is love, arising from the deepest 
kind of passionate relationship human beings are capable of experienc-
ing — the same overpowering love that touches a couple when their 

child has just been born.31 

We can approach love quite pragmatically, without slipping into either 
mawkishness or metaphysics, by looking at its effects. When we love some-
thing, or someone, we enjoy it for its own sake. We lavish energy and atten-
tion on it simply for what or who it is, without regard to its practical benefit. 
When in the presence of the beloved, we experience it as a source of joy, we 
experience it as beautiful in itself, independent of its utilitarian value. At the 
same time we feel drawn to it, connected, related, and, in being related, at 
home and healed. As Keeney writes:

The Bushman’s spiritual gift pierces the sheltering armor of your 
psyche, deflates its ego-centered self-importance, and then paradoxi-
cally fills you with a spiritual essence that cannot be confined. This “fill-
ing” arises from an unspeakable mystery, compassionate love so strong 

you feel gentle empathy for everyone, including your enemies.32 

Here, then, we have a reliable, authentic Western translation of the 
Bushman trance dance that clarifies its role in Bushman society. Since, as 
we’ve seen, Bushman culture maintains a remarkable connection to ancient 
times, this translation helps us unravel a number of mysteries: the ethical 
egalitarianism of Bushman society, its fostering of the moral autonomy of 
the whole person, its storytelling and mythology, and even the evolutionary 
significance of shamnism.

 

Paradoxical Ethics

Shamanism is an essential aspect of this book’s model of primal politics, 
since it exemplifies a life dedicated to crossing boundaries and balancing  
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opposites, resulting in intense experiences of connection to the entire 

community of being. The mother of all boundaries is that between the hu-

man being and the rest of the natural universe. In rapture and other height-

ened states of consciousness, we cross from everyday consciousness into that 

great mysterious, creative life force coursing through each and every one of 

us from the day of our conception to the day of our death. This manifests as 

an inner aspect of the outer universe and is no less diverse and mysterious. It 

also impels us to follow our deepest passion, to be creative, to individuate, to 

cross the less rigid boundaries of everyday political life: the tensions between 

self and other, enemy and friend, wife and husband, parent and child. In this 

way shamanic ecstasy provides the spiritual energy that connects people to 

one another and to the community of all being while giving them the cour-

age and vitality to be fully themselves.

Bushmen recognized this process of boundary crossing and cultivated it 

as thuru,33 the process whereby things become “what they are not” and, in so 

doing, paradoxically, become more themselves. Thuru also describes the pro-

cess by which someone goes into rapture — kia — which the /num k’’ausi 

describe as “going beyond their normal selves.” Yet at the same time, they will 

say, “I want to have a dance soon so that I can really become myself again.” 

We also see thuru at work in the seasonal changes and the human life cycle 

of birth, growth, aging, and death. This is something similar to the dynamic 

interplay of yin and yang in Chinese philosophy or the unification of op-

posites in the flow of the Tao. Western philosophy has a related concept in 

the dialectical exploration of the in-between — the flow of awareness from 

thesis to antithesis into the larger truth of synthesis, which in turn provokes 

a new antithesis. And so the beat of thuru goes on, embodied in the shape-

shifting trickster of mythology.

Following this boundary-crossing logic, the Ju/twa make little distinc-

tion between levels of healing — physical, spiritual, social, and cosmic. On 

the contrary, healing is precisely a matter of reconnecting what has been 

separated. It is self-evident to the small community living on the veldt that 

a healthy mind requires a healthy body, which together depend on a healthy 

society in harmonious relation to heaven and earth. 



“if You Don’t Dance, You Die” 243

The crossing of boundaries also deepens the four primal values — each 
within itself as well as the back-and-forth dynamic among them. Kia expands 
the soul beyond the socially constrained persona, actualizing hidden poten-
tial. The dance begins by crossing the mind-body boundary as the stamping, 
singing, and clapping come together in a single shared intention. “Danc-
ing makes your body happy,” one shaman has said. Deeper levels of trance 
give the experience of encountering the animal within, the gatekeeper of 
the spirit world. Since “animal” is one of the complementary opposites  
of “human,” moving into animal consciousness helps expand one’s sense of 
self to include a richer spectrum of opposites — beyond what is convention-
ally good and bad. Keeney learned this earlier in his quest from a Cheyenne 
medicine man, William Tall Bull. Keeney writes that Tall Bull asked him: 
“How can you help others unless you know what it feels like to be drunk, 
financially broke, and filled with guilt?” 

Tall Bull tells Keeney he knows too much about being good; he says, “Go 
out and make a fool of yourself. Then you can come back and I might teach 
you something else.” So Keeney practiced being a bad boy, flunking out of 
class, cursing, drinking, and generally going over the top. 

I learned to recognize and appreciate the integrity of scoundrels, gang-
sters, tricksters and outsiders. Different truths are revealed when you 
change where you stand in life. From the muddy swamps, the successful 
city slicker looks rather moronic in the manicured suits and sterilized 
fingernails. As all good and low-down radicals know, from the outlook 
of Deep Truth the whole culture appears as a greed machine devoted 
to making profit off of ignorance and addictions. I went way down and 
got some views that changed me forever. That was part of my becoming 

a shaman.34 

This is also the teaching of the whole person C. G. Jung recommended 
to the would-be psychoanalyst: “to bid farewell to his study and wander 
with human heart through the world” in order to “know how to doctor the 
sick with real knowledge of the human soul.”35 We can also understand this 
teaching as a therapeutic version of the Greek ideal of the whole person — 
that is, pursuing arete, human excellence, by exploring strong and extreme 
experiences, by integrating opposites into the health and beauty of the whole 
human being.

As I discussed earlier, for Jung a central part of this process involved 
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integrating the shadow aspects of our psyche into consciousness. Everything 
ugly, primitive, abnormal, antisocial, and evil fills this cauldron of forgotten 
traumas, transgressions, impulses, and potentialities. Erich Neumann was 
one of the first of the Jungian thinkers to develop an ethic and a politics 
out of this Jungian concept. In Depth Psychology and a New Ethic, he points 
out that the processes of individuation, or psychological maturity and spir-
itual growth, all converge in the cultivation of a “living relationship with 
the shadow.” Such a relation brings home to the ego its solidarity with the 
whole human species and its history, “since it discovers within itself a host 
of prehistoric psychic structures in the form of drives, instincts, primeval 
images, symbols, archetypes, ideas and primitive behavior patterns.”36 All of 
this humbles the ego’s certitude and reminds us that it occupies only a very 
small and very recent part of psychic life. Rigid beliefs and ideologies rein-
force the isolation of the brittle ego and its childish repression of everything 
naughty and bad. 

Such maturity expands the compassion of the judge who can see himself 
sitting in the dock of the accused, or the adult who empathizes with the cow-
ering child, or the person who feels pain when seeing a dog beaten. As we saw 
earlier, this resonates with the original meaning of religion, from the Latin 
religare, “to reconnect.” Contained within the experience of reconnection is 
a sense of lost kinship recovered. There is an implied reciprocity in kinship, 
a sense of being recognized and feeling more at home and at peace in the 
universe, and in the process becoming more compassionate and loving.

A similar sense of thuru exists in the interplay between opposites in 
the Kabbalist teachings of Jewish mysticism, which, like shamanism and  
unlike some monastic and ascetic orders, is concerned with practical spiri-
tuality — tikkun ha’olam — healing and repairing the world.37 Like shaman-
ism, Kabbalah recognizes the authority of direct experience empowering  
the individual and dissolving bureaucratic authoritarianism. The same  
action can be transformed from good to bad depending on its place in the 
larger drama of life. The Kabbalist recognizes all judgments are inevita-
bly made with imperfect knowledge of the whole situation. A background  
of mystery always remains. Taking this to heart humbles certitude. Adin 
Steinsaltz, one of the great contemporary Kabbalists, writes in The Thirteen 
Petalled Rose:
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As a general rule, there are no attributes of the soul that are good or 
bad. . . . In certain societies and cultures, love, pity, compassion may be 
considered good; and yet there may also be occasions, outside these cul-
tures and even within them, when these qualities could be considered 
bad, leading one astray into sadness or sin. Similarly, pride, selfishness, 
and even hate are not always bad attributes. As the sages have said, there 
is no attribute that lacks it injurious aspect, its negation and failure, just 
as there is no attribute — even if connected with doubt and heresy — 

that has not, under some circumstances, its holy aspect.38 

Steinsaltz points out that in Hebrew good attributes are called good 
measures, which suggests that the value of an attribute or action is a matter 
of proportion. There is an implicit reference to the whole, that of the life of 
the individual, the community, and the cosmos. The same act can be good in 
one context and evil in another. Good and evil ultimately take their mean-
ing from the bigger picture — whether the action augments or diminishes 
life in its most expansive and conscious aspects (what Teilhard de Chardin 
called “complexity-consciousness”). This is where ideologues, fundamental-
ists, and simpleminded bigots get shipwrecked. If all value judgments are 
situational, then good and bad are matters of degree. There are no simple 
moral slide rules, no books of exhortations and prohibitions that can be un-
thinkingly applied to give the one true, good answer. Each human individual 
has to assume the burden of conscience and struggle for himself or herself 
to apply the discipline of the primal complex — self-knowledge, open free 
discussion, facing opposite experiences with openness, and then relating the 
part to the whole, the particular action to the bigger picture, in order to de-
termine the more righteous action. 

The primal ethic shifts the weight of responsibility from an authoritar-
ian church or ideological bureaucracy to the conscience and wisdom of the 
individuals most directly involved, guided by the loving community. An 
impatient and insecure mind, with no capacity for the tension of the in-
between, wants a world of black and white, where some external authority 
dictates quick and clear choices. When all one has to do is obey some exter-
nal authority, decisions can be quick and clear even if the consequences are 
horrendous for others. As Bushmen demonstrate, decision making without 
an imposed authority is rarely quick and efficient since it includes the loud 
opinions of everyone affected as the group calculates the consequences. But 
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face-to-face democracy serves a high “efficiency” in creating a more honest 
and caring community.

Democracy and Spirituality

One of the most striking features of Bushman religion is its radical egali-
tarianism. Unlike the esoteric Kabbalah and other hidden teachings, the  
dance is performed regularly in public, and its healing energy is available to 
all. The technique of ecstasy itself requires the cooperative community. The 
circle of singers and dancers around the fire, the intensity of the singing, the 
presence of the surrounding animals of the veldt, with the moon and Milky 
Way above — all these contribute to the ecstasy of kia. The power and in-
sight of those in kia is then integrated back into the community. 

All over southern Africa, non-Bushman healers — variously called san-
gomas, inyangas, and witch doctors — tend to recognize Bushmen as chil-
dren of the veldt who have the special power that comes from crossing the 
boundary into wilderness. But within traditional Bushman society, no special 
reward or power accrues to the shaman once the dance is over. There is no 
priestly class, no exclusive circle of initiates, and little to encourage the ac-
cumulation of psychic powers for selfish ends. Like hunting and beadwork, 
healing is something some do better than others and it is shared freely for the 
good of all. The ever-present community helps guard against the perennial 
danger in ecstatic spiritual work of ego inflation or spiritual materialism. The 
community helps remind us that contact with the divine is not the same as 
becoming God.39 

Shamanic insight still remains subject to ongoing discussion, critique, 
and reconstruction. The community confronts the individual with others 
who inevitably represent shadow aspects of the person. We can learn our 
sharpest lessons precisely from those who differ most from us, those who ir-
ritate us most, our opposites. What we detest in others is also what we most 
repress in ourselves — our shadows. Gaining an inner sense of our shadow 
allows us to take responsibility for it and avoid the pathology of project-
ing our evil onto others. The great danger for a psychologically immature 
culture occurs when primal archetypal energies are linked to ego certitudes; 
this was the case in the catastrophic possession of the German psyche during  
the Nazi regime. Thuru functions as the principle of the dialectic, which 
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forces us to confront consciously in face-to-face discussion what we wish to 
exterminate in ourselves and others. The thuru of discussion inoculates us 
against dogmatism, protecting us from overripe beliefs and concepts that 
become too fixed or real. Nelson Mandela’s approach to embracing the en-
emy Afrikaner is a magnificent example of thuru working in politics.* 

In our society, competitive individualism and short-term profit calcula-
tions reinforce ego boundaries and create isolation, anxiety, and loneliness. 
My gain is often someone else’s loss. This has generated colossal wealth to-
gether with a poverty of loving-kindness and extreme inequality. The emo-
tional economy of the dance amplifies enthusiasm for life as such, which 
spills over into loving-kindness toward others. Love, unlike wealth, is not 
part of a zero-sum transaction. The more one gives, the more the beloved 
loves life and returns the loving. What we learn from the San is not the 
simple platitude “all we need is love” but rather the importance of creating 
cultural and institutional frameworks for balancing materialism and com-
petitive individualism with wealth in loving relationships with the commu-
nity of beings. 

“Talking with God” — The Rosetta Stone of Rock Art

If we can connect the beloved trance dance of the San to the rock paintings, 
then we can consider the sudden appearance of rock art as a possible marker 
in the evolution of consciousness and in the development of shamanism as 
fundamental to human psychological and political health. In the conclusion 
to his film Cave of Forgotten Dreams, Werner Herzog talks of dreams and 
speculates on the meaning of the images and on the future of humanity. He 
also interviews Jean Clottes, director of prehistory for the Midi-Pyrenees, 
who has the distinction of being one of the first European scholars to rec-
ognize the possible relevance of southern African shamanism to the Euro-
pean Paleolithic art.40 Herzog, however, misses a wonderful opportunity and 
makes little mention of shamanism in the film. 

Herzog was partly inspired to make his film by an engaging article writ-
ten by Judith Thurman in the New Yorker in 2008. Thurman’s article gives 
a vivid account of Chauvet and a brief introduction to the current state 

* See chapter 12, “Our Primal Future,” for an extended discussion of Mandela’s politics.
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of scholarship. Yet she opens with a skepticism that seems to echo decon-
structionists who make a virtue of giving up any attempt to make meaning: 
“What those first artists invented was a language of signs for which there will 
never be a Rosetta stone.”41 

But is that really the case? Can we know nothing at all? The original  
Rosetta stone was an Egyptian tablet inscribed with a decree from King  
Ptolemy V, in the second century bce, in three languages. One script was the 
mysterious ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics, and the other two were Greek 
and Demotics, which were both known. The known languages describe the 
same decree, so it could be reasonably assumed that the hieroglyphics would 
do the same. They could then be decoded using the two known languages. 
The analogy of the Rosetta stone can be loosely used in a number of ways to 
make a good guess at the meaning of certain aspects of the European rock art. 

Deep in the Drakensberg Mountains of South Africa there is one paint-
ing that has been called the Rosetta stone of Southern African rock art. It 
links the shamanism of the Kalahari San, who, as mentioned, have no rock 
painting tradition, to the paintings of South Africa, where there is no longer 
a living shamanic culture. This is the same painting I had been staring at 

Detail of “Rosetta Stone” of Southern African rock art, Game Pass, Drakenberg  
Mountains. (Photo: Author)
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before my sunset communion with baboons. (See photographs and sketch 
below and on pages 250 and 251.)42 The painting depicts a large solitary eland 
positioned as it would be in its death throes, with an upright human-like 
figure touching the eland’s tail. The figure has an antelope head and similarly 
crossed legs. Instead of human feet, it has carefully painted quite unmistak-
able hooves. It also holds what seems to be clearly identifiable as a stick. 
There is a second figure in the typical bent-over pose of a dancing shaman. 
A third upright figure has an antelope head and hooves. 

When an eland has been shot with a poison arrow and is dying it low-
ers its head, bleeds, sweats, trembles, stumbles, and falls. Likewise, a dancing 
shaman who enters the trance also bleeds from the nose, sweats, trembles, 
stumbles, and falls. We also know that the eland, as the largest and most 
prized of the antelopes, is believed to be endowed with exceptional life-force 
potency, or /num. It is, par excellence, the animal that signifies the spirit 

Detail of therianthropic figure showing antelope head and hooves. (Photo: Author)
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world. Bushmen believe that when the animal dies, the /num is released 
and can be absorbed by those around the animal; for this reason, the trance 
dance is sometimes performed around the dead eland.

So if the painting is the unknown language, we can partially decode it 
using several known “languages”: the stories, myths, and cultural practices 
described both in nineteenth-century Bushman ethnography associated 
with the painters and in the recent discoveries from archaeology, linguistics, 

Detail of therianthropic shaman with antelope hooves. (Photo: Author)
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Adult eland bull, primary spirit animal of the San, in the Southern Kalahari.  
(Photo: Markus Faigle)

and genetic mapping connecting the culture of the painters to contemporary  
San who still practice a shamanic culture in the Kalahari. 

Contemporary Kalahari San ethnography tells us that the trance dance 
is the single most important religious and collective ritual, involving some 
visually striking markers: dancing sticks, fly whisks, the bent-over posture of 
the shaman, and nasal bleeding. Further, graphic descriptions connect the 
little death of the trance to the death of the antelope and the transforma-
tion of the shaman into the spirit of the antelope, a verbal equivalent of the 
therianthropic figure. 

The connections between the shamanic experience and the Drakensberg 
Rosetta Stone are clarified and taken deeper by the already-mentioned docu-
mentary film The Great Dance: A Hunter’s Story.43 The film-makers record 
three hunters from the modern-day /Gwi and !Xo bands of Bushmen of 
the Central Kalahari Desert as they track and hunt an adult kudu by run-
ning it to death. We watch the hunters finding the tracks and starting to 
act out the behavior of the kudu — what they call “putting on kudu mind,” 
trying to feel and think like the animal they are tracking. This is already 
a boundary-crossing discipline, stimulating more of the animal within to 
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surface. At midday the hunters spot the antelope and give chase. They run 
barefoot without stopping in what becomes a race against heat exhaustion 
between hunter and kudu. After several hours, only the master hunter still 
pursues the exhausted animal. The filmmakers follow at some distance in a 
jeep until the vehicle gets stuck in the sand, at which point a member of the 
team — an Olympic athlete — jumps out with a minicamera and runs after 
the hunter. Finally, the kudu suddenly stops and seems to give itself up to the 
hunter’s spear. 

Afterward, the hunter explains his experience of the hunt. He describes 
how during the course of the hunt the barriers between inner and outer, 
hunter and kudu, break down. He talks about “entering kudu mind. . .be-
coming kudu. . . feeling her blood boil . . . controlling her.” As her strength 
diminishes, his energy increases. Finally he makes a decisive connection be-
tween tracking and trance when he concludes, “Tracking is like dancing. . . .
It makes your body happy. . . .You are talking with God when you are doing 
these things.” 

The focused discipline of hunting, tracking, and running, like the hyper-
arousal of the dance, dissolves normal ego boundaries. This makes possible 
an expansion of consciousness and an experienced connection to the animal 
within. There is also a paradoxical outward expansion of awareness — the 
classical out-of-body experience described by shamans the world over — 
to connect with the hunted kudu. In such a state, opposites — the hunter 
and the hunted— are brought into close relationship. The shaman becomes 
more himself by leaving himself. His body is “happy” and he is “talking with 
God.” In Voegelin’s terms, we could say he experiences his partnership in the 
community of being as ecstatic communion. 

Since we know that the trance dance was also sometimes performed 
around a big kill, it would make perfect sense for an ancient San shaman 
to choose to paint such an intense experience — one that integrates a heal-
ing epiphany with feeding the community. The Drakenberg painting helps 
connect the hunt and the meat to the realm of the sacred; it fuses religion, 
economics, and politics; it expresses a life-giving event that encourages gen-
erosity and sharing and that heals and bonds the community. 

How could we achieve an economics where full-bodied participation 
in feeding ourselves becomes talking with God? Such a political economy 
would cure our anoia, the disease of the soul that results when we forget our 
partnership in the sacred community of being — the spiritual disease that 
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is currently driving our catastrophe. As !Nqate, one the hunters in The Great 
Dance, sums it up, “If you don’t dance, you die.” 

When we survey the profusion of southern African paintings, we find 
many other markers of the trance experience. The most explicit are de-
pictions of circles of people sitting and clapping, generating the /num for 
the dancers. There are numerous images of figures, some in the bent-over 
arms-outstretched posture and some holding dancing sticks and fly whisks 
— both items used primarily for the trance dance. There are depictions of 
figures, human and animal, showing nasal bleeding, a once-common aspect 
of the trance dance. We also find many instances of zigzags, cross-hatching, 
and nested arcs that seem to correspond to “entoptic” visions — the flashing 
patterns — characteristic of the early stages of trance. Most telling of all, the 

Dancers in bent-over posture holding dancing sticks. The bottom two figures show 
bleeding from the nose. (Sketch: Courtesy of David Lewis-Williams)
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profusion of images of part-human, part-animal therianthropes seems to 

represent one of the most common themes in the shamanic experience of 

hunter-gatherers. 

One particularly complex panel — the Linton Panel — is preserved 

in the South African Museum. It contains a number of striking icons of 

the dance, including a prone therianthropic fi gure with characteristic ante-

lope hooves and blood-streaked lines on his cheek, surrounded by fi sh and 

eel-like creatures, suggesting an experience of being underwater (see sketch 

on page 256). The dotted lines — thought to represent the transmission of 

spiritual energy, or /num — enter the back of the shaman’s neck, emerge 

from the base of the spine, and wrap around the legs of an eland. Next to the 

Trance dance. Note dancing sticks and bent posture of the dancers. (Photo: Author)

Singers and dancers. (Sketch: Courtesy of David Lewis-Williams)
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Section of the Linton Panel, preserved in the South African Museum, Cape Town. 
(Sketch: Courtesy of David Lewis-Williams)

bent right leg of the supine figure is a small antelope bleeding from the nose. 
The right hand holds a typical, simple representation of a fly whisk.44

 The southern African paintings seem to relate to one another in com-
plex ways; they appear not simply to be representations of past spiritually 
charged experiences but to actually contain /num. For example, many of the 
beautifully detailed animals were intentionally superimposed one on an-
other and entangled, despite the fact that there was no shortage of clean sur-
faces for painting. We know the dances were often performed in the painted 
shelters, and there is evidence that shamans would intensify their trance 
experiences by staring at the paintings and sometimes touching particular 
images.45 Some of the images were painted so as to give the unmistakable 
impression of emerging from, and entering, cracks and fissures in the rock 
surface, suggesting that the rock wall itself represented a veil between the 
everyday world and the shamanic universe.46 
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At this point, we can regard the entire southern African corpus of knowl-

edge about the connection between rock art and shamanism as something 

of a Rosetta stone — a cryptographic key — for understanding some of the 

ancient rock art of Europe. The first language is the scientific narrative from 

archaeology and genetic mapping, which indicates that the European hunt-

ers and gatherers were descendants of the same southern African founder 

population as modern Bushmen. The second known language is the larger 

ethnographic record concerning the ubiquity and antiquity of shamanism 

among hunting-gathering societies (which is discussed further in the next 

chapter). We can infer that European rock art has a related meaning because 

of its apparent importance to the painters and because of common visual 

themes. These include a profusion of geometric patterns, beautifully painted 

animals, and, most tellingly, the composite animals and the part-human, 

part-animal therianthropes. As we will see in the next two chapters, the part-

human, part-animal figure is the most common theme in the liturgy of the 

shamanism of hunter-gatherers and an iconic representation of the defini-

tive boundary-crossing shamanic experience. 

The most famous European example of a therianthropic figure is the 

Dancing Sorcerer of Trois Frères, in Ariège, France (see page 258). This ar-

resting Upper Paleolithic painting, about 13,000 years old, combines ele-

ments of what appear to be the staring eyes of an owl, the horns of a stag, the 

nose and ears of a wolf, the tail of a horse, the claws of a lion, and the feet, 

legs, body, and penis of a human.47

Bringing the “known languages” together suggests a story in which at 

least some of the European paintings developed from a common southern 

African spiritual-cultural root and most likely had a comparable shamanic 

significance for the artists.48 

The Bushman connection to the cosmos was direct and available to all. To-

day our spiritual impoverishment is such that many can only connect to the 

sacred through the revelations of long-dead saints and prophets preserved in 

the holy scriptures. But it seems that humans have an innate need to expand 

consciousness and to experience direct contact with the divine. When this 
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impulse is frustrated, it emerges in the pathologies of depression and cyni-
cism, addiction and fundamentalism. 

In the West there is now an explosion of popular interest in what were 
once oppressed and ridiculed spiritual practices — from yoga to Kabbalah, 
from Buddhism and Tai Chi to techno-shamanism — which suggests we 
could be on the cusp of a revolution in human spirituality. Since the reality 

The Dancing Sorcerer, an Upper Paleolithic painting of a therianthropic shaman with 
elements of several animals combined. It is thought to be approximately 13,000 years 
old. The sketch was made by Abbé Breuil in the cave at Trois Frères, Ariège, France.
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of the soul has been so thoroughly expunged from our materialistic culture, 
much of its recovery is still ad hoc — uninformed and unsupported by insti-
tutions of higher learning. It is easily trivialized and corrupted. However, as 
the next chapter explores, these shamanically grounded spiritual disciplines 
are ancient, pervasive, and potent, and they are still available to all who feel 
called — constituting a wealth of resources for personal and political trans-
formation.
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We know ourselves to be made from this earth,
We know this earth is made from our bodies.
For we see ourselves,
And we are nature.
We are nature seeing nature.
We are nature with a concept of nature.
Nature weeping.
Nature speaking of nature to nature.

 — Susan Griffin, Woman and Nature

Werewolves are persons who are able to dissolve “within themselves” the bound-
ary between civilization and wilderness, who can step across the fence separating 
their “civilization side” from their “wilderness side,” their “wolf ’s nature.” These 
are people who can look their “animal nature” in the eye, something usually kept 
under lock and key in their culture, and in this way can develop a consciousness 
of their “cultural nature.” 

— Hans Peter Duerr, 
Dreamtime: Concerning the Boundary between Wilderness and Civilization 

We need wilderness because we are wild animals. Every man needs a place where 
he can go crazy in peace once in a while.

 — Edward Abbey, The Journey Home 

boundary crossing

cHAPTER 9
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Boundaries

In order to understand the political importance of the boundary-crossing 
dialectic of shamanism, we need to review how the mandala model of pri-
mal politics works (see diagram, page 118). In hunting-gathering cultures 
like that of the San Bushmen, the truth quest takes place in daily direct con-
tact with the living earth below, the starry sky at night, and the creatures and 
plants of the surrounding bush. The outermost field encircling the mandala 
represents this wilderness community of being framing the psychology of 
the searching human. At the very center of the quest are the healing and vi-
sioning practices of shamanic religion. These two practices — the shamanic 
visionary journey and wilderness immersion, symbolized by the innermost 
and outermost circles of the mandala — set up a resonance, which we can 
imagine as the force fields between two poles of a magnet. This holds the 
four quadrants of the truth quest in a synergistic balance — a primal politics.

This resonance can also be understood metaphorically as a back-and-
forth movement of awareness across the boundaries separating all pairs of 
opposites: the primary boundary separating the inner circle of civilization 
from surrounding wilderness, and the lesser boundaries separating the four 
components of the mandala — the individual and the group, the big picture 
and discussion. This back-and-forth, dialectical movement of awareness can 
be represented graphically as parallel but opposing arrows cutting all the 
solid lines that separate the components of the mandala. This helps remind 
us that each element of politics, each one of the four quadrants and each 
concentric circle, can only be understood in dynamic relationship with what 
it is not — its opposite. Thus, the impulse to individuate needs to be under-
stood in relation to, and practiced in balance with, the need to connect to the 
community, and community life needs to promote individuation. Similarly, 
the construction of the big picture needs to be balanced with its deconstruc-
tion through argument among questioning, free-thinking members of the 
community, and so on. 

This boundary-crossing logic of course applies to our understanding 
of all dimensions of reality. For example, to grasp a deeper understanding 
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of traditional Bushman life, one must cross a series of related boundaries:  
between modern and ancient, between life in the academy and life in the 
bush, and between shamanism as an object of research and as a personal 
practice. The philosophical truth quest not only includes the study of sha-
manism but is a kind of transformative shamanic practice itself, dissolving 
certainties and questioning blind obedience to social authority in the service 
of love of life. In this sense, the serious searcher puts his or her own life  
on the line.

Shamanism seems to be practiced by virtually all wilderness-based 
cultures. The trouble is, the pathways to attaining shamanic ecstasy are so 
varied, so culture bound, and so far from the prevailing Western models 
of healing and searching that today the whole field of study has become an 
undergrowth of ethnographic exotica and scholarly jargon. The situation 
becomes even more confusing when one considers the role of sacred hal-
lucinogenic plants and mushrooms, which have long been used by many 
indigenous cultures as one of a variety of methods for inducing these ex-
panded states of consciousness and accessing the spirit world. Western so-
ciety, already deeply suspicious of transcendence, reacts in a near-hysterical 
fashion when drugs are involved. The use of shamanic hallucinogens as re-
ligious sacraments has been widely ridiculed, responsible research has been 
crippled, and possession and use have been criminalized. Thankfully, this 
sad situation may now be changing. 

This chapter starts off by considering “softer” techniques of shaman-
ism by focusing on the boundary-crossing relationship of the human to 
the animal and of civilization to wilderness. The next chapter considers the 
“harder” techniques, in particular the shamanic use of hallucinogens as the 
quickest, most reliable, but sometimes the most frightening way of access-
ing shamanic states of consciousness. In all cases the purpose is to assist the 
search for health and wisdom. 

Shamanism as Ur-Religion

I use the term shamanism very broadly to refer to the earliest forms of re-
ligious practice and truth seeking associated with the emergence of the 
in-between structure of self-reflective consciousness. At its center are the 
extraordinary states of awareness variously labeled “altered,” “nonordinary,” 
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“expanded,” or “extraordinary,” and also more vaguely identified as “trance.” 
These are bland and pallid terms for experiences that range from visions of 
such beauty that one sheds tears of joy to realities so awesome and terrifying 
that one is forever changed. 

Mircea Eliade’s classic work Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy 1 
defines shamanism simply and succinctly in its title. The word ecstasy comes 
from the Greek ex stasis — meaning to stand outside of one’s ego-defined 
body. As mentioned, San Bushmen describe the trance experience as a fan-
tastic journey to an invisible but nevertheless vitally real and important en-
counter with the spirit world, variously called the “first times,” the “early 
times,” or simply “God’s home.” The relationship of the shamanic realm to 
the everyday world of ego concerns is fundamentally paradoxical, being both 
“other than” and yet somehow essential. Joseph Campbell called this dimen-
sion “the inner reaches of outer space.” In evolutionary terms, it might be 
thought of as the inner aspect of the outer universe, a realm as strange, vast, 
and at times exquisitely ordered as the external universe. 

Shamanic states of consciousness can be attained by an astonishing 
variety of “psycho-technologies,” many of which have been incorporated 
into the practices of the world’s religions. These include dancing, chanting, 
drumming, fasting, thirsting, self-mutilation, immersion in freezing pools, 
wilderness isolation, and ingesting hallucinogenic plants and mushrooms. 
In Europe, Asia, and North America, the most widespread traditional tech-
niques are rhythmic drumming, chanting, and dancing. In the Southern 
Hemisphere, especially South America, the most common method involves 
the ingestion of hallucinogenic plants, generally in combination with drum-
ming, music, chanting, and singing. In Central Africa, the Bwiti of Gabon, 
who practice the iboga cult, use the hallucinogen-containing root of the 
Tabernathe iboga tree to “break open the head.” The San Bushmen, as we 
have seen, more typically enter trance without hallucinogens, solely through 
persistent dancing, clapping, and chanting. In all cases the techniques of ec-
stasy seem to constitute ways of temporarily breaking down, dissolving, or 
overwhelming the ego structures of consciousness that keep us focused on 
socially defined patterns of behavior and experience. 

In this understanding, shamanic ecstasy is one of the most dramatic 
ways in which an individual can experience emerging from imprisonment in 
Plato’s cave. As the prisoner breaks the chains of conditioning and emerges 
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into the light of day, the initial view is overwhelming, confusing, and terri-
fying, but also magnificently expansive — ecstatic. The released prisoner 
cannot doubt he or she is experiencing a larger, more compelling reality. 
The cave is still there — a hole in the hillside — but now within a vastly 
expanded, brilliantly illuminated, yet ultimately mysterious reality. With this 
leap, the quest is under way. 

Eliade noted that shamanic ecstasy often has the hallmarks of the classical 
mystical experience, in which the connection to the larger reality is experi-
enced as life enhancing, beautiful, sacred — a numinosum. In the process the 
individual is reinvigorated, feels healed, and can find more joy and meaning 
in life. The difference between the shamanic and the classical mystical experi-
ence — which William James, Rudolf Otto, and others have recognized as the 
living font of religious life — is probably a matter of emphasis. Whereas mys-
tical rapture is generally associated with a more diffuse, undifferentiated sense 
of joyful unity with all of existence, shamanic trance tends to lead to more 
dramatic encounters with specific entities, spirits, and creatures commu-
nicating detailed, often-complex information. Both mystical and shamanic 
experiences overlap and can cover a wide range of nonordinary, numinous, 
life-enhancing experiences. 

In the relatively compact, egalitarian, and democratic culture of no-
madic hunter-gatherers, shamanic journeying is generally open to all who 
feel called. Since the walls between civilization and wilderness are easily 
crossed, most have some direct sense of the mystery of the in-between-ness of 
the human condition. No religious bureaucracy codifies and enforces dog-
matic routes to salvation; religious authority is based on direct experience 
— that of the journeying shaman and the community of witnesses. 

Some have speculated on the likelihood that midwives played a key role 
in early shamanic religion because of their expertise in birth as one of the 
most dramatic boundary-crossing experiences. One of the earliest figurative 
carvings, which is some thirty-five to forty thousand years old, is that of a fe-
male figure — the Venus of Holen Fels — with exaggerated breasts and geni-
talia. The figure is small with a protuberance at the head, suggesting it might 
have been worn as a pendant. Clearly, early human communities would have 
valued the herbal knowledge and skill of mothers and midwives who were 
adept in dealing with the crisis of labor and mystery of birth. Venus figurines 
found in early Neolithic sites further suggest the importance of the feminine 
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principle in nature-worshipping goddess religions of early Europe. Much of 
what remained as a sort of folk shamanism in Europe was the preserve of 
the herbalist-healer-midwives, many thousands of whom were tortured and 
burned at the stake during the mania of the witch hunts. 

The Werewolf, the Witch, and Wilderness 

The German cultural historian Hans Peter Duerr, in his remarkable work 
Dreamtime: Concerning the Boundary between Wilderness and Civilization, 
reinforced this evolutionary understanding of shamanism with a simple 
formula. He surveyed the astounding diversity of shamanic traditions and 
then showed quite compellingly that they all shared the primal discipline 
of “boundary crossing,” which he described variously as dissolving, remov-
ing, shattering, straddling, or sitting astride the walls between civilization 
and wilderness. For example, Duerr pointed out that the word hagazuzza as 
late as the Middle Ages referred to the witch, the hag, who sat on the fence 
(also called a hag) separating the gardens and villages from the surrounding 
wilderness: “She was a being who participated in both worlds. As we might 
say today, she was semi-demonic.” We could also say she was semidivine. “In 
time, however she lost her double feature and evolved more and more into 
a representation of what was being expelled from culture, only to return, 
distorted, in the night.”2

Witches, shamans, and the tricksters of mythology are all involved in 
rituals of reversal. Their contradictory character allows them to mediate be-
tween opposites — in particular between the ordered chaos of wilderness 
and the chaotic order of civilization. Seen within the larger evolutionary 
narrative, two intimately interrelated barriers are being crossed. One move-
ment involves crossing over the literal hedge or fence that was built to wall 
out wilderness (literally, “the place of the wild deer”). The other boundary 
is internal, within the individual’s identity, when crossing from the cultur-
ally constructed, “civilized” ego into the psychic “wilderness” of the instincts, 
impulses, intuitions, dreams, and visions bubbling up from the unconscious. 

Duerr’s point is simple, obvious, and profound: for archaic societies the 
boundary between wilderness and civilization was not insurmountable, and 
at certain times the fence was torn down to serve a vital political purpose — 
self-knowledge:
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Those who wanted to live consciously within the fence had to leave the 
enclosure at least once in their lives. They had to roam the forests as 
wolves and savages. To put it in more modern terms they had to experi-

ence the wilderness, their animal nature, within themselves.3 

Every social order provides its members a cultural framework for struc-
turing everyday experience and functioning in the everyday world. Out of 
this crystallize the ego and the personality of each individual. Of course, one 
cannot fully understand or evaluate the adequacy of this order, this descrip-
tion of reality, unless one can stand outside it. This is precisely the purpose 
of shamanic disciplines, which offer an encounter with the transpersonal 
and transcultural dimensions — the inner wilderness — of the psyche. Such 
boundary-crossing experiences remind us that we live in the in-between and 
help keep the quest open. 

Another way to think of the deep roots of the boundary-crossing im-
pulse is that it functions as an evolutionary balancing process that devel-
oped as consciousness and then civilization literally separated itself from 
immersion in wilderness through the efforts of the ego. Shamanism can 
then be regarded as mind-body techniques for retracing the steps back to 
our evolutionary origins. But this is not simply a regression. The traveler 
always returns from the spirit world to everyday consciousness with more 
information — a bigger picture. Shamanism can thus be considered a way 
of regularly tuning the inner and outer aspects of our wilderness nature in a 
life-affirming resonance. It can show us the way forward.

One of the most common ways this shamanic journey into wilderness 
expresses itself is through animal identification. Indigenous shamans com-
monly talk of special relations with specific animals as familiars, guides, and 
protectors. As we saw in the last chapter, the half-human, half-animal the-
rianthropes in southern African rock paintings give pictorial expression to 
the accounts of shamanic transformation into animal spirits, giving access to 
special power and special information. The shamanic encounter with the ani-
mal seems to be a way of intensifying the experience of the in-between, since 
human consciousness emerges from our animal brains and bodies. 

Duerr reminds us that in medieval Europe, before the full frenzy of the 
witch hunts, people were much more in touch with their animal aspect. They 
still lived surrounded by vast tracts of wild forest inhabited by elk, wolves, 
and bears. From the residues of shamanic tradition emerged the idea of the 
werewolf as a demonic form of the animal within. But Duerr asserts that 
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moderns are naive to think of werewolves as fantastic humans who suddenly 
start growing fangs and sprouting fur. Rather, werewolves were those who 
could dissolve the inner boundaries between their civilized selves and their 
“wolf nature” and in so doing access special power.

Not surprisingly, this is an archetypal theme in great literature. Popular 
culture treats the werewolf as a monster to be avoided, despised, and killed, 
but the more shamanic attitude is expressed by Hermann Hesse in his peren-
nially popular novel Steppenwolf, which is a testimony to the healing power 
of confronting the wild animal within. In the story, repressed scholar Harry 
Haller gradually realizes that underneath his polite, respectable bourgeois 
exterior is the seething, wild, and untamed animal part of his nature — the 
ravenous wolf of the steppes. Homeless, isolated, and appalled by the bar-
barism of his society, no less than by that lurking in his chest, Harry decides 
to commit suicide. On his way home that fateful night, he stops at a bar and 
meets Hermine, a beautiful, wise young woman, radiating the mystery of 
life, who playfully invites him into the magic theater of the soul — “for mad-
men only. . . the price of admission. . .your mind.” Harry eventually accepts 
this invitation and encounters the inner universe of the psyche. In the magic 
theater of the mind he lives out the emotions of his wolf nature, tearing a 
living rabbit apart in his jaws, with his human side sickened by the taste of 
warm blood and fur in his mouth. In the process of fully encountering his 
wolf nature, Harry is shocked back into life. Having discovered the range of 
possibilities of human experience, Harry grows, heals, discovers the laughter 
of the Gods, and joins the immortals.4 

For moderns, our society’s physical separation from outer wilderness makes  
contact with our inner wilderness elusive, and boundary crossing requires  
exceptional exertions. For hunter-gatherers, the physical boundary between 
wilderness and civilization was no more than the perimeter of the village 
huts on the veldt or the tepees on the plains. Although the boundary be-
tween inner and outer was real, it was also easily crossed. As the Lakota chief 
Standing Bear put it, “wilderness was tame,” and the Lakota felt surrounded 
by the “blessings of the Great Mystery.” Nevertheless, traditional hunter-
gatherers seemed well aware of the significance of the human leap into 
self-consciousness and with it the uniquely human problem of living in the  
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in-between — the problem of freedom of choice and the attendant reality of  
good and evil. 

Bushmen were quite clear that humans both are and are not animals and 
that  culture is and is not nature. David Lewis-Williams gives an example of this 
by examining an old /Xam Bushman myth preserved in the Bleek and Lloyd 
archives entitled “A Visit to the Lion’s House.” He points out that the myth- 
ology implicitly assumed two bisecting axes of reality, one horizontal, the 
other vertical (see diagram, below). The horizontal axis extends between the 
camp and wilderness. The camp is civilization — the realm of human cul-
ture, a place of security, norms, ritual, meat sharing, healing, caring, and 
conversation. Outside the camp is the hunting ground — wilderness — a 
realm of uncertainty, difficulty, struggle, and possibly danger, but also the 
source of all life. Between the two is a transitional zone — the water hole — 
a mile or so from the camp, where both humans and animals share water. 
In Bushman mythology, the water hole is a point of entry into the shamanic 
world — both for the upper spirit world and for the underworld. Thus, the 
vertical axis connects the poles of the invisible spirit world — the sky above 
and the underworld below — with earth in between. 

During ordinary times, people lived on the horizontal axis, but at special 
times, as in trance, they could travel the vertical axis to an upperworld of 
spirits and to an underworld of the departed.5

water hole

upperworld

underworld

hunting  
ground

camp and  
culture
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An individual who had regular direct experience of the cosmological 
whole — camp, water hole, veldt, sun, moon, planets, and stars — had an 
ego that was less rigid, more flexible, and more conditioned by the expe-
rience of boundary crossing in all its dimensions than an ego exclusively 
conditioned by the concrete, steel, and crowds of city life. The inner world 
of primal societies — the world of intuition, dreams, visions, and spirits 
— could be as close to the surface of everyday consciousness as the lions, 
hyenas, baboons, and buck of the veldt. This made it easier for individuals to 
go in and out of the spirit world spontaneously. 

Traveling the vertical axis deepened and developed what was also the 
first fact of life for a hunting-gathering society — that wilderness contained 
and sustained all living creatures, including the whole conflicted human spe-
cies. But the gift of self-consciousness and freedom confused human beings. 
With choice and freedom came the necessity of uncertainty and the inescap-
able drama of the search for right action and the possibility of wrong action. 
As humans embraced their split-off but connected state, the whole became 
an indispensable ordering ethical principle. Humans needed to be reminded, 
over and over, that from Wakan Tanka — the Great Mystery — came a great 
unifying life force that flowed in and through all things: the flowers of the 
plains, blowing wind, rocks, trees, birds, and animals. The medicine wheel 
symbolizes that perfect wholeness enclosing the imperfect human.6 

The living mysterious whole was thus experienced as the source of truth 
as well as beauty, and this sensitivity pervaded Lakota culture. We find it, 
movingly, even in battle-hardened warriors like Tatanka Yotanka (Sitting 
Bull). During one set of negotiations with the United States government, 
witnesses described him concluding an eloquent speech and sitting down to 
the cheers of his people. He then dramatically stood up again to emphasize 
the essential point: 

I wish all to know that I do not propose to sell any part of my country, 
nor will I have the whites cutting our timber along the rivers, more 
especially the oak. I am particularly fond of the little groves of oak 
trees. I love to look at them, because they endure the wintry storm and 
the summer’s heat, and — not unlike ourselves — seem to flourish by 

them.7

The higher value of the little groves of oak was not in utility, as timber 
for housing, but in beauty, as guidance and inspiration for human behavior. 
For the traditional Lakota, nature was the outer face of the Great Mystery, 
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which guided and healed and thus needed to be the normative foundation 
for a wise and compassionate politics. The translation into human politics 
was simple: if animals, birds, fish, insects, and plants were all worthy of grati-
tude and kindness, then human beings should be so much more deserving of 
respect and kindness. As we have seen, wilderness becomes something like a 
supreme good in itself, an ultimate temple for healing and guiding lost souls.

Today, scientific cosmology allows us to understand the larger whole in 
immense detail, as the single interconnected evolving cosmos, within which 
humans are struggling to find their place and their role. 

The Shaman as a Whole Person

The Sioux were originally East Coast woodland horticulturists. But with 
the arrival of Europeans in North America, they were moved into the Great 
Plains, and along with the Cheyenne, the Arapaho, the Blackfoot, the Crow, 
and other Plains Indians, they acquired the horse and developed a magnifi-
cent hunting-and-gathering culture following the great herds of bison. The 
return to a nomadic hunting-gathering way of life after a more sedentary 
existence seemed to sharpen and deepen the Plains Indians’ expression of 
shamanic religion. As we saw earlier the teaching of the medicine wheel is 
a Native American version of the mandala, where the four cardinal points 
represent four personality types (similar to Jung’s psychology of types). The 
teaching is that individuation and growth are achieved through moving 
around the medicine wheel and so balancing the dominant function with 
its shadow opposite.

The life of the Sioux medicine man Lame Deer is a dramatic embodi-
ment of the paradoxical ethic of the shaman. Lame Deer grew up in the early 
twentieth century between the Pine Ridge and Rosebud Sioux reservations, 
raised by grandparents who were among the last of the nomads of the Plains. 
He described his initiation as a healer in terms of an archetypal journey 
around the medicine wheel of life. 

When I was a young man I roamed the country on foot like a hippie, 
sleeping in haystacks or under the stars on the open prairie. I joined five 
or six churches, worked at many jobs. It was almost as if I were several 
different people. . . . I managed to be both. . .a fugitive and a pursuer, a 
lawman and an outlaw. I was uneducated but soaked up knowledge like 
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a sponge. All that knowledge as yet undigested made a big racket in my 
brain. . .but I also spent many quiet months as a budding healer and 

medicine man.8 

In this process, Lame Deer exposes the deeper wisdom underlying the 
surface anarchy of “anything goes.” Wholeness is the path to health, as sug-
gested by the old Anglo-Saxon root of the word health in hal — “to make 
whole.” Moving around the wheel to the opposite point is the route to ex-
panding one’s soul and attaining the larger vision. One of the original forms 
of shamanic initiation seems to have been self-initiation through recovery 
from deathly illness. The shaman would then have the insight of “the healed 
healer”; having made him- or herself whole by experiencing the opposites of 
sickness and health, he or she is then able to bring them together to serve the 
health of the community. What applies to physical imbalance applies even 
more to spiritual and intellectual imbalance. As we saw in previous chapters, 
the medicine man, the shaman, is capable of drawing wisdom from the ten-
sion between opposites in the service of healing: 

A medicine man shouldn’t be a saint. He should experience and feel all 
the ups and downs, the despair and joy, the magic and the reality, the 
courage and the fear, of his people. He should be able to sink as low as 
a bug, or soar as high as an eagle. Unless he can experience both, he is 
no good as a medicine man. Sickness, jail, poverty, getting drunk — I 
had to experience all that myself. Sinning makes the world go round. 
You can’t be so stuck up, so inhuman that you want to be pure, your 
soul wrapped up in a plastic bag, all the time. You have to be God and 

the devil, both of them.9 

In the traditional tribal life of the Lakota and other Plains Indians, this 
wisdom of healing through the integration of opposites is ritualized and 
acted out for the community in the bizarre antics of the heyoka, a contrary 
or clown. A heyoka was an individual who, in a vision, received a calling to 
do everything backward. On a freezing winter’s day, he would walk around 
camp with his shirt off complaining of the heat. In summer, he would shiver 
wrapped in buffalo robes. The jester in the medieval royal courts performed 
a similar function, symbolically reversing the existing order by shaking a 
stick at the king. As the jester admired himself in a mirror held backward, he 
reflected the court to itself and thereby restored some measure of balance to 
royal pomposity.
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This metaphysics of balancing opposites seemed to make traditional  
Native American cultures much more accepting of a spectrum of identities, 
particularly concerning gender. In many societies, the transsexual, the femi-
nized man, and more occasionally the masculinized woman played an im-
portant role in the life of the community. The Cheyenne call the transsexual 
a hemaneh; the Lakota, the winkte; the Navajo, the nadle; and Hawaiians, the 
mahu. Among anthropologists, this figure is known as the berdache. Ridi-
culed and persecuted in Western culture, the berdache was often someone of 
considerable intelligence, artistic ability, and shamanic power. Since trans-
sexuals had the ability to experience the world from both male and female 
perspectives, they were understood to have the special power and wisdom 
associated with bringing opposites into a harmonious unity and in some 
tribes they were responsible for rituals that brought together young men 
and women for courting. Among the Navajos, where women are people of 
consequence, the nadle was virtually deified.10 Clearly, both the clown and 
the berdache have something of the creative, healing role of the mythological 
Bushman trickster. 

This understanding of the healer as a whole person is congruent with 
the depth psychology of C. G. Jung, in which the individual is, in some mys-
terious sense, a microcosm of the macrocosm. We contain within us the 
whole universe of archetypal human possibilities. We are animals, but we are 
also, paradoxically, human. All the opposites — good-evil, human-animal, 
masculine-feminine, introvert-extrovert — are potentials within us. 

When this shamanic understanding of self is missing, society punishes 
transgressions of identity, which produces anxious, one-dimensional indi-
viduals with pathologically constricted, brittle egos terrified of taking respon-
sibility for their shadows. Whatever represents evil or corruption is projected 
outward, onto something or someone else, and must be destroyed in order 
to protect or preserve whatever is “absolutely good.” Societal and historical 
examples of this are rife: the demonization of Jews and others by the Nazis, 
the institutional racism of America in the Jim Crow era and the homopho-
bia of gay bashing. For the individual, this often leads to crisis; as happened 
with Harry Haller in Steppenwolf, any sign of the unacceptable nature within 
jeopardizes one’s entire sense of self and social standing. By contrast, the 
shamanic approach to self is flexible. It accepts ambiguity and otherness; it 
encourages a politics of transformation, growth, and inclusiveness. Through 
shamanic practice, individuals learn to balance first one side, then the other, 
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in ways that are meant to serve the larger good and the health of the com-
munity. As we saw in Bushman society, under such conditions there are no  
ethical absolutes. Decision making is a matter of context and degree. Actions 
and policies are ultimately judged according to how they serve the circle  
of life. 

Nature Healing — “Soft” Shamanism

Since shamanism heals and guides through boundary crossing, and since the 
boundary between wilderness and civilization is an outer equivalent of that 
between body and mind, we should expect external contact with wilderness 
to heal and balance both body and mind. This was my revelation in Hawai‘i 
when immersion in ocean and mountain helped expand and balance my  
indoor understanding of civilization. However, unlike the hallucinogen-
induced “hard” shamanism, the healing effect of nature is often subtle and 
easy to miss. 

E. O. Wilson and other sociobiologists have attempted to research this 
in a more controlled fashion. Their biophilia hypothesis proposes simply that 
since modern human beings have lived for most of their existence in a wil-
derness environment, we have an innate emotional “affiliation for nature.” It 
follows that an exposure to natural and wilderness settings will be associated 
with increased measures of well-being, meaning, and happiness.11 For exam-
ple, modern medicine recognizes that optimum human health requires not 
only good food, water, and exercise but also an optimum daily cycle of night 
and day. Seasonal affective disorder (SAD) is a recognized clinical syndrome 
associated with restricted daylight as summer moves into winter. The World 
Health Organization has identified a “sick building syndrome” suffered by 
people who work indoors for extended periods and who are exposed to a high 
level of synthetics. Most of us, when given a choice, prefer to live and work 
with views of natural settings rather than walls, alleys, and traffic. All of this 
seems like a fairly obvious, self-evident expression of who we are as a species.12

Researchers have now demonstrated that this psychological effect is so 
deeply rooted in our physiology that it can have a measurable effect in pro-
moting healing in patients recovering from surgery. A Pennsylvania hospi-
tal studied comparative recovery rates of patients who underwent the same 
surgery. Pairs of patients were matched for significant factors. One from 
each pair was randomly assigned to one of two groups of identical rooms 
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with windows, except one group of windows looked out onto a clump of 

deciduous trees, while the other looked out onto a blank brick wall. Patients 

who could watch the growing, living trees had a shorter postoperative stay, 

needed significantly less pain medication, received fewer negative notes in 

nurses’ comments, and had fewer minor postsurgical complications.13 Sur-

prisingly, even pictures of natural settings seem to produce a similar healing 

effect. An experiment at Uppsala University Hospital in Sweden investigated 

the postoperative recovery of 166 patients who underwent similar open-

heart surgery. They were also randomly assigned rooms with four different 

wall-size pictures: an open nature view with a water feature, a moderately 

enclosed forest scene, an abstract painting dominated by curves or rectan-

gles, and a blank wall (as a control). Those assigned the picture of open 

parkland had the smoothest, least complicated recovery, perhaps indicating 

the extent to which our perception is responsive to the sort of open savanna 

humans evolved in. Those recovering under the influence of the busy ab-

stract painting actually experienced more recovery complications than the 

control group!14 

If, as this study suggests, images evoking wilderness can assist healing, 

what about the real thing? What about full-body immersion in an intact 

wilderness savanna?

Wilderness Rapture — The “Big Medicine”

Dr. Ian Player, a South African game ranger who has spent much of his  

life in the bush, created the Wilderness Leadership School based on his  

observation of how the experience of immersion in wilderness seemed to 

heal and empower leaders who could in turn heal a sick civilization. Player 

is something of a legend in the world of wilderness conservation as the 

founder of the World Wilderness Congress. He became famous in the late 

sixties for his Operation Rhino, which helped save the white rhino popula-

tion of southern Africa from extinction through the establishment of the 

Umfolozi Game Reserve in Zululand. This is a well-watered area of wilder-

ness savanna north of the east coast city of Durban, which used to be the 

private hunting ground for Chaka and the Zulu kings. Player converted  

the Umfolozi into the largest rhino reserve in the world. He then broke with 

game reserve protocol by taking small groups of novices on foot for a few 
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days of zero-impact backpacking through thick bush populated by the full 
complement of African big game.15

I joined one of Dr. Player’s five-day trails as part of my African pilgrim-
age in 1998. My purpose was to anchor my thinking about hunter-gatherers 
like the San by spending a few days on foot, camping and walking through 
an intact southern African wilderness ecosystem. I began the trek in turmoil. 
Three months before the trip I went through a series of domestic disasters 
that set in motion a cycle of depression, anxiety, and illness. Then as I ar-
rived in South Africa at the beginning of a stormy winter, my father died 
suddenly. Stressed and depressed, I caught the flu and couldn’t recover. I ap-
proached the date of the trail barely able to walk half an hour without losing 
my breath. One of the requirements was that participants carry all their food 
and equipment for five days in the bush — a load weighing some forty-five 
pounds. It seemed hopeless. But I knew this might be the opportunity of a 
lifetime, and so, along with the other four participants, I signed the waiver of 
responsibility, which warned that once on the trail there would be 

no protection in the form of fences, buildings and vehicles in which 
to take cover and that one or more of the following . . . [might cause 
injury] . . .a lion, hyena, buffalo, rhinoceros, leopard, hippo, buck, wart- 
hog, bushpig, wildebeest as well as poisonous snakes, insects and plants 
. . .and that once in the wilderness there will be no means of electronic 
communication with the outside world.

Our safety would depend on the bushcraft of our two rangers. 
Our first ranger was Gqakaza, an elderly Zulu who walked with a limp 

and was blind in one eye. He had been patrolling the trails since he was a 
teenager in a beshu, a loincloth, armed with nothing but an assegai, the short 
Zulu stabbing spear. He had survived being gored by a rhino and had seen 
friends taken by crocodile. A lifetime in the bush had given him an uncanny 
ability to detect the presence of animals long before we became aware of 
any signs. Our second ranger, Rupert, was a white South African, a college 
graduate who knew the bush both through science and through having led 
many groups of novices along the trails. Both were armed with large-bore 
hunting rifles.

We drove to the end of the track, parked, and locked our truck. As we 
shouldered our unfamiliar packs and followed our guides into the hot, dusty 
bush, my mind inventoried my anxieties. After half an hour, sweating and 
breathing heavily under our loads, we stopped at a rhino path for the rangers 
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to explain bush protocol: we were to walk in silence behind them watching 
them for signals and listening for warning sounds, particularly the call of the 
oxpecker, a bird that perches on the backs of rhinos and other large grazing 
animals to feed on ticks. We learned the important difference between white 
and black rhinos. White rhinos are grazers, generally found in the open, and 
so are less easily surprised and more placid and predictable. Black rhinos 
are browsers, more likely to be surprised in thick bush, and thus more un-
predictable and aggressive. Confusingly, both black and white are the same 
color and they can be distinguished only by slight differences in head, face, 
and shoulder. (Early explorers distinguished them by the color of mud in 
their different habitats.) We were told the story of how one of the school’s 
rangers had been gored in the thigh when he stepped between his group and 
a charging rhino. He was fortunate to survive. While an attack was unlikely, 
the danger was real. If charged, we were to pull the quick release on the pack 
and climb the nearest tree. I glanced around and noticed that most of the 
bushes were covered in needle-sharp thorns. 

As he talked, Rupert took his water bottle and started washing a  
mud-covered tree stump shaped like a giant finger. What emerged was 
a smoothly rounded, glistening, golden sculpture of fragrant hardwood 
umthomboti. Generations of rhinos had used it as a rubbing post, scratch-
ing the mud-encrusted ticks off their backs while polishing the stump into a 
gleaming piece of original rhino art. It was the first of many small and large 
revelations. 

The first night we camped near a pool of stagnant green water sur-
rounded by the spoor of animals. Boiled and disinfected, the water made an 
unappetizing salty tea, which we nevertheless drank gratefully. The camp-
fire was kept burning throughout the night as we took turns staying awake 
keeping guard. I sat alone for an hour and a half while everyone else slept, 
watching the flames, listening, fascinated by the noisy nightlife of the veldt 
— barks, snorts, yelps, and sudden crashes. Then, once, far in the distance, I 
heard a male lion roaring. 

After another day of walking we found a campsite under an enormous 
wild fig tree on the banks of the Umfolozi River. Looking out for crocodiles, 
we washed and drank fresh water. That afternoon we hung our packs in the 
tree, away from wild dogs and jackals, and followed the rangers to do some 
exploring. At sunset we were making our way back to camp, winding between  



Boundary crossing 277

high bush, tired, relaxed, and happy after a full day and looking forward to 

tea and supper around the fire. Gqakaza suddenly stopped, held up his hand, 

and unslung his rifle. No more than thirty feet in front of us stood the great 

bulk of a black rhino looking startled. It had just emerged from the bush 

and was staring straight at us, black eyes glinting, ears swiveling, enormous 

horn hooking the air as it tried to catch our downwind scent. I smelled its 

sourness and held my breath, conscious of my pounding heart and grateful 

I was free of the pack. I noticed how the rhino seemed all compact muscle 

and armor, unlike the lumbering elephant or the blubbery hippo. With its 

quick, anxious movements, it looked capable of charging into us with the 

speed of a boxer’s punch. We stood immobilized for maybe half a minute, 

staring at each other, rhino and human. Then slowly, very slowly, we backed 

out. It was frightening and thrilling all at once — an initiation. This was no 

walk in a park. 

After the encounter, it was as if a dam had broken within our group. 

Pretenses fell away. We relaxed and warmth flowed as we saw each other in 

our shared human vulnerability. I thought of Loren Eisley’s observation that 

“one doesn’t meet oneself until one catches the reflection in an eye other 

than human.”

From then on we walked wide awake. Hiking in the bush, following a 

rhino trail, bears no resemblance to a distracted stroll along a city sidewalk. 

The veldt is anything but monotonous. Something new and surprising was 

always going on. Birds would explode out of the bushes — impossible me-

tallic-blue starlings in noisy flocks, an assortment of iridescent humming-

birds — and then when we stopped for a drink, a Bateleur eagle suddenly 

swooped down, loudly flapped onto the top branch of a nearby tree, and sat 

staring at us. As we walked we also looked at the ground to notice the ani-

mal spoor, each telling a different story. I looked more closely and saw that 

an ant-lion, a predatory insect, had dug a thimble-sized, cone-shaped pit of 

sand to trap an ant; I bent down to watch the tiny drama as a passing ant fell 

into the trap and was dragged under by the ant-lion. I felt as if I was seeing 

color for the first time — unnameable shades of greens, yellows, browns, and 

blues. Buck and baboon would appear and disappear. We walked through 

high bush onto an open grassy plain and found ourselves facing a herd of 

buffalo. Every single head turned to us in a frozen stare — every head armed 
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with a pair of horns built to chase off lions. We held their gaze until Gqakaza 
shouted at them in Zulu and waved them off like a herd of cattle.

On the fourth day I realized I was quite well — as clear and refreshed as 
if I had just woken up after being asleep for years. It occurred to me that I 
had been healed by beauty. I had been outside on the earth under the open 
sky every day, every moment of which had been filled with natural beauty, 
even when sharpened by danger. Wherever I looked from sunrise to sunset, 
from the campfire at night to a sky blazing with stars — everywhere was 
beauty. Even the dark-gray clouds that gusted over for a brief storm seemed 
to punctuate the beauty of the perfectly still, sunny winter days. That night, 
camped on a rocky plateau above a bend in the river, watching the sunset, I 
found myself saying, “Thank God — home at last!”

Then I had to ask myself, “Why do I feel so much at home here?” Why 
here, in this wild bit of Africa, and not paradisiacal Hawai‘i, where I was rais-
ing a daughter and had been living for the past few decades? With a shock I 
recognized that the last time I had come close to feeling so good, so deeply 
at peace with myself, and so connected to everything and everyone around 
me, was over twenty-five years earlier while in the Israeli army, learning to be 
a hunter and killer of men, defending the tribal borders. I suddenly under-
stood why I loved my time in the army. Both experiences replicated elements 
of the primal condition — living simply and strenuously, in close quarters 
with others while sharing extreme experiences, all the while immersed in 
the beauty of wild country. It was like a slow, gentle, sustained version of a 
shamanic-mystical ecstasy, culminating in a deep feeling of integration, of 
connection to the primordial coordinates of what it means to be human. 

After five days, with our food running out, we came to the end of the 
trail. We all became silent and withdrawn, thinking ahead, preparing to pick 
up the threads of our old lives. Once out of the reserve, we stopped at a 
roadside café for toasted sandwiches. It all looked a bit sad and tawdry. We 
drove through the industrial outskirts of the big city of Durban feeling de-
flated. I stared out the window at the passing cars, at the gray blocks of build-
ings and tangles of power lines. It suddenly occurred to me that much of 
what I would be looking at from now on — that is, until my next wilderness 
immersion, whenever that might be — would be less beautiful. Most of it 
would be human-made and more or less ugly, expressing the busy, short-
term, utilitarian, profit-minded priorities of its human creators. 

Then it all seemed to fit into place. Beauty is not simply subjective or 
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arbitrary; it’s not just in the eye of the beholder. Something is beautiful 
when we experience joy in contemplating it simply for what it is, without 
consideration for any material or utilitarian benefit. Like the other defin-
ing human orientations to the world, human sensitivity to beauty evolved 
within a wilderness environment. We could say the experience of pleasure in 
contemplating the beauty of nature is a kind of resonance between us and 
the wilderness that crafted our capacity for contemplation. It is a template 
for aesthetic experience. Some traditional Native Americans became sharply 
aware of this when they traveled to European cities. Tatanga Mani, Walking 
Buffalo, one of the leaders of the Stoney Indians, visited England as an old 
man and tried to explain the quality of the primal convergence of the good, 
the true, and the beautiful in wilderness: 

Hills are always more beautiful than stone buildings, you know. Living 
in a city is an artificial existence. Lots of people hardly even feel real soil 
under their feet, see plants grow except in flower pots, or get far enough 
beyond the street light to catch the enchantment of a night sky sudden 
with stars. When people live away from scenes of the Great Spirit’s mak-

ing, it’s easy for them to forget his laws.16

Cheetah eye. “One doesn’t meet oneself until one catches the reflection in an eye other 
than human.” — Loren Eisley (Photo: Craig Foster)



280 Future  Primal

David Cumes, a physician working in the United States and, like me, another 
homesick South African, has attempted to systematize this wilderness effect. 
He came to the realization that much of his medical intervention merely 
treated symptoms rather than the whole complex of body-mind-spirit. 
Following the models of van der Post, Ian Player, and his own exposure to 
Bushman culture, Cumes developed a similar but more structured program 
leading small groups into wilderness areas but with designated periods for 
yoga, meditation, and ritual. 

The results of his program seemed to confirm this convergence of sha-
manism with wilderness immersion. The most dramatic and consistent ef-
fect was what he called “wilderness rapture” — an intense sense of connection 
with nature and comfort with one’s surroundings. This approached Abraham 
Maslow’s “peak experience” — the classic mystical, ecstatic experience of  
identification with the larger cosmic unity. Cumes found such experiences to 
have a powerful healing effect, particularly in inducing positive life changes, 
ranging from a release from addictions and unhealthy habits to significant 
reevaluation of the meaning of one’s life and being able to make appropriate 
changes. 

Cumes was also struck by a paradoxical “reentry depression” as the group 
returned to civilization. This seemed more pronounced the more intense the 
wilderness experience, and it occurred even when there were demonstrably 
positive lifestyle changes. It is as if wilderness puts one in touch with what 
is deepest and truest — the primary reality of the human condition, thus 
opening new possibilities. But by the same token, it sharpens one’s sensitiv-
ity to what is deficient in our civilized world. 

Since African savanna is the wilderness ecology that shaped us most di-
rectly, it can provide the most direct route back to an experience of our wil-
derness Eden. As van der Post puts it: 

How is it that the individual finds a sense of himself, a sense of home in 
wilderness? Why is it we have lost our sense of belonging in this other, 
rational world of ours? It seems as if we need to be conscious of the 
relationship between that within us that gives us our values, and that 

which makes us instinctively turn to and save wilderness.17 

An essential creative challenge for politics is to reintroduce initiation 
into the beauty of wilderness as criterion for both leadership and citizenship. 
We need to reconnect our self-understanding, through anamnesis, through 
the various levels of identity — personal, tribal, national, and civilizational 
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— to our shared African and wilderness origins. Then we need to bring 
living wilderness back into the direct experience of our urbanized masses,  
not simply as decoration or recreation, but as a vital intellectual, psycho-
spiritual, and political resource — what Cumes calls the “Big Medicine.”

“Dendro-thrope,” the face of //Kabbo, dream shaman and one of Bleek’s Bushman 
teachers, on a kokerboom tree in the Northern Cape — //Kabbo’s country.  
(Photo: Craig Foster)
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There is a world beyond ours, a world that is far away, nearby, and invisible. And 
there it is where God lives, where the dead live, the spirits and the saints, a world 
where everything has already happened and everything is known. That world 
talks. It has a language of its own. I report what it says. The sacred mushroom 
takes me by the hand and brings me to the world where everything is known. It 
is they, the sacred mushrooms, that speak in a way I can understand. I ask them 
and they answer me. When I return from the trip that I have taken with them, I 
tell what they have told me and what they have shown me.

— Maria Sabina, Mazatec shaman, quoted in Joan Halifax, Shamanic Voices

Whatever specific symbolic form the shamanic journey takes, the common de-
nominator is always the destruction of the old sense of identity and an experi-
ence of ecstatic connection with nature, with the cosmic order, and with the 
creative energy of the universe. In this process of death and rebirth, shamans 
experience their own divinity and attain profound insights into the nature of 
reality. They typically gain an understanding of the origin of many disorders 
and learn how to diagnose and heal them.

— Stan and Christina Grof, The Stormy Search for the Self

the outer reaches of  
inner wilderness

cHAPTER 10
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Entheogenic Shamanism

If wilderness immersion can be considered “soft” shamanism, one that gen-
tly dissolves boundaries, then as I have suggested hallucinogens constitute 
“hard” shamanism: shattering the ego, cracking apart our paradigms of re-
ality — or as the Iboga-using Fang of Gabon say “breaking open the head.” 
The purpose is to connect with the wilderness within, to access the archaic 
coordinates of a good, true, and beautiful primal politics. 

Hallucinogens* have an enormous advantage over most other shamanic 
technologies, in that they produce very dramatic effects on cue, every time. 
Although cultural context and intentions make an enormous difference, 
even the naive and unprepared subject may have a life-changing experience 
upon ingesting hallucinogens. The easy accessibility of hallucinogens has also 
opened up the whole shamanic realm to systematic laboratory research by 
Western scientists, making possible an extraordinary mapping of the psyche 
and exploration of the paradox of “consciousness-reality-language.” How- 
ever, this approach hasn’t been without problems. During the 1960s, the 
reintroduction of these powerful, sacred substances into the popular cul-
ture resulted in their often irresponsible misuse as recreational drugs, and  
this helped feed a culture-wide fear of all drugs. This fear has failed to  
make critical distinctions in type, context of use, and intent. Increasingly, 

* Hallucinogen is the medical term for a class of compounds, both natural and synthetic, that have 
a dramatic effect on consciousness (including thought, perception, and mood). The classical hal-
lucinogens — lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD), psilocybin, mescaline, and dimethyl tryptamine 
— typically produce these effects without stupor or narcosis. Memory impairment is minimal, and 
these substances are nonaddictive. The term hallucinogen is problematic, though, partly because in 
common usage hallucination refers to mental phenomena that appear realistic but have no basis in 
reality. In fact, subjects under the influence of these classical hallucinogens are aware of the passing 
and personal nature of their experiences. While a widely used alternative term is psychedelic, meaning 
“mind manifesting,” both psychedelic and hallucinogen are misleading because of their association 
with the irresponsible use of recreational drugs. This obscures the ancient and widespread use of hal-
lucinogens in shamanic religions. Scholars sensitive to these issues have proposed the term entheogen, 
meaning “manifesting the divine,” since one of the most generic features is that of encountering a 
sacred, deeper, more meaningful reality — the realm of the creative source or the divine. 
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to distinguish the use of hallucinogens in a sacramental religious context, 
scholars are using the term entheogen, meaning “manifesting the divine.” I 
follow this convention, generally using the term entheogen when referring 
to hallucinogens used by shamans, and using psychedelic and hallucinogen 
interchangeably in other contexts.

Given the extent of this distorted understanding, it will help to make 
three major points clear at the outset: 

• Shamanic experiences, like related mystical experiences, seem to be 
universal, ancient, and accessible by a wide variety of nondrug tech-
niques. 

• Shamanic hallucinogens, or entheogens, are heuristically important, 
since they can offer outsiders a relatively quick method for accessing 
shamanic states of consciousness. Such states are otherwise capri-
cious or require arduous training. 

• Since entheogens can sometimes be identified in the historical and 
archaeological record, they are also useful in helping determine the 
antiquity and ubiquity of shamanic practices. In this way, they help 
establish shamanism as a kind of primordial Ur-religion.

To some degree, the prejudicial attitude among scholars against halluci-
nogens began with Mircea Eliade, whose research published in the early sixties 
occurred prior to the outpouring of studies on cross-cultural shamanism and 
the medical research on shamanic entheogens over the past fifty years. Eliade 
focused on highly ritualized, specialized Siberian shamanism,* which he took 
to be paradigmatic. His encounters with the shamanic use of alcohol and to-
bacco led him to disparage entheogens as “narcotics,” a choice of term that 
was botanically and pharmacologically inaccurate. Narcotics dull the senses, 
relieve pain, induce deep sleep, and are highly addictive. For example, alcohol 
is also a highly addictive neurotoxin that suppresses central nervous system 
function. While such toxins can transform consciousness, their psychophar-
macological mechanism is quite different from that of hallucinogens and 
has effects that are more often pathological than healing and mind opening. 
By contrast, most of the common hallucinogens are nonaddictive alkaloid  

* The word shaman comes from the Turkic and Tungusic saman.
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analogues of serotonin and other neurotransmitters. For instance, LSD, the 
most powerful known hallucinogen, has almost no consistent measurable 
physiological effect. Not only are hallucinogens nonaddictive, but there is 
growing evidence that they might actually be antiaddictive, and, as we’ll see, 
they have been shown to produce dramatic results in curing alcoholism and 
drug addiction. 

Psychiatric researchers in the fifties and early sixties at first understood 
hallucinogens as psychotomimetic — mimicking psychosis — and valuable 
for offering doctors an unparalleled opportunity to actually experience the 
psychic landscape of their mentally ill patients. Very quickly it became clear 
that the compounds also produced the opposite effect — an expansion of 
awareness that led to dramatic insights into oneself, often with therapeutic 
benefits. The healing and illuminating effects of hallucinogens seemed to be 
associated with their psycholytic capacity to loosen or temporarily dissolve the 
structure of ego armor and personality. Long-repressed biographical mate-
rial was released for inspection, greatly facilitating the psychoanalytic process; 
in many cases, this method offered a quite sudden release from intractable 
neurotic, obsessive, and addictive patterns of behavior. This release was most 
dramatic when subjects reported the classical mystical epiphany — a power-
ful encounter with the ground of being, the creative force of the universe. 

There were, of course, dangers. In a very few susceptible and unprepared 
individuals, the dissolution of the ego became permanent. In those cases, 
the journey was one-way, leaving the poor explorer stranded — a psychotic. 
But in the vast majority of cases, under proper supervision, it seemed that 
entheogens could help individuals attain the extraordinary states of con-
sciousness with their attendant benefits, described by shamans and mystics 
throughout the ages. Since their effects could be produced on demand in the 
lab, entheogens became powerful research tools for throwing light on the 
role of shamanic practices in primal societies.1

It seems quite likely that as early humans moved out of Africa, they took 
some sort of rudimentary shamanic practice with them, and this might have 
included the hallucinogenic potential of plants. Terence McKenna has ar-
gued that early humans must have noticed and ingested the entheogenic 
mushrooms — Strophari cubensis — growing on the dung of the herds they 
followed. In Tassili n’Ajjer, in what is now the Sahara Desert, remains of a 
Neolithic civilization going back twelve thousand years include engravings 
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associated with what is called the Round Head Culture. Some of these in-
cluded shamanic-like figures embellished with clearly depicted mushrooms, 
strongly suggesting a mushroom religion.2 

There is now evidence that, Eliade to the contrary, hallucinogenic mush-
rooms played an important role in Siberian shamanism — specifically the 
red-tipped, white-dotted mushroom Amanita muscaria. No doubt the early 
herders were struck by the fact that reindeer had a penchant for the brightly 
colored mushrooms, consuming them to the point of inebriation.3 Gordon 
Wasson, the famous mycologist who identified the mushroom religion of 
the Aztec, made a strong case for Amanita muscaria being the ingredient 
in the mysterious sacred brew soma described in the ancient Vedic hymns, 
the Rig Veda, of the early Aryans.4 McKenna has pointed out that Amanita 
muscaria, which contains the hallucinogen muscimol, seems to be unreli-
ably psychoactive and suggested instead that soma could well have been Stro-
pharia cubensis, which contains the more powerful hallucinogen psilocybin 
and was widely distributed throughout Africa and the Old World.5 

As we will see in the next chapter, there is considerable evidence that 
one of the most important and enduring of the Greek mystery religions, 
the Eleusinian Mysteries, involved a sacred entheogenic drink, the kykeon. 
Consumed at the climax of elaborate rituals, the drink produced ecstatic  
visions, bringing joy and meaning to one’s life and giving participants a con-
viction in the existence of an afterlife. Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle are all 
known to have participated in the Mysteries. 

When early hunter-gatherers moved from the Siberian mainland across 
the Bering Strait during the last ice age, they seem to have brought with them 
an early form of the Siberian shamanism Eliade encountered. Once isolated 
in the New World, shamanism continued to develop and incorporate the en-
theogenic potential of its new environment. More toxic hallucinogens, like 
the red mescal bean, are known to have been part of the diet of early Paleo-
Indians during the late Pleistocene, ten to eleven thousand years ago, and the 
red bean remained part of the ecstatic visionary shamanic societies of the 
southern Plains Indians until it was replaced by the more benign peyote cac-
tus in the nineteenth century.6 Today, this tradition continues in the syncre-
tistic Native American Church, where practitioners from the Rio Grande to 
the Canadian Plains are now legally allowed to practice their peyote religion. 

According to Peter Furst, Native Americans knew and used some eighty 
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to one hundred hallucinogenic plants and mushrooms; this contrasts starkly 

with the mere eight to ten used by the Old World cultures of Europe.7 The 

explanation appears to be less a matter of botany or geography than one of 

culture. The rise of bureaucratized, patriarchal Christianity meant the vig-

orous repression of the earlier egalitarian shamanic religions, which offered 

the individual direct contact with the divine. This repressive attitude didn’t 

arrive in the New World until the late fifteenth century, and as we have seen 

it has continued into the present. 

“Going Native” 

Perhaps the best-known but most controversial example of a Western scholar 

crossing over and looking at our industrial world from the perspective of 

indigenous shamanism is Carlos Castaneda. While an anthropology gradu-

ate student at UCLA, he claimed to have apprenticed himself to Don Juan 

Matus, a Yaqui brujo — a “man of knowledge,” a sorcerer, witch, or shaman 

— and then he published a series of books purporting to be based on field 

notes of his experiences. The first three books were taken seriously enough 

to form the basis for an MA and then a PhD from UCLA. Subsequently, the 

works became bestsellers and generated something of a cult following. 

Castaneda’s books describe a terrifying initiation into “separate realities” 

through ingestion of powerful hallucinogenic, sometimes poisonous plants 

and mushrooms. Castaneda quickly gave up the idea of comprehending Ya-

qui shamanism according to the categories of structuralism, and he allowed 

himself, as he put it, to be swallowed up into the “stupendous, awesome, 

mysterious and unfathomable” world of primordial shamanism. His work 

is now widely regarded as a brilliant hoax. Castaneda blended a combina-

tion of genuine ethnography, paraphrased chunks of other anthropologists’ 

research, and pure fiction, and he did it so well he succeeded in bewitch-

ing the reader into feeling the shattering, exhilarating otherness of shamanic 

states of consciousness.8 The phenomenal popularity of his work — trans-

lated into seventeen languages with eight million copies sold and generating 

a cult following — is a testimony to both its literary power and the reading 

public’s hunger for something other than the claustrophobic ubiquity of ra-

tionalist materialism. But in the end Castaneda disappoints, leading us into a 
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labyrinth of other realities with little relationship to the one we keep waking 
up in. 

The anthropologist Michael Harner was a less flamboyant but more 
trustworthy guide whose personal transformation exemplified the healing 
power of shamanism. Part of Harner’s fieldwork involved years of living with 
the Jivaro and then the Conibo Indians of South America. In 1961, well be-
fore the publication of Castaneda’s first book, Harner’s Conibo informants 
persuaded him that, if he really wanted to understand them, he needed to 
undergo shamanic initiation by drinking the powerful hallucinogenic brew 
ayahuasca (also called yage, the “vine of souls,” “vision vine,” or “vine of the 
dead”). As happened to Castaneda, Harner’s ontological categories were 
blown apart as he experienced fantastic dimensions of other realities. 

At the onset of his first experience Harner describes being paralyzed 
with terror, convinced he was dying and privy to truths reserved only for 
the dead. Once he recovered, Harner talked of being shocked to his core by  
the overwhelming conviction that the visions and insights belonged to a 
depth dimension of reality not normally available to everyday conscious-
ness. Yet in some mysterious way, this strange level of reality seemed more 
fundamental, more real, and more instructive than the world of normal 
waking consciousness. 

I found myself, although awake, in a world literally beyond my wildest 
dreams. I met bird-headed people, as well as dragon like creatures who 
explained that they were the true gods of this world. I enlisted the ser-
vices of other spirit helpers in attempting to fly through the far reaches 

of the Galaxy.9 

The dragon-like creatures, the “true gods,” said they were contained 
deep within all living matter, and they showed Harner — with a vividness 
he found impossible to describe — how they guided the course of the whole 
evolution of life. 

After Harner recovered, he struggled to make sense of what he had expe-
rienced. He consulted an old blind ayahuasquero shaman and was stunned 
to find that the shaman already knew details of his “dragon” vision before he 
described them. When he shared some of his experiences with a Christian 
missionary couple, they pulled out a copy of the Bible and pointed to strik-
ing similarities to some of the visions in the book of Revelations. Much later 
Harner was even more amazed when he realized that the “dragons” inside all 
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of life corresponded strikingly with the role and structure of DNA, which 
had yet to be elucidated by Crick and Watson.* 

Harner felt forced to confront what he called Western cognicentricism 
— the assumption that the only way to reliable knowledge was through ra-
tionalist materialism, or the reductive, mechanistic Cartesian worldview. Ut-
terly shaken by the revelation he experienced, Harner decided to devote the 
rest of his life to studying shamanism. He eventually developed “softer,” non-
drug techniques — specifically, drumming and visualization — for helping 
Westerners enter shamanic states of consciousness. Harner became one of 
the modern pioneers of that immense work of psychic cartography that is 
now under way, providing some initial maps, metaphors, and models to help 
navigate an inner geography as vast and extraordinary as that of the outer 
cosmos. 

With the wide availability of plant, mushroom, and pharmaceutical psyche-
delics in the 1960s, a whole generation got a taste of what Harner and other 
scholars were experiencing. The extraordinary, controversial history of LSD 
constitutes a scientific story that provides astounding insights into this realm 
while at the same time exposing the limits of a mechanical science of mind. 

Lysergic acid diethylamide, or LSD-25, was first synthesized in 1938 by 
Arthur Stoll and Albert Hofmann at the Sandoz pharmaceutical laborato-
ries in Switzerland. It was made from the same ergot fungus that was subse-
quently identified as the most likely ingredient of the entheogenic kykeon of 
the Eleusinian Mysteries. The substance Hofmann synthesized was initially 
discarded when animal testing for its use in obstetrics, gynecology, and the 
treatment of migraines produced no interesting results. 

Five years later, Hofmann was disturbed by a series of strange dreams 
and intimations, which eventually led him to do something he had never 
done before: he reviewed the results of a previously discarded compound, 
in this case the twenty-fifth in the series he had synthesized from ergot. In 

* Interestingly, Crick himself admitted he had regularly used the powerful psychedelic LSD-25, when 
it was still legal, as a “thinking tool,” and that the idea for the double helical structure had come to 
him during one of these extraordinary states of consciousness. See Graham Hancock, Supernatural: 
Meetings with the Ancient Teachers of Mankind (New York: Disinformation Co., 2006). 
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the process of producing a new batch of the diethylamide of lysergic acid, 
he inadvertently ingested a small quantity, probably through skin contact, 
and so began a strange and terrifying journey into a kind of madness, which 
soon turned out to be the most fascinating experience of his life. In the pro-
cess, science embarked on an equally strange and revolutionary journey of 
discovery. 

The professional psychiatric community initially focused on the most 
striking aspect of the LSD experience is the dissolution of everyday ego func-
tioning, opening consciousness to a barrage of internal and external infor-
mation, a kind of temporary psychosis. As normal volunteers experimented 
with the substance, it quickly became apparent that the drug experience of-
ten producing a storm of profound and therapeutic insights, ranging from 
liberating leaps in self-knowledge to an intuitive understanding of complex 
issues in aesthetics, religion, and metaphysics. Sandoz started marketing it 
as a psychiatric drug under the name Delysid, stimulating a flurry of fairly 
indiscriminate research, but also some dramatic therapeutic breakthroughs. 
For example, Humphry Osmond found administering LSD to alcoholics in 
a therapeutic context could produce astounding and consistent cure rates of 
around 50 percent.10 

By 1967, few drugs had been more thoroughly tested, with over a thou-
sand papers published. The problem was that the results were so widely vari-
able that each new piece of research seemed to contradict the previous one. 
Jay Stevens summed up the situation well in his cultural history Storming 
Heaven: LSD and the American Dream:

There were hunches and hypotheses and horror stories and glowing 
reports and experiments that worked for some and not for others. But 
there was no consensus. Every type of madness, every type of parapsy-
chological phenomenon, every type of mystical ecstatic illumination, 
Jungian archetypes, past lives, precognition, psychosis, sartori-samadhi- 

atman, union with God — it was all there, in the scientific record.11 

LSD blew apart the simple behaviorist ego psychology already under as-
sault by the youth rebellion. It shook the ontological foundations on which 
the scientific method itself rested by confronting scientists with the mystery 
of an inner dimension to reality that seemed to transcend space and time. 
The scientific and political establishment reacted by looking the other way: 
it ignored the anomalies, ostracized those working with hallucinogens, and 
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finally helped criminalize the entire field of psychedelic exploration. By 1968 
lysergic acid had been labeled a Schedule I drug and declared to have no 
therapeutic or research value. 

The Telescope of the Psyche

By this time it was becoming clear to the few who continued to study hal-
lucinogens seriously that part of the variability of response was due to the  
capacity of these substances to dissolve the conditioning that held person-
ality together and then to amplify a whole range of normally unconscious 
psychic processes. This variability was compounded by the fact that the 
preparation, mind-set, and situation of the participant at the time of the 
session — the “set” and “setting” — seemed to be critical in determining  
the general course and outcome of the experience. 

The most systematic and extensive empirical fieldwork on LSD to date 
came out of Czechoslovakia in the fifties and sixties. It was interpreted and 
developed into a revolutionary understanding of the psyche by Stanislav 
Grof, who was one of the first to grasp just how powerful a tool LSD could be 
for exploring the inner universe of the psyche. Eventually, Grof came to rec-
ognize that LSD could revolutionize psychology in much the same way that 
the telescope had revolutionized astronomy, and the microscope, biology.12 

Grof began working with LSD as a conventional medically trained psy-
chiatrist at the Psychiatric Research Institute in Prague. The research started 
as part of a large study on maladjustive interpersonal patterns in neurotic 
patients. As the astonishing results accumulated, the project developed into 
a more ambitious and open-ended exploration of the effects of LSD on the 
human psyche. Grof personally observed some twenty-five hundred sessions 
and had access to the records of another fifteen hundred sessions collected 
by colleagues. By any standard of conventional empirical science, this con-
stituted a massive pool of data. 

Grof was initially astounded by the enormous variability in responses, 
not only among individuals, but within the same individual using the same 
dose at different times. Gradually, he realized that rather than causing a toxic 
psychosis, LSD seemed to be a nonspecific amplifier of mental processes, 
a “powerful catalyst . . .activating unconscious material from various deep 
levels of the personality.” There tended to be a rough progression during 
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each journey. First, a typical session started with perceptual distortions and 
pseudo-hallucinations, like seeing sounds, hearing images, and sensations 
of the limbs elongating, as well as floating or flying, rather like the accounts 
of Bushman shamans. Material from the personal unconscious would then 
surface, starting with recent buried memories, then older unresolved con-
flicts and forgotten traumas. This progression tended to mirror a standard 
Freudian psychodynamic model, with repeated sessions exposing deeper 
and deeper layers of the unconscious. Patients described the experience of 
returning again and again to similar clusters of visions and emotions, each 
time penetrating deeper until the visions converged into a core traumatic 
experience. Once the core trauma was fully understood and reexperienced 
from an adult, therapeutic perspective, the patient would generally gain dra-
matic relief from pathological symptoms. The drug seemed to accelerate 
dramatically the process of conventional psychotherapy. Results requiring 
months or even years of conversational psychoanalysis could be accom-
plished within a few sessions.

Beyond the psychodynamic level, LSD seemed to have the capacity to 
open awareness to the most extraordinary range of experiences beyond space 
and time. Over and over, subjects reported the ability to directly experience 
distant geographical areas and past historical periods. There were descrip-
tions of identifying with and becoming animals that rivaled in emotional 
intensity the accounts of Bushman shamans in deep trance and exceeded in 
graphic detail the rock paintings of therianthropes. They reported extraor-
dinarily vivid insights into biological and natural processes they had  no pre- 
vious knowledge of. These were often corroborated so convincingly that 
Grof was forced to consider that in some mysterious way an individual’s 
awareness in these expanded states could connect to, and experience di-
rectly, inner aspects of the whole human and evolutionary drama. As Daniel 
Pinchbeck points out so incisively, one of the most shocking features about 
such hyperreal hallucinations is their “organized precision”; they are “as fully 
realized as the data seen in the eyes-opened world” and cannot be accounted 
for by the “pallid scientific thesis” — that they were simply self-generated 
by-products of an overstimulation of the neocortex.13 

Despite the astounding range of their experiences, subjects reported a 
general healing effect. After many thousands of hours of LSD therapy with 
patients and years of reflection, Grof came to the conclusion that LSD very 
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often brought about what he called “holotropic” states of consciousness that 
were “oriented toward wholeness,” connecting the individual to the world 
and to the deepest levels of existence in a new way. As Grof puts it:

Holotropic experiences are the common denominator in many pro-
cedures that have throughout the centuries shaped the ritual, spiritual 
and cultural life of many human groups. They have been the main 
source of cosmologies, mythologies, philosophies and religious systems 
describing the spiritual nature of the cosmos and existence. They are 
the key for understanding the spiritual life of humanity from shaman-
ism and sacred ceremonies of aboriginal tribes to the great religions of 
the world. But most important they provide invaluable practical guide-
lines for a rich and satisfying life strategy that makes it possible to real-

ize to the fullest our potential.14 

After being predictably ignored by the mainstream medical and aca-
demic establishment, Grof ’s work is now slowly being recognized as a 
major contribution to an emerging science and philosophy of mind. Not 
only does his work incorporate and refine the achievements of the existing 
medical and Freudian paradigms, but it also constitutes the most extensive 
empirical confirmation of Jung’s ideas about archetypes of the collective 
unconscious. In addition, it brings the teachings of the wisdom traditions  
of mystics and shamans throughout the ages into a constructive dialogue 
with medical science and psychoanalysis. Finally, it provides a model of psy-
chic life fully congruent with the paradoxical relations between conscious-
ness and matter suggested by Eric Voegelin’s philosophy and by quantum 
physics and modern cosmology. One measure of Grof ’s slowly growing rec-
ognition comes from the philosopher Richard Tarnas, who concludes his 
monumental, celebrated history of Western civilization, The Passion of the 
Western Mind, by showcasing Grof ’s work. He describes it as constituting 
one of “the most epistemologically significant developments in the recent 
history of depth psychology, and indeed the most important achievement in 
the field as a whole since Freud and Jung themselves.”15 Such a psychology of 
course undercuts the Lockean Liberal assumptions about mind and nature, 
on which our institutions rest, and inspires us to reimagine a neo-shamanic 
politics.
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Today, a number of trends are converging to produce a more mature ap-
proach to the shamanic and therapeutic use of hallucinogens. First of all, 
we are slowly facing up to the hypocrisy of our society waging a vicious 
war on mind-expanding entheogens while facilitating the addiction of mil-
lions to alcohol and nicotine, tranquilizers and antidepressants.16 Second, we 
are slowly becoming aware of the long and rich history of the human use of 
entheogens as aids to healing and visioning. Finally, the astounding break-
throughs in physics and cosmology are dissolving long-held certainties about  
the nature of reality and creating possibilities for radical transformation of 
culture and politics. 

In 2006, one of the most rigorous studies ever conducted on the subjec-
tive and observable effects of hallucinogens was completed on psilocybin. 
As mentioned earlier, psilocybin is the primary hallucinogen in Stropharia 
cubensis, the divine mushroom of Mesoamerica. The project was directed by 
Professor Roland Griffiths at one of the most prestigious institutes of medi-
cal research in the United States — the Johns Hopkins Department of Neu-
roscience, Psychiatry, and Behavioral Medicine.17 The experiment involved 
thirty individuals in two eight-hour sessions at two-month intervals. 

Each subject went through two sessions, one with the psychedelic, the 
other with methylphenidate (Ritalin) as the active placebo. Griffiths set up a 
third red herring group that was given the placebo and told it was the hallu-
cinogen, in an attempt to account for distortion due to expectation. Subjects 
were briefed before and after and given multiple, detailed surveys to com-
plete. More than two-thirds of the participants who took psilocybin rated 
the experience as being among their five most meaningful and spiritually 
significant ever. One-third declared their session to have been the single most 
meaningful experience of their lives. Almost 80 percent reported “increased 
well being and life satisfaction,” an estimation supported by follow-up inter-
views with family and friends. As expected there was no such response from 
those taking the Ritalin or those in red herring groups.18 The results, hailed 
as “landmark” by Charles Schuster, the former director of the National Insti-
tute on Drug Abuse (NIDA), confirmed what had been self-evident to sha-
manic cultures for millennia — that psilocybin regularly produces primary 
mystical experiences associated with dramatic, positive life changes, and 
these seem to be sustained over time.

On the face of it, this should be astounding news for a society that 
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champions individual meaning and fulfillment as a supreme political value. 
Two-thirds of the people in the group that ingested a nonaddictive, nontoxic 
chemical afterward claimed to have had a life-changing mystical experience 
comparable to the accounts in religious literature from the saintly and en-
lightened. 

As more evidence like this emerges, the medical profession is finally tak-
ing some responsibility for reversing the fear-driven repression of halluci-
nogens. A recent interdisciplinary investigation published in the venerable, 
conservative British medical journal The Lancet criticized the prevailing 
system of drug scheduling as “medically unsupported. . .and completely 
unjustified.” It proposed instead a more consistent evidence-based, nine-
point scale of “harm assessment,” and then it went on to demonstrate that 
when applied by a wide range of health professionals, there was a compelling 
consistency. The results repeatedly ranked the hallucinogens LSD, mescalin, 
and psilocybin lower than alcohol and tobacco in terms of overall social and 
physical harm and risk of abuse.19 Clearly, the current drug scheduling has 
less to do with medical evidence and more to do with the repressive politics 
of consciousness. 

Not only are entheogens nonaddictive but as mentioned some of the 
early studies using LSD in the treatment of alcoholics demonstrated that 
hallucinogens might actually be antiaddictive. The initial studies, performed 
in Saskatchewan during the 1950s and 1960s by Humphry Osmond, Abram 
Hoffer, Colin Smith, and Sven Jensen, produced an astounding, consistent  
50 percent cure rate over periods of around six months.20 Alcohol, in con-
trast to hallucinogens, produces an ersatz transcendence by releasing the 
ego from anxiety, but at the expense of obliterating the superego, wittily de-
scribed as “that part of the psyche soluble in alcohol.” Current research using 
other entheogens, like Ibogaine, are also producing dramatic results.21 

Grof, among others, has proposed that addictive behavior is in part a 
consequence of a frustrated yearning for authentic religious experience. Such  
experiences, as we have seen, give us a passionate connection to the larger 
community of being, and in so doing bring meaning to our lives and help 
release us from compulsion and addiction. Bill Wilson, the cofounder of 
Alcoholics Anonymous, was consulted during these early alcoholism stud-
ies and was tremendously impressed with the capacity of LSD to produce a 
“spiritual experience,” which seemed critical to sustained healing. He went 
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on to incorporate the recognition of some mysterious “higher power” — a 
transcendent dimension into his 12-step program.22 

 The ecstatic peak experience — whether entheogen induced or not 
— seems to put one in touch with a deeper dimension of the everyday 
world that is primary, eternal, creative, and in that sense, divine. The en- 
thusiasm and love of life engendered by this encourages one to deepen one’s 
immersion in life, often expressed in a desire for meaningful work, for en-
gaging the lives of others, for being of service, and for making a positive 
creative contribution. Finally we need to note that such acts of service can, 
in and of themselves, generate something akin to ecstasy, a feeling of deep 
connection to the preciousness of existence.

 

The Shamanic Journey 

We move toward a postmechanistic politics of consciousness as we trian-
gulate research on comparative shamanism, psychopharmacology, and evo-
lutionary psychology. Since this emerging big picture needs to be pursued 
in tandem with self-exploration, it is unfortunate that many scholars who 
argue so vehemently about the meaning of shamanism have little, if any, di-
rect experience of shamanic ecstasy. Some show a related tendency to dismiss 
the rapidly growing number of testimonials of initiated Westerners in favor 
of obscure accounts from exotic indigenous cultures. This scholarly distance 
from experience has at times led to a profusion of categories and specious 
distinctions. Some scholars would deny the label “shamanic” to states of con-
sciousness induced by hallucinogens. They endeavor to confine authentic 
shamanism to the more structured Siberian and Asian models and make hard 
distinctions between “mystical,” “religious,” and “shamanic” states. Graham 
Hancock observed that sometimes the scholarly hairsplitting sounds like vir-
gins arguing which of the sexual positions described in the Kama Sutra are 
the most pleasurable. When it comes to meaning, experience matters.23 

A more helpful approach is to follow William James’s pragmatism and 
remain open to a spectrum of consciousness — an inner universe — as 
it presents itself to us, and then proceed with mapping through multiple 
modes of exploration. The ayahuasca brew that Michael Harner experienced 
in the 1960s is particularly helpful in connecting shamanic ecstasy to our 
wilderness origins in the recovery of a quest-based politics. First, ayahuasca 
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seems to have played a central role in the politics of indigenous and hunting- 
gathering societies throughout the Amazon basin for millennia. The fact 
that at the time of first contact its use was already widespread and integrated 
in the self-understanding of the native cultures suggests its great antiquity. 

Second, ayahuasca is undergoing something of a revival as its use has 
spread into syncretistic churches, which combine Christianity with indig-
enous shamanic practices. Its use is also spreading through nonindigenous 
societies via ad hoc groups that mix shamanic and other spiritual traditions.24 
Although one of ayahuasca’s primary hallucinogenic ingredients, DMT, is 
a Schedule 1 drug in pure form, and its use is regulated by international 
convention, the plant itself and the brew are legal in Brazil for sacramental 
purposes. Its use is also legal in the United States and France for members of 
União do Vegetal (union of the plant) church. 

Third, ayahuasca is hardly a recreational drug; taking it is not something 
one does lightly. Typically, before a ceremony using ayahuasca, a strict diet is 
followed for several days. Alcohol is avoided, as are other drugs, fish, meat, 
fermented foods like cheese and soy, and other specific proteins. The brew 
contains a compound inhibiting the enzyme in the human body that nor-
mally breaks down the potentially toxic monoamines in the diet. Partici-
pants fast on the day of the ceremony, since even if they’ve followed the diet, 
the brew often causes extreme nausea and vomiting. Unpleasant feelings 
tend to pass after the early stages and can then be followed by ecstatic vi-
sions of unearthly beauty. But the visions often confront participants with 
uncomfortable realities in their personal life. Although this can help initiate 
positive lifestyle changes, an ayahuasca session is far from a “feel-good trip.” 

Finally, ayahuasca is particularly interesting because of its botani-
cal complexity, the difficulty of making it, and what its discovery implies 
about the early human relation to nature. The brew requires the synergis-
tic combination of two plants, each on its own being fairly unremarkable.  
The leaves of one plant, Psychotria viridis, contain the potent hallucinogen 
N,N-dimethyltryptamine (DMT), but when the leaves are eaten alone, DMT 
is immediately broken down because of the presence of monoamine oxidase 
(MAO) enzymes in the human body, and so it has little psychedelic effect. 
For that to occur, the body must also have an MAO inhibitor to prevent 
DMT breakdown. This crucial component is provided by the woody liana, 
Banisteriopsis caapi, which also contributes some hallucinogenic alkaloids. 
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When the two are boiled together in a lengthy process of rendering, a brown, 
muddy, nauseating concoction is produced containing the DMT in the pres-
ence of the MAO inhibitor and other psychedelic harmalines — creating a 
profoundly hallucinogenic mixture.25 

One of the great mysteries of ethnobotany is how this combination was 
discovered, since it strains credulity to think of Amazonian hunter-gatherers 
systematically going through the vast number of plants in their environ-
ment and then boiling various combinations for hours until hitting upon 
exactly the right mixture to produce DMT in the presence of MAO inhibi-
tors. When questioned about this, some shamans attribute the discovery to 
an extraordinary, supernatural event. Significantly, this event is often linked 
to the identity of the tribe, or the origin of the human species and the es-
tablishment of the primary relationships among humanity, culture, and the 
natural world. Such origin stories suggest the centrality of the ecstatic expe-
rience to the life of the community. Shamans repeatedly insist that the plants 
themselves are in some way sentient and can speak to human beings when 
they are in the special states of consciousness and receptivity associated with 
dreams, visions, and trance. Taken seriously, this has profound metaphysical 
implications for the truth quest.26 

The cognitive psychologist and linguist Benny Shanon undertook an ency-
clopedic study of ayahuasca shamanism in his 2002 book, The Antipodes of 
the Mind: Charting the Phenomenology of the Ayahuasca Experience. Shanon 
is a highly respected, well-published scholar at my alma mater, the conservative  
Hebrew University in Jerusalem. He is also something of a methodological 
boundary crosser, since he brings together both rigorous scholarship and  
firsthand experience of shamanic rapture. He stumbled on the religious use 
of ayahuasca while visiting South America in 1991 in total ignorance of its 
history and literature. He drank the brew out of curiosity and was so fas-
cinated by his experience that he made it the center of his research. Over  
the years he has actively participated in some 130 sessions, in settings ranging 
from those guided by indigenous healers to prayer meetings of syncretistic 
churches and small private gatherings. He then conducted interviews with  
another 178 individuals from a variety of backgrounds and from this research 
produced an impressive empirical pool of testimonies covering some  2,500 

individual ayahuasca sessions.27 Like Harner, Shanon was eventually forced 
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to reconsider deeply held assumptions about the nature of consciousness- 
reality.

What most perplexed Shanon was the fact that the content of the ex-
periences seemed to contradict the simple, apparently self-evident fact that 
mind is confined to brain or body. The ayahuasca visions were too wide-
ranging and too extraordinarily detailed: they included historical scenes, 
exotic geographical settings, and fantastical places and creatures, as well as 
revelations about repressed aspects of one’s personal life. Many of the vi-
sions were so precise, so completely formed, and so self-consistent that they 
defied any notion of somehow being stored in the brain or simply produced 
by the brain. There were striking examples of individuals accessing historical 
information they had no direct knowledge of — as if the information was 
stored in some fifth dimension outside the brain-body. Then, in the highly 
sensitized state of the ayahuasca trance, the brain acted like a radio receiver 
tuned to invisible frequencies of energy that transmitted through space and 
time. Ayahuasca, like other entheogens, also seemed to have its own distinct 
signature; for example, there were recurring themes of jungle animals like 
jaguars, anacondas, and boas, and then complex fractal structures all in hy-
perreal, vivid detail.28 Even more perplexing was the fact that sometimes the 
visions were shared within the group at the same time and could even be 
manipulated by the shaman. 

When considering shamanic experiences generally, but particularly  
entheogenic-assisted shamanism, we encounter another paradox. Taking aya-
huasca, like other entheogens, sometimes involves going through a hellish 
kind of ego death. One can be confronted with shocking and painful revela-
tions about long-repressed details concerning one’s intimate life or long-
held assumptions about the nature of reality. Almost by definition, this is 
profoundly unsettling and at times terrifying. So why would people do it? 
Why would they repeat the experience, and why would they create ongoing, 
passionate, disciplined shamanic rituals that center around it? When asked, 
practitioners across cultures and times are emphatic: “to find our life,” as the  
Huichol say of their peyote hunt, or as Cicero said of the Eleusinian Mys-
teries, “to live more joyously. . .and to die with greater hope.”29 The Bush-
men simply say, “If you don’t dance, you die.” One near-universal constant 
of such experiences is that they break ossified structures of thought and be-
havior. They make possible psychological and spiritual growth; they confer 
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profound insight, and they infuse life with more meaning and greater, last-

ing joy. 

Let me give two first-person examples, one historic and one contemporary. 

The first is the story of Manuel Cordova-Rios. At the end of the nineteenth 

century, at the age of fifteen, Cordova-Rios went off seeking fortune and ad-

venture with four seasoned caucheros — Peruvian rubber cutters.30 They fol-

lowed one of the upper tributaries of the Amazon River into a region where 

few Europeans had ventured. One day the camp was ambushed by a group of 

Amahuaca Indians, Rios’s companions were killed, and he was captured. His 

hands were tied, and for nine exhausting days he was forced to accompany 

the band, jogging through the jungle until they reached a remote village. 

There he lived for several years, captive but well cared for while he was slowly 

taught the language and the way of life of the tribe. 

Eventually, he realized he was being recruited into the tribe for some 

mysterious purpose. Part of his early initiation involved an extended process 

of learning through drinking ayahuasca — which the Amahuaca called nixi 

honi xuma — the “vision vine.” In session after session, the shaman chief, 

Xumu, would conjure and manipulate shared visions of animals with a viv-

idness and detail that exceeded anything Rios had seen in waking life. In the 

process, the shaman communicated to the amazed boy detailed, practical 

information about the creatures of the forest. Years later Rios described his 

first experience of a shared vision: 

The chief said, “Let us start with the birds. You know the medium sized 

tinamou, the partridge that gives the plaintive call at sunset because he 

does not like to sleep alone on the ground. Visualize one for me.”

There he was! I saw him in infinite detail with his rounded tailless 

rump, plumage olive gray, washed and barred with shades of cinna-

mon, chestnut and dusky brown. Never had I perceived visual images 

in such detail before. . . .The chief then brought a female and the male 

went through his mating dance. I heard all of the song, calls and other 

sounds. Their variety was beyond anything I had known. Finally a sim-

ple saucer-shaped nest appeared on the ground between the birds, with 
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two pale-blue eggs in it. The male sat on the nest, to my surprise.  
“Yes, he raises the children,” said the chief. 

We went from the various tinamous to the trumpeter, the curas-
sows and the other important game birds, all seen in the same infinite 

and minute detail.31 

Cordova-Rios was stunned that empirical information about the exter-
nal world could be directly communicated in trance. The revelation changed 
his life and impelled him eventually to become a shaman and a healer in his 
own right.

The second example of a journey to the wilderness within comes from my 
own modest experience of ayahuasca in a less rustic setting. As part of my 
own search I participated in several ayahuasca ceremonies conducted by a 
curandera — a female shaman — with small groups of similarly motivated 
individuals. My first experience took place under an open-sided shelter in 
a remote wild valley. After everyone had consumed a small cup of the vile-
tasting, thick, dark-brown concoction, the shaman went around the circle 
smudging the participants with fragrant incense, blowing smoke on our 
heads, and reciting a series of blessings. After waiting for the brew to start 
working, the curandera began singing in an ancient Quechua dialect. The 
song was so exquisitely beautiful that it seemed quite otherworldly. As she 
sang I noticed a feeling creeping up my body as if my insides were melting, 
leaving me absolutely paralyzed. I felt so terribly weak and nauseous that I 
feared I had not dieted properly and had been lethally poisoned. The haunt-
ing, yearning quality of the song intensified my feelings of being utterly lost 
in a strange universe. The song also had a pleading quality that made me 
want to weep with sadness. None of my extensive reading about the brew 
had prepared me for the intensity of my emotions. Then I realized her sing-
ing was actually bringing the spirit of the vine into the gathering and moving 
it through my body. I suddenly, desperately wanted her to stop; I wanted it 
to be over. At the same moment I realized it was too late. We had taken off. 
It was as if the canoe had left the shore, the shaman was in charge, and the 
song was our solitary paddle. Avoiding the rapids depended on the beauty 
of the song and the sincerity of the shaman, begging the spirit of the vine to 
guide and heal us.

Then something I believed absolutely impossible happened: in a flash, a 
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cartoonish elfin figure with a pointed hat appeared and cartwheeled around 
the circle, from head to head. The fact that it was so completely unexpected, 
so unrelated to anything else going on, made it simultaneously terrifying and 
funny. As it spun from person to person, it tickled, and we each let out a little 
peal of silvery laughter. It was clearly not a three-dimensional entity — yet it 
seemed too perfectly formed and too utterly random to be generated by my 
own overstimulated brain. It was also “real” in the sense of entering shared 
space and time, as others in the circle who saw it later confirmed. “Oh,” I 
said to myself, “the spirits, whatever they might be and wherever they might 
come from, are now in charge and playful.” If this was no mental projection, 
what was it? Where did it come from? I started shivering and then vomited 
violently into my purging bowl, as if heaving out the last of my dogmatic 
assumptions about reality. The relief was immediate. 

I remember very little of the rest of the night. I had a vague sense of 
being shown visions of astounding beauty. The next day my companions 
informed me that I couldn’t stop proclaiming loudly, over and over: “Thank 
you, God! Thank you, God!” This went on until my noisy rapture prompted 
one of the assistants to lead me out of the circle to walk under the stars until 
I had quieted down. 

The next morning, having slept no more than a couple of hours, I felt 
humbled, weak, and wordless. I was convinced I had somehow looked under 
the lid of reality and survived visions not meant for mortals. I was still in 
shock and couldn’t imagine ever wanting to repeat the experience. The fol-
lowing night I went to bed early and woke up the next morning feeling very 
different. It was one of the most peaceful, beautiful days of my life. I couldn’t 
stop looking at the sunlit, gleaming garden, the shades of green on the trees, 
and the bright-blue sky. It looked like the first day of creation. I felt healed — 
like a child again — clean, fresh, innocent. I was filled with gratitude at being 
alive in such a miraculous world. 

My old routine — coffee in the morning, beer in the evening — now 
seemed crude and desensitizing. The feeling of purity and clarity remained 
for weeks, though it gradually faded as my old world reasserted itself. The 
otherworldly elf seemed to be completely irrelevant to the mystical rapture 
of the morning after. Only later, when I discovered that trickster stories are 
central themes in the mythology of indigenous shamanic cultures, did the 
vision start to make a bit of paradoxical sense. The details meant little; what 
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mattered was waking up to the beauty of the mystery of the world. My aya-
huasca journey had taken me on a roller-coaster ride, leaving me, two days 
later, clear and functional, in a state of gently sustained mystical awe.

The supernatural education of Cordova-Rios, a young man in a pristine 
rain forest, living with the Amahuaca, proceeded in a more orderly, focused, 
and practical fashion. After several months this resulted in something like a 
fine-tuning of his waking state, which he found enormously helpful in im-
proving his relations with members of the tribe. 

During my training I became aware of subtle changes in my mental 
process and modes of thought. I noticed a mental acceleration, and 
a certain clairvoyance in anticipating events and the reactions of the 
tribe. By focusing my attention on a single individual I could divine 
his reactions and purpose and anticipate what he would do or what he 
planned to do. This was all important to the way Xumu governed the 
tribe, and I began to see what lay under the surface of his management 
of their community life. The old man said my power to anticipate and 
know future events would improve and grow, also that I would be able 
to locate and identify objects from a great distance. All this, he told me, 

would help protect and control the tribe.32 

In contemporary South American settings, the ayahuasca ceremony is 
also called la dieta or la purge — “the diet” or “the purge” — and healing 
sessions can go on day after day for a week or more. In some groups on 
the morning after a ceremony, participants will eat a simple breakfast to-
gether and share experiences of the night before. In one of my own sessions, 
I remember, a young woman was caught up in a fit of heaving sobs that 
went on much of the night as she relived and then released herself from an 
abusive relationship with her mother. Witnessing others choosing to face 
excruciating truths and then going on to enjoy a garden of heavenly delights 
was a deeply moving experience. I felt full of love and compassion for their 
courage and commitment to health and truth. I saw how sharing such life-
changing experiences powerfully bonds a group of near strangers. 

One of the most consistent features of the ayahuasca experience is a sense 
of being both humbled and energized in the face of a natural world revealed 
to be infinitely sacred in its beauty and awesome in its ego-shattering mys-
tery. Such revelations accelerate individuation while paradoxically bonding 
individuals in more mutually supportive relationships. Many report gradual 
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release from compulsive, defensive, and addictive behavior. There seems to 
be a progression in self-knowledge and healing as individuals pursue the 
dieta as a spiritual discipline. Some of the syncretistic religions function 
like any other church, offering worship ceremonies on a regular basis. After 
studying accounts of participants in such groups, I could see the truth of 
Grof ’s insight that at the heart of much addictive behavior is a frustrated 
hunger for ecstasy. It is as if our modern condition of alienation and anxiety 
has sharpened a craving for the primal condition marked by those extended 
periods of gentle intoxication in the beauty of a life in wilderness, all the 
while supported by a loving community of similarly inspired companions. 
Shamanic ecstasy, religious epiphany, and wilderness rapture all share at 
their deepest a love for the beauty of life. This love of life is in turn the living 
inspiration for the truth quest — the lodestone for a future-primal politics. 

A Neo-shamanic Metaphysics

Benny Shanon’s repeated, consistent experiences with ayahuasca provoked 
him to consider the possibility of a realm of consciousness-reality that is 
primary and exists in some sense independently of the individual brain. He 
struggled with this issue in ways that indigenous cultures like the Bushmen 
do not. The intellectual division of labor he was trained for, and that is em-
blematic of Western society, stood in the way of acceptance. In his writings, 
he repeatedly declares such questions metaphysical and beyond the bound-
aries of cognitive psychology. Yet Shanon is philosophically sophisticated 
and seems well aware of how consciousness is mysteriously woven into the 
external reality in ways that contradict Cartesian dualism and that are conso-
nant with the entheogenic experience. In one of his more speculative papers 
he considers circumstantial evidence that some of the miracles, visions, and 
revelations described in the Bible might have been the result of ingesting an 
ayahuasca-like mixture of common desert plants. He points out that equiva-
lent results are produced by a mixture of extracts from acacia trees, which  
are widespread in the Middle East, and that the hallucinogenic Peganum 
harmala is also a fairly common bush. In one suggestive anecdote Shanon 
describes following the advice of a pharmacologist and expert on medicinal 
plants in Israel and finding a patch of Peganum growing outside the entrance 
to the Qumran caves. This is where the mystical sect of the Essenes lived 
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from the second century bce to the second century ce and where the famous 
Dead Sea Scrolls were found.33 

Until fairly recently, there was simply no way of conceptualizing a 
mechanism for the extraordinary transpersonal experiences encountered 
during shamanic trance. Western science found it easier to dismiss them 
as fantasy, fraud, or schizophrenia, since they so glaringly contradicted the 
ruling mechanistic paradigm of behaviorist psychology and the Newtonian- 
Cartesian “box” model of the universe, where everything happens within 
three-dimensional space in linear time. This is no longer the case. This 
mechanistic model of reality has now been demolished by the consolida-
tion of the revolutions in physics, biology, and cosmology. Creative thinkers 
in biology and physics are now suggesting different mechanisms to explain 
how mind is enmeshed with matter. These revolutions in our scientific un-
derstanding of reality are strangely concordant with the astounding experi-
ences of archaic shamanism in an evolving universe. 

Since consciousness is an emergent property of evolving wilderness — 
the inner face of the external cosmos — we cannot set preestablished limits 
to experience. As W. I. Thompson put it so elegantly:

Since the mind is part of nature, we make a mistake when we imagine 
that the act of perception is through a window in which we are on one 
side and nature on the other. We are in nature, so there is no reason 
that subjectivity and objectivity should be so dissonantly arranged; it 
is more than likely that the key in which the nerves and the stars are 

strung is the same.34 

We need to open ourselves, like the shamans of old, to an interwoven, 
incredibly complex ecology of consciousness. 

As Thompson’s statement implies, the shamanic notion that humans 
might receive specialized learning directly from the plants, animals, and 
even places of the natural world is implicit in the emerging evolutionary  
understanding of consciousness as an intrinsic facet of matter. We can un-
derstand consciousness as an invisible but inwardly self-evident dimension 
of reality. As the universe evolves from the primordial simplicity of the fire-
ball, cooling into complexity, so this self-organization produces increasingly 
autonomous, complex beings, from plants to insects, animals, and eventually 
humans. As complexity and individuation increase, we find a related dimen-
sion of what Teilhard de Chardin called “interiority,” where information is 
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collected, stored, and processed to redirect the behavior of the creature. With 
the human, this inner dimension becomes conscious of itself and capable of 
augmenting its own autonomy through reflection, imagination, the creative 
use of technology, and so on, setting in play the whole human drama of the 
in-between with all its dangers and distractions. Shamanic practice can be 
understood as a balancing, or self-correcting, mechanism, augmenting cre-
ative self-awareness in a variety of ways while reconnecting that expanded 
awareness to its organic roots in a primordial reality. In this way complexity 
consciousness* can be fostered without the human becoming unhinged from 
the animal and without civilization destroying wilderness. 

We saw how we became unhinged through the one-sided development 
of mechanical, mathematical science in the service of power and profit — the 
primordial sins of hubris and idolatry. In the process, modernity viciously 
repressed the shamanic journey of ecstatic remembering and reconnecting. 
This doesn’t mean, of course, that science is dispensable. Galileo was partly 
correct when he asserted that the universe is written in the language of num-
bers and the laws of mathematics. This is self-evidently true in the reliability 
of our cars, submarines, and rockets. But the bigger evolutionary story sup-
ports the shamans of old, who assert that the universe is also written in the 
language of words and stories, music and dance. Shamanism and science 
are both essential to making sense of our primary experience of the world. 
Discovering and living by truth require practicing each in dynamic balance 
with the other. 

For example, in regard to the mystery of the discovery of the ayahuasca 
mixture, it is not impossible that there is some sort of communication be-
tween the plant and human worlds more subtle than the trial and error of 
blind science. There is every reason to think human consciousness is open to 
the sort of prelinguistic, prescientific, intuitive knowing that animals regu-
larly demonstrate. Although we might not yet know the mechanism, we can 
imagine this sort of communication as a sixth sense that makes it possible 
for buck and baboon to know which of the bland or brightly colored fruits, 
flowers, and herbs of the veldt are poisonous and which are nourishing and 
healing. It would be absurd to think that emerging humanity suddenly lost 
this animal inheritance with the advent of self-consciousness and language. 
The evolutionary story suggests that the break was slow and progressive,  

* For a fuller explanation of Teilhard de Chardin’s notion of “complexity consciousness,” see chapter 3. 
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increasing sharply with the constriction of consciousness associated with the 
hierarchical warrior civilizations, and culminating in the construction of the 
absolute boundaries of Cartesian metaphysics. Shamanism can then be un-
derstood quite simply as a collection of techniques for expanding conscious-
ness and so healing the rift between civilization and wilderness. In doing 
so it reconnects humanity to the great natural community of being and so 
becomes part of the foundation for a wilderness-loving planetary politics.
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“How should I proceed to ask the question properly, don Juan?”
“Just ask it.”
“I mean, is there a proper method, so I would not lie to myself and believe 

the answer is yes when it really is no?”
“Why would you lie?”
“Perhaps because at the moment the path is pleasant and enjoyable.”
“That is nonsense. A path without a heart is never enjoyable. You have to 

work hard even to take it. On the other hand, a path with a heart is easy; it does 
not make you work at liking it.”

— Carlos Castaneda, The Teachings of Don Juan

You, my friend — a citizen of Athens — are you not ashamed of devoting your-
self to acquiring the greatest amount of money and honor and reputation, and 
caring so little about wisdom and truth and the greatest improvement of the 
soul, which you never regard or heed at all? . . .

. . .For know that this is the command of God; and I believe that no greater 
good has ever happened in the state than my service to God. For I do nothing 
but go about persuading you all, old and young alike, not to take thought for 
your persons or your properties, but first and chiefly to care about the greatest 
improvement of the soul. I tell you that virtue is not given by money, but that 
from virtue comes money and every other good of man, public as well as private. 

— Socrates, The Apology

the primal polis: 
socrates as shaman

cHAPTER 11
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The conventional understanding sees the Greek polis of the classical period 
as a primary creative source for Western civilization, and it naturally em-
phasizes those aspects of Hellenistic culture that are contiguous with the 
present: the spirit of critical rationalism, individualism, creativity in the arts 
and architecture, and the development of mathematics as a key to certain 
knowledge. The polis is also closer to industrial society than it is to the pri-
mal band in being more hierarchical and differentiated, more deformed by 
warfare and imperial ambition. Yet the defining values of the polis — and, as 
I will argue, the source of its creative brilliance — are precisely those charac-
terizing the values of primal politics with the shamanically informed truth 
quest at its center. 

Given the more complex, stratified, and conflicted nature of Greek so-
ciety, these values had to be clarified in theory and fought for in practice. In 
this way the polis offers a clearer picture of how the complex of primal poli-
tics can, when consciously cultivated, function as an ideal, generating a flow-
ering of creativity and wisdom or, when neglected, fragment into violent 
conflict. In this way the polis helps clarify the challenges of actualizing the 
mandala ideal under current conditions of social complexity and hierarchy. 

We can see a similar process of differentiation and clarification in the life 
and teachings of Socrates, the emblematic genius of the polis and a founding 
inspiration for Western rationalism. But Socrates was a complex, contradic-
tory character, and in many ways he was closer to the primal shamanic truth 
quest than the mathematical rationalism that characterizes modernity. For 
example, his practice of philosophy was the embodiment of primal democ-
racy, since it consisted of little more than discussing in public, with anyone 
interested, the big questions of life. His method was similarly primal, privi-
leging truth seeking through face-to-face discussion — the dialektike — as 
compared to the frozen texts of the elitist Platonic academy. Socrates also took 
for granted the syncretistic religious context of Athens, in which shamanic 
practices were commonplace, and he experienced directly the entheogen- 
induced ecstasy of the Eleusinian Mysteries. His story is appropriately para-
doxical. Although he was a patriotic citizen, held office at least once, and 
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fought bravely in a number of battles, he was contemptuous of the democ-
racy of the general assembly, which he saw as corrupted by sophistry and 
demagoguery. The general assembly, in turn, became equally disillusioned 
with Socrates, putting him on trial at the age of seventy and eventually ex-
ecuting him. As we look back over the past few thousand years of civilization 
and seek to integrate primal wisdom into our postmodern politics, we can 
get crucial guidance from both the achievements and the failures of Socrates 
and the polis. 

The Birth of the Ideal of the Whole Person

The ideal of the classical Greek polis was that of a small, self-sufficient, self-
governing, relatively egalitarian, and highly cultured community that valued 
and supported individual creativity. All of this went against the larger trajec-
tory of civilization toward increasing centralization, division of labor, and 
hierarchy. By the sixth century bce, Greek political culture had coalesced 
around one thousand independent poleis, of which we have written con-
stitutions for about two hundred. Each was a self-governing “city-state” — 
typically a fortified town on a hill, like the appropriately named Acropolis 
of Athens — surrounded by fields and villages, making it to varying degrees 
self-sufficient. This unique system was partly a matter of choice and partly 
imposed on the Greeks by the geography of the country. With its rocky in-
dented coastline and rugged interior, Greece was very different from the 
open plains and the great river deltas around which the imperial civilizations 
of Egypt, Mesopotamia, India, and China arose. The mountains provided 
security and encouraged decentralized self-sufficiency, while Greece’s posi-
tion on the eastern Mediterranean made possible some degree of trade and 
provided stimulating contact with other cultures and competing models of 
order. 

The Greeks considered the relatively small scale and the independence 
of the polis as necessary conditions for the flourishing of the whole human 
individual as an end in itself. This quintessentially Greek ideal stood in sharp 
contrast with its opposite — imperialism, where the individual was simply 
a means to the end of imperial glory. One of the defining episodes in Greek 
self-understanding occurred when the Athenian polis confronted the might 
of the Persian Empire at the Bay of Marathon in 490 bce. The Persian king, 
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Darius, had conquered one Greek city after another and was preparing to 
take Athens. At the decisive moment, the Athenians found themselves alone. 
The runner Pheidippides was sent on his legendary run to enlist the help of 
the Spartans. He sprinted 240 kilometers in two days but to no avail. Isolated 
and massively outnumbered, the Athenian citizen army faced the Persian 
hordes on the plains of Marathon. The Athenian general Miltiades put his 
strength in the flanks. When fighting began, the weakened Athenian front 
broke and ran. The Persian mercenaries pursued them, flogged into battle 
by their officers. The Athenians then swiftly counterattacked on the flanks, 
sprinting into the face of the enemy and slaughtering the Persians. It was an 
astounding victory for Athens. According to the historian Herodotus, the 
Athenians lost only 192 men, while the Persians lost 6,400. Whatever the ac-
tual figures, the moral for the Greeks was clear: strength in numbers was 
no match for the passion and determination of free men fighting for their 
freedom.

We could say the Greeks rediscovered the beauty and wisdom of the cre-
ative individual of the primal band and made it a central organizing political 
ideal. They recognized that through freedom we become more fully indi-
viduated, more fully human, and thus more fully alive. To experience this 
was to know it as a self-evident good. But in contrast to the hyperindividual-
ism of today’s consumer capitalism, the Greeks balanced this ideal with its 
opposite — the good of the community. Freedom could not be unbounded. 
Like all other virtues, it was seen as a vice when pursued in isolation, with-
out regard for its opposite. Without a healthy and just community, without 
constraint and limits, there could be no free individual. Without the free in-
dividual, there could be no healthy or just community. The simple secret for 
mediating these opposing polarities was the primal alchemy of face-to-face 
discussion. As we have seen from the beginning, first with primates and then 
flowering fully in the Bushman band, face-to-face discussion brings together 
diverse individuals in seeking to create a shared reality as a basis for decision 
making concerning the good of the whole. 

Scale is also critical for balancing the good of the individual with that of 
the community through personal relationships. For Plato and Aristotle, the 
ideal size for a polis was five thousand, large enough to be self-sufficient but 
not so large that citizens could no longer know one another and meet face-
to-face. Autarkia, self-sufficiency, was almost the first law of existence for the 
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polis.1 This in turn required a degree of egalitarianism, a certain modesty in 

material demands and minimal division of labor. The ideal was that every-

one, as much as was possible, should participate in all areas of communal 

life, for both the good of the individual and the good of the community. The 

small scale and self-sufficiency of the community required and facilitated 

cultivation of the whole person through political participation. 

Direct democracy was inextricably linked to the ideal of the whole person. 

The reforms of the aristocratic Greek rulers Solon, Pisistratus, and 

Cleisthenes offer noble examples of the philosopher-kings — wise aristo-

crats giving up power in order to liberate the ordinary citizen in the name of 

the greater good of all. When Solon came to power in 594 bce, he eliminated 

enslavement for debt, put a limit on the size of estates, and restored land 

that had been confiscated for nonpayment of debt. He recognized that Athe-

nian soil was thin for corn but excellent for olives and grapes, so he encour-

aged some degree of specialization and trade. But he promoted collective 

and individual self-sufficiency by requiring parents to teach their children 

a trade. Pisistratus, who followed Solon and administered Athens from 546 

to 527 bce, extended these economic reforms and democratized high cul-

ture by directing tax revenues into theater, epic poetry, and the celebrations 

of the festivals. Unlike the anti-intellectual vulgarians of modern tyrannies, 

the aristocratic founders of Greek democracy recognized that expanding the 

wealth of the privileged few, at the expense of the poverty and ignorance of 

the masses, ultimately impoverished all. What we see emerging in these early 

reforms is a revival of the primal insight that the good of the individual is in 

principle inseparable from the good of the community. 

Cleisthenes completed the democratic revolution in 507 with a radical 

constitution creating artificial tribes (demes) as fighting, voting, and cul-

tural units. Each tribe included a cross section of the whole polis — artisans, 

farmers, and fishermen — so self-interest would be informed and balanced 

by contact with a wide range of life-worlds. This helped promote both the 

well-rounded individual and a more-informed consideration of the good of 

the whole. The general assembly was the sole legislative and executive body 

and included all adult male citizens. It was the right and duty of the ordinary 

citizen to speak frankly and sincerely to the entire political community. The 

agenda was set by the executive committee, the boule, consisting of five hun-

dred citizens chosen by lot every year. Since it was forbidden to serve more 
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than twice, most citizens could expect to serve at least once during a lifetime 
— all would get a chance to be a leader. 

Over time the polis increasingly connected the individual’s direct par-
ticipation in a wide range of activities to an ideal of excellence rooted in the 
Homeric ideal of the hero as a “good-all-rounder,” a whole person. Never-
theless, “all” did not mean everyone; it meant adult, male Greek citizens. 
Unlike in the Bushman band, the idea of wholeness was truncated. The polis 
remained a patriarchal, slave society excluding women, slaves, and foreigners 
from politics. 

What is remarkable is that the entire structure of the polis was designed 
to limit professionalization and to maximize participation in all areas of life. 
Inefficient though this might have been in terms of modern decision mak-
ing, it served a higher efficiency of two converging values — the cultivation 
of the arete of the whole person and the search for the more compelling 
truth of the bigger picture motivated by concern for the good of all. 

Deep Democracy 

Athenian democracy at its deepest provided a framework for self-actualiza-
tion in the service of the good of the whole community. Linking these was 
face-to-face discussion and decision making driven by a love of wisdom. But 
the two poles — on the one side personal wisdom and the truth of one’s own 
experience; on the other side the truth of the collective — also represented 
opposites in tension that were never fully clarified and resolved in theory. 
Socrates criticized his fellow Athenians precisely because crass self-interest 
was usurping love of wisdom. And the polis executed Socrates in misguided 
defense of the common good — for corrupting the youth and failing to re-
spect the customs and deities of the city. 

At first sight, face-to-face discussion might appear to undermine any 
attempt to construct a shared big picture or worldview, since it critiques, 
dissects, and deconstructs meaning. Closer reflection reveals an equal and 
opposite movement of thought. When the people in a group debate a propo-
sition, each person refines the idea from his or her own perspective; ideally, 
this leads to a final result that includes the partial truth in each position in 
a larger synthesis. Thesis provokes antithesis, which compels a synthesis. In 
this fashion, heartfelt discussion drives toward an ever larger and deeper pic-
ture of the current situation and, by extension, increasingly illuminates the 
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human condition. In Plato’s allegory of the cave, the bigger picture reveals to 
the prisoners that the cave is simply one feature in a staggeringly immense 
and ultimately mysterious cosmos.

By the same token, the meaning and value of any given proposition, 
policy, or action depend on their relation to the larger context, the bigger 
picture. Whatever the intention of the author, the highest good in one con-
text can become the basest evil in another. This applies to the various roles 
and institutions of society as a whole, as Max Horkheimer points out in his 
discussion of Plato’s Gorgias:

The trades of the baker, the cook, and the tailor are in themselves very 
useful. But they may lead to injury unless hygienic considerations de-
termine their place in the lives of the individual and of mankind. Har-
bours, shipyards, fortifications, and taxes are good in the same sense. 
But if the happiness of the community is forgotten, these factors of 

security and prosperity become instruments of destruction.2

Horkheimer sums up the original aim of philosophy for Plato as being the 
attempt to negate one-sidedness in thought through a more comprehensive 
system inclusive of a larger reality: 

to bring and maintain the various energies and branches of knowledge 
into a unity, which would transform these partially destructive ele-
ments into productive ones in the fullest sense. This is the meaning of 

his demand that the philosopher should rule.3

The truth quest for the individual requires considering the whole, and a 
just collective decision making requires considering the multitude of diverse 
individuals pursuing the quest. We seem to have a convergence of Socratic 
philosophy and Athenian democracy in face-to-face discussion. How, then, 
do we explain the paradox of the Socratic critique of Athenian democracy 
and the ultimate hostility of the polis to Socratic philosophy?

Socrates taught at a time when the role of moral intention in education 
was under threat. The lure of power and wealth was corrupting love of wis-
dom. Philosophy for the Greeks meant a literal “love (philia) of wisdom (so-
phia).” For Socrates it was an even more passionate affair than philia, which 
was a kind of friendship or brotherly love. Socratic philosophy was driven 
by the passion of Eros, something closer to hot shamanic ecstasy than the 
cool curiosity of the text-bound scholar. The focus was on the expansion of 
awareness as the highest expression of life energy. But by the middle of the 
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fourth century bce, education was becoming utilitarian and professional-
ized. Teachers — confusingly called sophists — were traveling the country 
giving lessons to anyone who could pay, teaching them the skills necessary 
for success in public life or, as Socrates put it: “the art of making the weaker 
argument seem the better.” The notion of wisdom tied to moral intention 
was eroding. 

What sophistry threatened in particular was a type of morally driven, 
philosophically inspired oratory essential to democracy, which the Greeks 
called parrhesia. This type of face-to-face speech was characterized by ut-
ter frankness: one said everything on one’s mind, speaking from the heart, 
without holding back, without fear of consequences on all matters relevant 
to the issue.4 It included a readiness to express unpopular thoughts, criticize 
the holders of power, demand change, and risk immediate self-interest, all 
in the service of a higher public good. Polished oratory was suspect, since 
it obscured intention and made possible the flattery and manipulation of 
an audience to serve the speaker’s self-interest. Ridiculing one’s opposition 
and winning a debate were not to be confused with wisdom. The display of 
sincere passion for the public good was the highest value in political discus-
sion, as opposed to eloquence or flawless logic for its own sake. Talking with 
parrhesia meant revealing something of who one was, what one cared about, 
and how one chose to live; the assumption was that the wisdom of one’s talk 
is connected to the life one lived.5

Since putting one’s life on display entails real risk, parrhesia demanded 
an equivalent moral earnestness from the listeners, whose convictions were 
also hanging in the balance. This sounds laughably quaint today. For those 
who bother, participation in American democracy means voting, and not 
necessarily fostering the creative and original expression of each unique citi-
zen. Today, we count only insofar as we can be counted, on the average, sta-
tistically. It is small wonder that almost half the American electorate do not 
even bother voting in national elections and have utter contempt for most 
politicians. 

Recently, two American scholars, Bruce Akerman of Yale and James 
Fishkin of Stanford, suggested taking small steps to institutionalize some 
thoughtful reflection and discussion in the democratic process by estab-
lishing a “deliberation day.” This would take place sometime before elec-
tions, and citizens would be paid for a day’s work to gather in groups of 
about five hundred to discuss and prioritize election issues. Merely adopting 
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such a measure would be a teachable moment by focusing attention and  
energy on the eroding core of democracy — the process of teaching and 
learning about the good of the whole through face-to-face encounters. The 
Internet and other forms of electronic communication have an obvious im-
portant role to play in mass societies. But they can never replace the ultimate 
locus of human politics — the fully embodied face-to-face relationships, 
in a particular community, at a particular time and place, in which we fully 
actualize our humanity.6

In the compact band, where people live out much of their lives in front 
of one another, all can, to stretch the allegory, “move in and out of their 
own and each other’s caves.” In such a situation, words can be more easily 
checked against actions and intention. Boundaries are more easily crossed 
and recrossed. Everyone gets regular reality checks — that is, honest feedback 
on how others experience the world and each other. Anyone who has done 
community work or team building knows how communication can be dra-
matically clarified and consensus more readily achieved when people share 
strong experiences. We see how quickly an extraordinary understanding and 
trust can develop among soldiers in combat. Simple action in extremis can 
bond people more effectively than days and years of conversation. We also 
see this in the extraordinary bonds of community among strangers that de-
velop during natural disasters. In mass societies so much of our experience 
of public life is mediated electronically, at a distance, and this is often dis-
torted by the intention to entertain and profit. Without face-to-face encoun-
ters our understanding of public affairs swings from cynicism to wishful 
thinking and seeing only what we want to see. We can easily remain stuck in 
our caves.

The lesson from the “primal polis” is that deep democracy rests on more 
than the superficial mechanics of electoral politics. What justifies democracy 
as a more advanced, more human, wiser form of government is the realiza-
tion that the free, creative, unique individual is more deeply and more fully 
human than the obedient member of the herd, the replaceable unit of a cor-
poration, church, or nation. Our creative freedom is the hallmark of our hu-
manity. This is the great revelation at the heart of Greek philosophy, drama, 
and politics. The great irony is that Western civilization is founded on a soci-
ety that attempted to engineer what came naturally to the hunting-gathering 
band: a polity compact enough to allow the community to meet face-to-face 
and share in one another’s lives while guided by a love of learning. 
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While the ideal of the whole person became clarified through the Greek 
polis, its realization was compromised by the civilizational context of chronic 
warfare, slavery, and patriarchy. All of this constrained what it meant to be 
a whole human being. Athens, the most brilliant of all the poleis, was one 
of the largest. With a citizen population of around thirty thousand, it was 
heavily dependent on trade and thus required a more rigid division of labor, 
including the professionalization of the navy and army. All this contradicted 
the ideal of the freely searching, whole individual at the center of the polis. 
It was also contrary to the teaching and life of Socrates, who, when forced to 
choose between the quest, exile, and death, chose death, leaving us with the 
famous epitaph: “the unexamined life is not worth living.” 

The Essence of the Good: Face-to-Face with Socrates

Socrates was Plato’s teacher, the central figure in the Platonic dialogues, and 
the man Plato regarded as “the wisest and most righteous in all of Athens.” If, 
as Alexander North Whitehead remarked, the whole history of Western phi-
losophy is nothing but footnotes to Plato, then the place of Socrates should 
be even more exalted. He is the primal figure for Western philosophy. 

In order to understand the deep wisdom of the Socratic teaching and 
how it can help us apply the mandala model to the present, we need to widen 
the lens and put both the polis and Socratic philosophy in the context of 
shamanism. Modern scholars tend to read Socrates through the lens of their 
own skeptical rationalism; they gloss over his cryptic references to transcen-
dence and mysticism and downplay its role in the life of the polis. The pri-
mal perspective can help sensitize us to the role of shamanic practices in 
helping generate and sustain the creativity and humanity of the polis. 

We can get to the depth dimension — the metaphysics of Socratic phi-
losophy — by searching the record for passages where Socrates asks and an-
swers the question of questions: What is the essence of the Good? And how 
does that help us to live “the good life”?  

We find one of his most unambiguous definitions of the quest in The 
Apology, when he is under threat of death, defending his practice of phi-
losophy from the charge of “following false gods and corrupting the youth 
of Athens.” The most direct answer to what constitutes the good life is con-
tained in the opening epigraph to this chapter, and it is worth examining 
more closely. Socrates anchors his life — and by extension his notion of the 
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good life — in the practice of philosophy, which he defines in very simple 
terms: “[to] do nothing but go about persuading you all, old and young 
alike, not to take thought for your persons or your properties, but first and 
chiefly to care about the greatest improvement of the soul.” The term soul is 
a direct translation from the Greek psyche, which we can take to refer very 
broadly to one’s inner life — one’s psychology, the realm of Descartes’s res 
cogitans. Socrates continues his manifesto, contrasting virtue with the lure 
of wealth: “I tell you that virtue is not given by money, but that from virtue 
comes money and every other good of man, public as well as private.” Virtue 
is a translation from arete and refers in this context to our essential or deep-
est humanity and suggests the excellence of the whole person committed to 
the quest. Thus, Socrates champions the spiritual project of improvement 
of the soul — spiritual growth — from which flows the political project of 
seeking the good of the community. 

The rather platitudinous exhortation becomes more concrete and radi-
cal when we focus on what Socrates did: he questioned everything — himself, 
others, the status quo, accepted values and perceptions. Again, the question-
ing is reflective and guided by the central moral intention: How does this 
or that piece of knowledge, which we can agree on, help us to live the best 
possible life, together, in a society of other freely questing individuals? The 
second component of Socratic philosophy is the already-mentioned dialec-
tic — undertaking this quest in public, through continuing face-to-face dis-
cussion with anyone interested. Then, finally, imaginatively integrating what 
has been uncovered in an ever-growing and -changing big picture. 

At first gloss such a practice seems to be perfectly congruent with the 
highest values and the central practices of the democratic polis. Yet by 
the time of Socrates’ trial, Athenian culture had changed to the point that  
the Socratic practice of questioning authority came to be seen as a deadly 
threat. This conflict between Socrates and the polis represents a fundamental 
tension between the life-loving search for wisdom and the fear-driven quest 
for power. It offers a cautionary tale, and some guidance, as we try to inte-
grate the truth quest into our lives and our politics. 

We get additional insight into the shamanic depths of Socratic philoso-
phy from Socrates’ answer to the question “What is the essence of the Good?” 
This appears in the most important chapter in the most important text in 
the history of political philosophy — Plato’s Republic. The chapter (23) is 
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titled “The Good as the Highest Object of Knowledge,” and it deals with 
the education of the philosopher-king — what the holders of power must 
know to ensure a just and good society. Alan Bloom, the much-acclaimed 
modern translator, points out that if The Republic is an ascent, this chapter 
(together with the adjacent “Allegory of the Cave”) is the summit.7 The chap-
ter is a dialogue between Socrates and Glaucon, Plato’s older brother. The 
philosopher-king is the embodiment of the wise ruler. He understands that 
only when those who hold power love wisdom more than power will human 
beings see an end to unnecessary suffering. 

Socrates begins by pointing out that the most important knowledge the 
king must possess is knowledge of the Good, since it is of no use to pos-
sess anything or know anything without understanding it.8 And how can we 
know this without first knowing what we mean by “the Good”? It is reason-
able to expect Socrates to know the answer, since he is emphatic that his 
practice (of philosophy) is “good” for the citizens of Athens. What, then, is 
the essence of the Good? 

Instead of a straight answer, we get what seems on first reading to be 
a rambling argument full of unexpected twists, turns, and perplexing dis-
claimers. First, Socrates observes that “most people identify the Good with  
pleasure, whereas the more enlightened think that it is knowledge.” This 
sounds reasonable enough, especially to the professional intellectual. Glau-
con readily agrees. Then Socrates continues: “And further that these latter 
cannot tell us what knowledge they mean, but are reduced at last to saying,  
‘knowledge of the good.’” Glaucon rejects this as a tautology — “That is 
absurd.” To the reader’s surprise, Socrates agrees and emphatically dismisses 
what might have been a suggestive paradox:

It is [absurd]; first they reproach us with not knowing the Good, and 
then tell us that it is knowledge of the Good, as if we did after all un-

derstand the meaning of that word “Good” when they pronounce it.9 

Socrates continues, digresses, then discusses briefly, and dismisses, the no-
tion of pleasure as the highest Good, since there are many “bad” pleasures. 
He tantalizes Glaucon by restating the importance of getting an answer to 
the question about “the essence of the Good”: “Every nerve must be strained 
. . . to achieve . . .precision and clarity with regards to this question.” Glaucon 
is now getting exasperated and presses Socrates to answer this, “the question 
. . .you cannot hope to escape.” Finally, pushed into a corner, Socrates stuns 
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us with a complete about-face, telling Glaucon that the real meaning of the 
Good, on which the meaning and value of everything else depends, is some-
thing he can’t explain!

But I am afraid it is beyond my powers; with the best will in the world 
I should only disgrace myself and be laughed at. No for the moment let 

us leave the question of the real meaning of the good.10

How can Socrates not know, after telling us that without this knowledge 
nothing else matters? As consolation, he offers to describe the “offspring or 
child” of the Good. He briefly recapitulates the theory of forms, or Ideas, and 
then, finally, he gives this metaphoric answer: It is the sun that stands there 
“in the same relation to vision and visible things as that which the Good 
itself bears in the intelligible world to intelligence and to intelligible objects.” 
Without skipping a beat Socrates elaborates by doing precisely what he has 
just told us is beyond his powers: he gives an explicit definition of the essen-
tial nature of goodness.

This then, which gives to the objects of knowledge their truth and to 
him who knows them his power of knowing, is the Form or essential 

nature of Goodness.11

Amazing! We are back where we started. This elusive answer, produced 
through contradictions, disclaimers, and analogies, seems almost identical 
to the initial paradox he rejected earlier without hesitation — “the essen-
tial nature of the Good is knowledge. . .of the Good.” Something crucial, 
however, has been added: “the conditions and processes which make pos-
sible knowing a knowable world.” Here we need to stop and consider what 
these conditions and processes might be. The obvious place to start is with 
what Socrates actually did as a philosopher. When we do, we come up with 
the same simple elements: questioning self, others, and society; seeking the 
best way to live through face-to-face discussion with a community of fellow 
seekers — the essence of the Good is the truth quest at the center of primal 
politics. 

Since this perplexing section has something of the flavor of a Zen riddle, 
a cross-cultural comparison helps reinforce the point and bring out its pri-
mal dimension. The Zen scholar Daisetz Suzuki’s book What Is Zen? intro-
duces Zen Buddhism as a search for enlightenment, which we can take as 
similarly concerned with the Socratic question of questions: “What is the 



The Primal Polis: Socrates as Shaman 321

essential nature of the Good?” In the introduction, Suzuki offers a riddle, a 
koan, in which the student asks the master, “What is Zen?” 

You ask, “What is Zen?”
I answer, “Zen is that which makes you ask the question,” because 

the answer is where the question arises. The answerer is no other than 

the questioner himself.12

The answer refers the questioner back to him- or herself, to the way the ques-
tion is being asked. Suzuki continues the story:

Student: “Do you then mean that I am Zen itself?”
Master: “Exactly. When you ask what Zen is, you are asking who 

you are, what your self is. It is for this reason that the Zen masters often 
tell you not to ask where the donkey is when you are right on it, or not 
to seek for another head when yours has been on your shoulders ever 
since you were born. It is the height of stupidity to ask what your self is 

when it is this self that makes you ask the question.”13

The point of the riddle is to shock the questioner awake, to provoke deep 
reflection on why and for what the student is searching. The response that 
“the answer is you” is trite unless one has already experienced something of 
life and is asking the question with all one’s heart and soul. The answer is 
clearer the deeper and broader one’s experience of life, the more impelled 
one is to make sense of it all. In other words the answer is in the asking to the 
degree that “one searches with the whole of one’s life.”   

So, Socrates’ evasions, repetitions, and infuriating contradictions are 
rather like Zen riddles. They function to provoke Glaucon and the reader 
into an “aha!” moment. We are meant to reflectively leap back, look within, 
look around, and recognize that the quest we are already engaged in is the 
answer we seek. At that point, we don’t pat ourselves on the back and quit, 
but we continue, more committed than ever, with greater enthusiasm and joy. 

Glaucon doesn’t really get it. He pays lip service to the virtue of thinking 
for oneself: “Well Socrates, it does not seem fair that you should be ready to 
repeat other people’s opinions but not state your own, when you have given 
so much thought to this subject.” (Emphasis added.) But he is still mesmer-
ized by Socrates and makes the neophyte’s mistake, thinking all answers, in-
cluding “self-knowledge,” come from the expert, the charismatic guru. Of 
course, what Socrates and others say and think certainly matters. The quest 
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takes place in community and is concerned with how to live with others, 
and Socrates is a particularly thoughtful member of the community. But the 
deeper answer requires grasping one’s own life — and one’s own search — as 
the primary instrument of philosophy as well as part of its goal. 

Socrates’ response is teasing: “There you are! . . . I could see all along that 
you were not going to be content with what other people think.” Yet Glaucon 
remains focused on what Socrates thinks. He stares at the finger Socrates is 
pointing at the moon, rather than the moon, which in this case is Glaucon 
himself and everything that brings Glaucon to that moment of asking the 
question. The “essence of the Good” is every aspect of human questing — 
thinking, arguing, expressing, exploring and experiencing life, and putting it 
all together — as well as everything that makes it possible — the miracle of a 
knowable world within which there are searching minds striving for greater 
awareness:

It is the cause of knowledge and truth; and so, while you may think of 
it as an object of knowledge, you will do well to regard it as something 
beyond truth and knowledge and, precious as these both are, of still 

higher worth.14

Understanding this intellectually is very different from feeling it emotion-
ally, and when one does feel it, the experience can hit one as an epiphany. 
My own epiphany occurred, appropriately enough, while I was a neophyte 
teacher trying to teach this chapter of the Republic to a small class of un-
dergraduates. I had recently arrived as a graduate student at the University 
of Hawai‘i, and I found myself in charge of the sort of introductory class I 
had never myself taken, teaching students who at times knew conspicuously 
more than I did about local politics. From the outset I had to abandon the 
posture of an all knowing professor. I began the semester by telling my story 
as a way of introducing why I teach, what I had to offer, and why I felt a dem-
ocratic discussion-based pedagogy was essential. We then went around the 
class and the students told their stories. Since the course was offered within 
the College of Continuing Education, the students represented a wide range 
of ages and life situations, as well as the usual Hawaiian rainbow of ethnici-
ties — Asian, Polynesian, Filipino, hapa (mixed race), and haole (white). As 
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the discussions progressed throughout the semester, a pool of shared study, 
thought, and life experiences accumulated. 

By the time we came to this crucial passage in the Republic, the course 
had already covered a wide sweep, beginning with the various aspects of the 
global crisis — environmental, geopolitical, spiritual — and then looking 
at the history of political societies from the hunting-gathering bands of the 
San to the Liberal nation-states in a corporate-dominated world order still 
plagued by genocide and warfare. Class discussions were now flowing more 
naturally and personal testimonies had become more honest. At times the 
frankness and passion of the participants was quite touching. The more I 
really listened to and learned from my students, the more I was humbled 
by their range of experience and sincerity of purpose. I also found, to my 
surprise, on those occasions when I was forced reluctantly to reveal myself as  
listening and learning, I did my most effective teaching. Growing trust be-
tween student and teacher made role reversal possible. Teaching and learn-
ing were becoming two aspects of a single process. As we approached the 
“essence of the Good,” a sense grew that the passionate discussion of the pre-
vious weeks was approaching a climax. Something important was at stake 
for all of us.

I divided the class into small discussion groups and charged them with 
trying to understand the way Socrates was answering the question of ques-
tions: “What is the essential nature of the Good?” After about half an hour, 
with the class buzzing with discussion, I reassembled the groups and took 
stock. Together we traced Socrates’ contradictory back-and-forth with Glau-
con. Suddenly, I felt caught up in something larger than my own intellectual 
process: there seemed to be a resonance between my understanding of the 
text and the experience I was sharing with the class. Over the previous weeks, 
we had been bringing our personal lived experiences to the issues raised in 
class. A number of students told me they continued thinking about the dis-
cussions after class; they shared them with friends and family members and 
looked forward to the next class. I felt similarly involved. As I slowly put all 
this into words and spoke it out loud, the whole class suddenly grew still and 
quiet, as if everyone was holding their breath. The air in the room took on a 
crystalline quality, and the walls separating our inner experiences from one 
another seemed to become transparent. Something special was happening. 
The face of one student lit up, and she raised her hand and spoke out: “Aren’t 
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we doing it?! Isn’t this the sort of thing Socrates is talking about when he says 
the good is what makes knowing a knowable world possible? Honest arguing 
where we all really care about what we are saying and we all try to come to 
some deeper understanding of what it’s all about?”15 Other students smiled 
in a kind of happy amazement and agreement. It was a shared realization 
that, not only were we “getting it” as individuals, but our individual knowing 
depended on our cooperative arguing, and the truth of what we each knew 
was reinforced by our “getting it” together. It was as if for a moment we all 
stepped outside of ourselves into a collectively generated experience of il-
lumination — a kind of gentle ecstatic knowing.   

I had experienced similar moments in intimate personal relations, but 
never in a public setting or in a classroom. It was an intense experience of the 
joy of Eros — the passion of the quest in the company of a community of 
similarly motivated others. It also made me realize how important the class-
room could be as an arena for transformation; how it could give us a hint of 
what it might be like to live in a wisdom-loving community. Such ecstatic 
illuminations are rare in academia, where “the Socratic method” usually re-
fers to critical rationalism, forensic interrogation, and winning arguments. 

It is true that Socrates developed a powerful critical method, but the 
whole Socratic enterprise was energized by a passion for wisdom — Eros — 
a passion powerful enough to override the competing temptations of wealth, 
status, and power. We get the strongest evidence for this from Socrates him-
self during his trial, when he defends his philosophy in mystical language, 
declaring to the assembled citizens in Plato’s Apology: “I am given to you 
by God. . . .Know that this [my practice] is the command of God; and I be-
lieve that no greater good has ever happened in the state than [this] service 
to God.” He repeatedly made references to his “inner voice,” or daimon, as 
something akin to a shamanic spirit helper: 

You have heard me speak at many times and places of a divine sign 

from God which comes to me, and which, I suppose, is the divinity that 

Meletus attacked and ridiculed in the indictment. This sign, which is  

a kind of voice, first began to come to me when I was a child; it al-

ways forbids but never commands me to do anything which I am going  

to do.16 

To give up listening to this inner voice, the soul of the lover of wisdom, 
would be a fate worse than death. 
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Socrates and the Eleusinian Mysteries

The hallmarks of the more egalitarian shamanic religions are all present 
in Socrates: the personal relationship to a higher power, the truth of direct 
experience, the method of endless discussion with anyone concerned on 
all matters of importance, the passion for wisdom, and the fearlessness in 
talking truth to power. We now also know that Socrates participated in the 
Eleusinian Mysteries, drank the mysterious kykeon, and likely experienced 
the extraordinary dimensions of reality opened up by entheogens. We tend 
to forget that Greek philosophy operated in a shamanistic world in which 
dreams, divination, necromancy, and mystical revelation were still compel-
ling realities.17 As Carl Ruck points out, the connection between philosophy 
and shamanism was quite taken for granted at the time.

The common suspicion about people like Socrates was that they were 
apt to have derived their ideas about other realities and about the 
relativity of everything to be found in this present world from drug- 
induced visions. . . .To [Socrates’ contemporaries] he seemed to speak 
of experiences that resembled those of a shaman, and his unconven-
tional manner of life and his novel deities made it likely that he acted 
as a mystagogue for the young men devoted to him. He was, in fact, not 
unlike other early philosophers whose lives and ideas have been recog-

nized as shamanistic.18

The Eleusinian Mysteries were by far the most important single religious 
event in the Hellenic world. They were put on every year virtually with-
out fail for almost two thousand years. The practice of the Mysteries began 
around 1500 bce and ended when Alaric, king of the Visigoths, conquered 
Rome in 396 ce and helped establish a repressive, bureaucratized Christian-
ity. The Mysteries offered anyone who could afford the months of prepara-
tion an expectation of the culminating mystical experience of a lifetime. Up 
to several thousand people a year were initiated, including Socrates, Plato, 
and Aristotle, as well as other notables like Pindar, Aristophanes, and later 
Cicero and Plutarch. 

Greek shamanism differed from the egalitarian shamanism of the San 
and other primal societies in that it was shrouded in mystery. As its name sug-
gests, the Eleusinian Mysteries were a closely guarded secret, with a penalty 
of death for anyone revealing the rites. Consequently, most of the surviving 
accounts are cryptic, and the secret remained hidden until 1978, when three 
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scholars triangulated their expertise to argue that the climactic life-changing 
visionary moment involved drinking a hallucinogenic brew, kykeon. The 
classicist Carl A. P. Ruck, the pharmacologist Albert Hofmann, famous for 
having synthesized LSD, and R. Gordon Wasson, one of the founders of the 
field of ethnomycology, collaborated to produce a groundbreaking work 
of synthesis, The Road to Eleusis: Unveiling the Secret of the Mysteries. Their 
account was made even more compelling because they all shared expertise 
in the primary text of personal experience; they had all experimented with 
entheogens and all experienced the shamanic realm revealed as the social-
ized ego structures of perception dissolve. Together they provided a fasci-
nating and compelling case that the mysterious sacred brew — the kykeon 
— almost certainly contained hallucinogenic lysergic acid alkaloids, most 
likely derived from ergot-infected barley, one of the main ingredients of the 
drink.19 

Hofmann synthesized LSD beginning with the purple rust-colored fun-
gus ergot (generally Claviceps paspali or purpurea), which is parasitic on 
barley, rye, and other grains. Ergot contains a variety of alkaloids, some of 
which are toxic; however, some of the nontoxic hallucinogenic amides are 
water soluble and can be separated out with a simple water solution, a treat-
ment well within the capability of Greek herbalists.20 

Ruck suggests the Mysteries were a Hellenized version of Indo-European 
shamanism, which had been practiced in Afghanistan and the Indus valley 
from at least the second millennium bce. This practice involved the sacred 
drink soma described in the Rig Veda, which seems to have relied on another 
hallucinogenic fungus that Gordon Wasson argued was the fly agaric mush-
room, Amanita muscaria.21 The Mysteries involved a ritualized reenactment 
of the myth of Demeter that combined archaic themes we find in Minoan 
and other preclassical agrarian cultures — female procreation, the acquisi-
tion of agriculture, and the cycles of death and rebirth. Above all the Myster-
ies ritually mediated the primary duality at the core of the human condition 
— wilderness and civilization split apart by the domestication of grain but 
brought back into divine balance by the poisonous ergot, safely transformed 
by the wisdom of the herbalist into the sacred kykeon.22 

As in Bushman mythology, the myth appears in a number of versions, 
each thick with metaphoric resonance regarding the seasonal cycles of death 
and rebirth, the origins of agriculture, and questions of human nature, des-
tiny, and the afterlife. One version is the anonymous Homeric Hymn to  
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Demeter composed in the seventh century bce, some seven centuries after 
the Mysteries were first practiced. According to this version, Persephone, the 
daughter of the goddess Demeter, is gathering wild flowers at Nysa when 
she is kidnapped by her uncle Hades, god of death and the underworld. In  
her grief Demeter brings a drought, causing the world above ground to 
wither and die. Since the gods also require regular sacrifices from the fruits of  
human agriculture, a balance is required. Hades relents and agrees to release 
Persephone, providing she has eaten nothing during her stay. He tricks Perse-
phone into betraying her godly Olympian status by tempting her to eat six 
pomegranate seeds. Hades releases her anyway, but on the condition that she 
return to the underworld every year for the number of months equal to the 
number of seeds she has eaten (the number varies according to the version of 
the myth and the length of the seasonal cycle). Every year when Persephone 
returns to Hades, the earth above dies in autumn. Each spring she returns 
to the upperworld, and with her return come the life-giving rains that allow 
the earthbound seeds to sprout. While underground, Persephone produces a 
child, thus sanctifying marriage and birth as a way of healing the tension of 
life and death in the mystery of female procreation. Meanwhile, Demeter, as 
part of her struggle to find Persephone, makes the gift of cultivated barley to 
the mysterious Triptolemus, a royal prince in the citadel of Eleusis. Tripto-
lemus then becomes the apostle of the new civilized order, traveling through-
out the world on a serpent chariot spreading the knowledge of agriculture.23

As with Bushman mythology, the elements of the myth also work through  
emotional associations that would be lost on the modern reader. However, 
certain archetypal themes are made clearer by aspects of its ritual reenact-
ment. The Mysteries were divided into two parts. The Lesser Mystery took 
place in nearby Athens and involved several months of preparation and rit-
ual purification as priming for the climactic Greater Mysteries. The Greater 
Mysteries began with initiates leaving the gates of the city on foot and cross-
ing a bridge, which was intentionally constructed too narrowly for wagons 
to pass, symbolic of crossing the boundary between worlds. The initiates 
walked the fourteen or so miles on the sacred road to the village of Eleusis 
near the Rarian Plain, supposedly the site where barley was first cultivated. 
Along the way elements from the story were vigorously reenacted. After all-
night dancing in honor of Dionysius, the god of ecstasy, the initiates would 
be taken into the great Telestrion, the initiation hall in the sanctuary, where 
they drank the kykeon. 
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The little we know of the kykeon experience tells us that typically it 
started with fear and trembling, then nausea and vertigo, but soon passed to 
revelations so intense as to make “all past seeing like blindness.” It completely 
transformed the initiate’s attitude about the meaning of human existence. In 
the words of the poet Pindar: 

Blessed is he who, having seen these rites,
Undertakes the way beneath the Earth.
He knows the end of life, 

As well as its divinely granted beginning.24 

These experiences were incommunicable, not only because of the prohi-
bition on revealing the secrets, but simply because words could not describe 
an experience that gave one “the reason to live more joyously” and also to 
“die with greater hope.” It is beyond credulity to think that any mere ritual 
theatrical production could have produced something so overwhelming for 
up to three thousand people at a time for over a millennium.25 

We know that the kykeon was made with barley from the nearby Rarian 
fields, which was mixed with water and blechon, or mint. We also know the 
mint symbolized other aspects of the mythic abduction and was not the psy-
choactive agent. The Rarian fields would almost certainly have been infected 
from time to time with the hallucinogenic ergot. The purple of Persephones’ 
robes, associated with the ritual performance of the Mysteries, probably 
suggested the purple of the ergot fungus. Ergot often selectively infects a 
more primitive form of wild barley, aira or darnel, which farmers regard 
as a pernicious weed. Consuming a drink made from aira — the threat to 
domesticated grain — would add another layer of symbolic meaning to the 
boundary-crossing ritual. 

It is also quite possible that the kykeon contained other psychoactive 
compounds. Greek herbalists were well aware of natural psychoactives and  
certainly had the botanical sophistication to separate the soluble, non- 
toxic hallucinogens from the toxic, insoluble ergotamine and ergotoxin.26 
Greek wine, for example, like that of other ancient cultures, relied primar-
ily not on alcohol as its intoxicant but rather on a mixture of psychoac-
tive plants, herbs, and mushrooms.27 There is some evidence that the Greeks 
had acquired knowledge of hallucinogenic mushroom cultivation from the 
Egyptians. In any event, it seems almost certain that a number of Greek 
herbalists would have discovered the psychoactive properties of ergot, and 
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no doubt they had some role in the famous scandal in 415 bce, when promi-
nent Athenians were accused of serving the sacred kykeon at their private 
drinking parties. 

The Mysteries present us with the missing dialectical opposite of West-
ern rationalism: a form of visionary shamanism involving fungal halluci-
nogens as a central, ordering practice at the beginning of philosophy and 
politics. But like Greek politics, the Mysteries had already diverged from the 
more compact, integrated, and egalitarian shamanism of the primal band. 
Where Bushman shamanism was open to all and relevant knowledge was 
shared willingly, the Mysteries were a violently guarded secret, controlled by 
a religious bureaucracy — the two hierophantic or priestly families. The ex-
perience itself was rigidly structured around the mythic reenactment of the 
shift from a nomadic existence in wilderness to agriculture and settled com-
munities. Yet democratic dimensions remained, especially when compared 
to the bureaucratic Christianity that arose in its place. The Mysteries still 
offered everyone, from aristocrat to slave, a transformative, direct experience 
of the sacred aspects of the in-between nature of human consciousness. 

The work of Ruck, Hofmann, and Wasson makes it easier to understand 
the deeper Socratic teaching in primal terms. The overwhelming quality of 
the entheogenic experience — the “breaking open of the head” — exem-
plifies in the most dramatic way exiting the cave of illusions and turning 
the soul around to understand the constructed dimension of all socially re-
produced knowledge. It also underscores the necessity for regular boundary 
crossing in approaching the truth quest and its politics. 

We can then understand the Eros of philosophy as a spectrum extending 
from the ecstatic shamanic journey to the more gradual boundary-crossing 
bonding experience of face-to-face discussion. Both disciplines open one to 
the sacred mystery of creation and help inspire, humble, and guide thought 
and action. Within this context Socrates appears closer to a mystic and sha-
man like Pythagoras than his own pupil Plato, the author and founder of the 
Academy.28 

But we also we need to recognize that the focus of the Socratic teaching 
represents a redirection of the quest away from wilderness and toward the 
city. In the opening of Phaedrus, Phaedrus and Socrates are walking outside 
the city and talking. Phaedrus teases Socrates about his reluctance to set foot 
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outside the walls of the town. Socrates replies, “You must forgive me, dear 
friend; I’m a lover of learning, and trees and open country won’t teach me 
anything, whereas men in the town do.”29 We need to understand this in the 
context of the ubiquity of nature in the life of the Greeks. In the fifth and 
fourth century bce, Greek towns were small, most of the population lived by 
farming, and much of the country was still wild. Herodotus describes lions 
roaming northern Greece in the first millennium bce, and in 480 bce the 
Persian army under Xerxes encountered a few lions in Macedonia. Wilder-
ness was still a conspicuous dimension of everyday reality.

In such a world, it is easy to understand the appeal of city life — the 
“town” — as a nexus for face-to-face encounters and for amplifying the va-
riety and depth of human experience. The town concentrates human di-
versity, multiplying relationships, increasing opportunities for creativity in 
the arts, the sciences, and of course philosophy. The intensity of town life 
made it possible for Socrates and Plato to clarify and differentiate elements 
of the quest. But the deeper Socratic teaching of the dialectic brings us back 
to boundary crossing, to regularly returning to “trees and open country” to 
keep civilization in balance with widerness. In the same dialogue we already 
get a sense of this balancing dimension in Socrates’ sensibility. Just before the 
passage in Phaedrus quoted above, Socrates describes their resting place in 
the rapturous terms of a nature lover:

Upon my word, a delightful resting-place with this tall spreading plane, 
and a lovely shade from the high branches of the agnus: now that it’s 
in full flower, it will make the place ever so fragrant. And what a lovely 
stream under the plane-tree, and how cool to the feet! Judging by the 
statuettes and images I should say it’s consecrated to Achelous and 
some of the Nymphs. And then too, isn’t the freshness of the air most 
welcome and pleasant: and the shrill summery music of the cicada-
choir! And as crowning delight the grass, thick enough on a gentle slope 

to rest your head on most comfortably.30

No doubt rites like the Eleusinian Mysteries, which gave the participants 
access to the inner wilderness of the spirit, also helped sensitize them to 
the miracle of the outer world of wilderness. And this profound boundary-
crossing experience must have helped maintain the ideal of the compact pri-
mal order as the centripetal forces of civilization and empire were tearing 
the polis apart. 
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The Death of Socrates and the Quest in Athenian Politics

As I’ve noted, the primal ideal was never fully realized in the polis, both 
because it was incompletely developed in theory and because historical con-
ditions undermined it in practice. The polis achieved its highest levels of 
self-reflection during the classical period, when it also asserted itself as a 
warrior-based, patriarchal community in a world of warfare, slavery, and 
empire.* The trial and execution of Socrates in 399 bce is the emblematic 
tragedy of the moral and spiritual collapse of the polis, a process that we can 
date as beginning with the Peloponnesian War in 431 bce. 

Athens managed to be both the epitome and the antithesis of the polis. 
At the outbreak of the war, Athens was at the apex of her glory, head of an 
empire, wealthy and rightfully proud of her democracy and her culture. By 
404, five years before the trial and execution of Socrates, she had lost it all. 

Because of the contingencies of geography, Athens had specialized in 
the cultivation of olives and vineyards and become increasingly dependent 
on trade for survival. This impelled Athenians to develop a powerful pro-
fessional navy — eventually the strongest in Greece, making it possible for 
them to assume control of the Delian League. Wealth provided the condi-
tions for the flowering of creativity and the arts, but division of labor and 
specialization undermined the political economy of the amateur — the arete 
of the good-all-rounder — and with it the conditions for a direct democracy 
guided by concern with the good of the whole. 

Growth in population — which by 431 had reached over 250,000 resi-
dents, of whom perhaps 40,000 were citizens — was also making a delibera-
tive democracy of face-to-face discussion impossible. Politics was becoming 
increasingly vulnerable to demagoguery. Education, as mentioned, was also 
becoming professionalized. Until then education had consisted of training 
in music and gymnastics, with the rest left up to family and participation in 
the rich public life of the polis. The sophists created a culture of critical ques-
tioning, but they inadvertently undermined inquiry into the good of the 

* The classical period is usually dated beginning with the war against the Persian Empire in 500 bce. 
The famous battle of Marathon in 490 bce signaled the beginning of the successful assertion of 
Greek independence and the glorious period of independent poleis. This is generally taken to have 
ended with the defeat in the battle of Chaeronea in 338, when Philip II of Macedon became supreme 
ruler and incorporated the poleis into his expansionist Hellenic Empire (soon to be expanded by his 
prodigiously aggressive son, Alexander the Great).
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whole. Here was an ancient anticipation of deconstructionist postmodern-
ists — ethical relativists who provided strategies for demolishing meaning 
without offering anything in its place. All of this contributed to the erosion 
of a culture of parrhesia. 

The dramatic decline of Athens started soon after the war, with plagues 
in 430 and 426 killing about one-third of the Athenian population. In 415 a 
large, reckless invasion of Sicily ended with the destruction of the entire fleet 
and the death of half the force. This catastrophe was foreshadowed shortly 
before the expedition, when the citizens of Athens woke up one morning to 
find that the hermae — the sacred statues of naked figures protecting the 
streets and entrances to the city — had been castrated. At the same time, 
reports were circulating that the Eleusinian Mysteries were being profaned 
by a dining club of young aristocrats, the kakodaimonistai (literally, “devil 
worshippers”), who used the sacred kykeon as a recreational drug to invoke 
the spirits of the dead for entertainment.31 By 404 Athens was defeated, and 
the Peloponnesian War over. A Spartan garrison occupied the city and en-
forced the brutal rule of the Thirty Tyrants, who soon set about murdering 
some fifteen hundred leading democrats and exiling another fifteen hun-
dred. There was a pervasive sense that the old order had broken down and 
the gods had forsaken the city. 

All of this is important for understanding the likely mind-set of the 
jurors at the trial of Socrates. In 399, Meletus and two others, Lycon and 
Anytus (whom we know as a patriotic and responsible political leader), 
brought Socrates to trial on charges of impiety and subverting the old ways. 
The affidavit accused Socrates of “not believing in the gods in which the city 
believes, and of introducing new divinities.” It also accused him of “corrupt-
ing the young.”32 The penalty proposed was death. Socrates was tried in front 
of a jury of 501 of his peers chosen by lot. After accuser and accused had 
presented their cases, the jury voted immediately, with 281 declaring Socrates 
guilty and 220 not guilty. This initial verdict was clearly no landslide con-
demnation of Socrates. Then the penalty had to be discussed and voted on. 
When Meletus argued for death, Socrates defended his life in the famous 
passage recorded by Plato in The Apology, and he suggested that instead of 
death he be given the highest honor and supported for life at state expense. This 
apparent frivolity must have infuriated many on the jury, since 80 changed 
their vote to guilty. The final count was 361 to 140 for executing Socrates. 
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Why did the polis kill Socrates? As the classicist M. I. Finley points out, 
introducing false or strange deities was hardly a serious offense, since Ath-
ens at this time supported a complex syncretistic religious culture, with new 
gods and practices being introduced fairly regularly. There is also evidence 
that Socrates was indeed pious and respectfully performed the customary 
religious rituals and rites. The more serious charge was that of corrupting 
the youth. His habit of inducing his young followers, including a number of 
young aristocrats, to question everything could easily have been misunder-
stood as sophistry. The great playwright Aristophanes, who was no friend 
of Socrates, must take some of the blame, since his famous play The Clouds, 
performed in 423, parodied Socrates mercilessly as a bumbling sophist. 

Perhaps far more significant, although never directly addressed in the 
indictment, was the fact that two well-known associates of Socrates, Critias 
and Charmedies, were part of the brutal rule of the Thirty Tyrants. There 
was also Socrates’ close association with Alcibiades, who had suggested the 
disastrous expedition to Sicily and who had been appointed one of its gener-
als. But just before the expedition departed, he was accused of being involved 
in the desecration of the hermae and the profanation of the Mysteries. He 
requested a trial before departure but was refused. Outraged at this refusal, 
he later changed sides during the war. 

The Thirty Tyrants were removed in 403 bce, and traditional democracy 
was restored and remained in place for another century. Immediately after 
the removal of the tyrants, a general amnesty was declared for all those in-
volved. Nevertheless, the charge of corrupting the youth must have certainly 
brought to the minds of the jurors the horrors of the previous thirty years. It 
seems reasonable to assume that in a time of extreme demoralization, such 
associations were too much for them. Socrates was a danger to the polis. 

Socrates’ critique of Athens was conspicuous, but his definition of the 
Good was subtle and required exactly what, he claimed the polis lacked — a 
love of truth that was greater than fear, greed, and ambition. 

The Socratic Quest Today

The convergence of the Socratic quest and the democracy of the polis holds 
unrealized potential for addressing the moral and existential crisis of our 
politics. The West has now ameliorated some of the structural deformities 
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of the Greek polis, most notably the abolition of legal slavery and the incor-
poration of female participation in politics. In addition, we now have the 
wealth and technology to make available to vast masses of human beings the 
wisdom of all past civilizations, greatly enhanced by the epic visions of mod-
ern science. But in other ways, we have amplified the perennial problems 
of the Athenian polis. Our civilization has the most extreme divisions of 
labor of any society ever. Sophistry runs rampant in academia, and shame-
less commercialism and cynical appeals to narrow self-interest in public life 
undermine attempts to educate for the good of the whole. There is also a 
dimension to our crisis that would have been inconceivable to the Greeks: 
the fact that we have nearly amputated our connection to the living earth on 
which the well-being of all depends. The corruption that Socrates criticized 
in the polis, part of the larger deformation in the differentiation of civiliza-
tion, seems to be reaching its terminus in our times. Having forgotten our 
partnership in the community of being, we confront a crisis that is in essence 
a crisis of meaning and values — a spiritual crisis.

Looking back over the ensuing centuries, and informed by our larger 
vision of the human condition, we can recognize in the experience of the 
classical polis an attempt to retain the most deeply humanizing aspects of 
the primal human group — the balance among the polarities of politics, rep-
resented by the components of the mandala. At its greatest, the polis groped 
for a framework in which philosophy and democracy would guide and in-
form each other as two faces of a single process: a vision of politics based on 
the uninhibited exploration of the fullness of human experience, fueled by a 
passion for living and knowing life so strong that it could eclipse the tempta-
tions of wealth and power.

For a brief while the Greek polis managed to hold the balance by inte-
grating primal structures and shamanic practices together with the discov-
ery of the philosophical truth quest. This sort of dialectical reversal through 
the past into the future seems to be a fundamental aspect of truly creative 
advances. A similar principle seems to apply to cultural transformation. The 
energy and brilliance of the Renaissance were in part sparked by a redis-
covery of the culture and philosophy of classical Greece. This process of a 
creative movement forward by periodic visits to the past can also be seen as 
the heart of the discipline of shamanic religion, which heals and guides by 
going back and reconnecting with “the ground of being” in an eternal primal 
return. This is what our present moment is calling for. 



where should  
we be going?

PART iii
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cHAPTER 12

our primal future

Suddenly the human species as a whole has a common cosmic story. Islamic 
people, Dineh people, Christian people, Marxist people, Hindu people can all 
agree in a basic sense on the birth of the Sun, on the development of the Earth, 
on the complex history of human cultures. For the first time in human existence, 
we have a cosmic story that is not tied to a cultural tradition, or to a political ide-
ology, but that gathers every human group into its meanings. . . .Every statement 
of the cosmic story will be placed in its own cultural context. . . .But even so, we 
have broken through to a story that is pan-human, a story that is already taught 
and developed on every continent and within every major cultural setting. 

 — Brian Thomas Swimme, The Resurgence of Cosmic Storytellers 

!k e: /Xarra //Ke. (“People who are different join together.”) 

 — /Xam Bushman motto on South Africa’s new coat of arms1

Human history suggests that without a social vessel to hold the wine of revela-
tion, it tends to dribble away. . . .The next research question, it seems to me is: 
What conditions of community and practice best help people to hold on to what 
comes to them in those moments of revelation, converting it into abiding light 
in their own lives?

 — Huston Smith2 



The Primal Resurgence 

Obviously we can no longer follow the truth quest by hunting and gathering 
in wilderness. Even if we wanted to, we have lost the vast expanse of unspoiled, 
game-filled country needed to keep more than a handful of humans alive. 
But we can recognize the complex of primal politics as ubiquitous, within us 
all. Our wilderness origins fashioned our creative self-consciousness, which 
is both expanded and balanced by following the primal dynamic: face-to-
face communication within a caring community of individuals, passionate 
for living and learning in a mutually enhancing resonance with the natural 
world. This is the truth quest, and it is our primal inheritance. We can ignore 
and repress it, or we can cultivate it in all our endeavors and bring it into a 
creative engagement with the reality we find ourselves caught up in: a civiliza-
tion rushing to self-destruction while displaying tantalizing possibilities of a 
more beautiful, joyful way of life. 

Today, hunting and gathering has been replaced by agriculture as our 
most fundamental and intimate relationship to the natural world. Agricul-
ture is the area in which humanity touches the earth most directly; agricul-
ture shapes and is shaped by the most fundamental values of society. 

In his book, Collapse, the polymath Jared Diamond provides a fascinat-
ing, magisterial survey of a range of agricultural societies, from Easter Island 
and the Anasazi to Norse Greenland and Rwanda, identifying, as his sub-
title puts it, “how societies choose to fail or succeed.” As we might expect, 
ecological devastation — “ecocide” — is a major factor in societal collapse. 
Diamond then breaks this down into eight categories: “deforestation and 
habitat destruction, soil problems (erosion, salinization, and soil and fertil-
ity losses), water management problems, overhunting, overfishing, effects 
of introduced species on native species, human population growth, and in-
creased per capita impact of people.” All of these are conspicuous aspects  
of our current crisis. In addition, Diamond identifies four new problems 
facing us: “human-caused climate change, buildup of toxic chemicals in the 
environment, energy shortages, and full human utilization of the Earth’s 
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photosynthetic capacity.”3 He goes on to clarify contributing factors, the 
most decisive being society’s ability to grasp its environmental problems and 
then respond creatively. 

From the point of view of the primal quest, success in understanding 
any specific historical reality is in turn dependent on how well a society com-
prehends the paradox of the human condition — of being free and creative, 
yet ultimately constrained by the mysterious evolutionary story “telling us 
into being.” Diamond’s comparative inquiry sets the stage for identifying a 
future primal politics that includes institutions that promote the quest while 
simultaneously embodying its truth, ensuring a sustainable and flourishing 
way of life. 

One of the hard realities the big picture of the quest confronts us with 
— and perhaps the one that is most likely to cause our collapse — is the 
failure of the current model of farming. We are enmeshed in an oil-intensive,  
corporate-dominated, mechanized, wasteful, polluting industry that is erod-
ing the soil, destroying wilderness, and accelerating climate change. Forty 
percent of the terrestrial surface of the earth has been transformed by farm-
ing, which now uses 70 percent of all fresh water consumed. Agriculture is 
the largest single contributor to global warming — more than transport or 
industry — now producing some 30 percent of all carbon dioxide emissions. 
Most countries are losing topsoil at an unsustainable rate, and we are already 
failing to feed the seven billion human beings on the planet. One person in 
seven doesn’t know where his or her next meal will come from, and projec-
tions indicate we will have to double food production to feed nine billion 
people by 2050.4 Since we cannot expand agricultural land without dramati-
cally adding to climate change and destroying biodiversity, we have two im-
mense practical challenges: we have to control our global population; and we 
have to farm both more intensively and more sustainably. To do this we need 
to come to a compelling shared understanding of our reality, and for this we 
need to make the truth quest the center of our politics.

When Huston Smith, in an opening quote to this chapter, speaks of a so-
cial vessel — “conditions of community and practice” — that can best help 
people hold on to the “wine of revelation,” he raises the question of politics, 
of finding social and economic practices concordant with the primary rev-
elation of our time — the story of humanity’s place in an evolving universe. 
This story includes the understanding that our consciousness, with its ca-
pacity for freedom and creativity, grows from the womb of wilderness. We 
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are a product of the evolving earth, and this both empowers and constrains 
us. As we have seen, primal societies, still close to this experience, generally 
organized their politics in the ways described by the mandala structure, with 
the shamanic quest at their center. 

Today immense cultural and economic forces seem to undermine all ef-
forts to live according to this primal dynamic. Locked into the self-interest 
and materialism of industrial capitalism, facing environmental devastation 
and social collapse, we find it too easy to despair and indulge in escapism or 
fatalism, as if it were already too late to do anything but go shopping and 
wait for the arrival of the apocalypse. But such a response is based on a dis-
torted perception of the larger reality. The bigger, deeper picture reveals that 
our capacity to respond creatively to our predicament is amplified by the 
breadth and depth of our vision, and that as we grasp the bigger picture the 
way forward is illuminated and we become empowered and transformed.

This chapter surveys the modern, global political landscape from this ex-
panded perspective and identifies a growing number of creative responses 
embodying aspects of the mandala dynamic. The examples come from all 
scales of human social organization; they come from individuals like Nelson 
Mandela to eco-villages like Findhorn, EVI at Ithaca, and Gaviotas in Colom-
bia. There is also the idealistic agrarian kibbutz movement, which became the 
backbone of the young country of Israel; there are “Green cities” and models 
of democratization and decentralization, such as Porto Alegre and Belo Hori-
zonte, that help make urban centers more sustainable and educate their pop-
ulations. At the national level, Bhutan shows the success of a commitment to 
the spiritually based ideal of the “gross national happiness” of its people; and 
at the international level we have organizations like the United Nations and 
the European Union and then mass movements of resistance to tyranny.

But by definition there can be no single institutional fix, no one size 
fits all, in a quest-based politics. Only when taken together, connected, and 
deepened by the vision of primal politics can these examples be seen as seeds 
of a coherent, self-transforming political culture — the sort of leap in con-
sciousness we so desperately need.

This perspective reveals how on one level the universe story is the ultimate 
container for our politics, since we are all born into the evolving wilderness 
of the cosmos. But on another level the universe story itself is only one quad-
rant — the big picture — of the mandala dynamic. This means that while 
the story is panhuman and planetary, it also needs to be told, understood,  
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and lived through the local embodied realities — the land, languages, and 
cultures — of the individuals and communities telling the story. 

The Periagoge: A Revolution in the Soul 

There is an invisible dimension to the social and political examples in this 
chapter. They are all external manifestations of an inner transformation in 
the souls of the individuals and societies involved. They are all rooted in a 
change of mind and heart away from short-term material self-interest to a 
concern for the good of the whole as ultimately inseparable from the highest 
good for the individual. 

The primal perspective makes us aware that one of the primary political 
“institutions” is the individual. Ultimately, any political change begins, ends, 
and is carried forward in the life of each person. For this reason, a periagoge 
— the waking up of the soul and its reorientation to the truth quest — is at 
the center of primal politics.

Concern with the well-being of others, which extends to the entire non-
human community of being, is inherent in our nature and expresses an in-
trinsic connectedness and a need to be of service to others. Primal societies 
exemplify and reinforce this attitude. Science’s recent discovery of “mirror 
neurons” provides some hard evidence that this cognitive connectedness to 
others is literally wired within us. Experiments have demonstrated that when 
one subject views another suffering an injury or performing a task, “mirror” 
neurons fire along similar pathways in the empathic observer. Indeed, this 
makes perfect sense given the crucial role of face-to-face relationships and the 
caring community in the evolution of primate intelligence. Altruism, gener-
osity, and heroic sacrifice in the protection of the community seem to be as 
much a part of the human condition as our more often celebrated selfishness 
and greed.5 Societies like the San make us aware that we choose to cultivate 
sharing or selfishness, aggression or cooperation.  

Since Liberalism sanctifies a self-centered, materialistic, and competitive 
worldview, waking up to the convergence of the good of the individual with 
that of the whole is often experienced as an epiphany, a dramatic expan-
sion of awareness — as when the prisoner in Plato’s cave walks outside into 
the larger reality. Once out of the cave and liberated, the prisoner becomes 
a philosopher and returns in solidarity with those left behind. A life alone 
is hard to bear. Just as importantly, the imperative of the periagoge means  
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we serve our higher selves by serving others, by tending to the good of  
the whole. Consider Ray Anderson, the CEO of Interface. After his ecolo- 
gical epiphany, Anderson pledged that his company — the largest carpet-
manufacturing corporation in the world — would not produce carpets  
unless it could do so sustainably and serve a triple bottom line of profit, 
people, and planet. Implicit in this action is a revolutionary understanding 
— a turning away from a culture of greed, which systematically valorizes and 
rewards selfish behavior as “being realistic,” toward one that honors a gener-
ous concern for the welfare of others. 

Another way to put this is that all of the stories of positive change pre-
sented in this chapter will be enduring only to the degree to which they create 
a culture that nurtures honest, open, compassionate individuals and a com-
mitment to the quest. No institutional solution will ultimately succeed if it’s 
administered by those who are driven by greed, fear, or self-interest. We can’t 
fix society if we don’t also fix ourselves; any social or cultural revolution can 
only be as successful as the inner revolution that cultivates individuation and a 
concern for the good of the whole. Ultimately, this inner revolution is part of a 
cultural revolution that cannot be legislated or enforced; it can only be exem-
plified, encouraged, and cultivated. Public policy and educational institutions 
can promote the quest or repress it, but it is the individual and society who 
must experience the truth of the larger reality that we are all in this together. 

Nelson Mandela’s Periagoge and the Negotiated Revolution

One of the most striking and inspiring stories in recent times of an individ-
ual opening to truth, becoming transformed, and then catalyzing a compa-
rable process in an entire nation is that of Nelson Mandela — the first black 
president of postapartheid South Africa, whose leadership helped avert a 
race war in the final days of apartheid. His story is well known, but its con-
nection to primal politics is not, and it’s instructive to revisit it in that light. 
Mandela’s actions and attitudes at that critical historical moment exempli-
fied the defining elements of the quest, and the primal political dynamic he 
embodied helped transform an entire political culture. 

Beginning in 1948, apartheid was the South African government’s policy 
of strictly enforced racial segregation that confined the vast majority of the 
nation’s black population to a life of rural poverty and urban disenfranchise-
ment. The country was divided up along racial lines, with the vast majority 
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of the best land given to the minority white population. For example, about 
fifty thousand Afrikaans-speaking white farmers owned twelve times more 
arable land than the fourteen million rural blacks. Racial separation was 
strictly enforced at all levels of society, and blacks could not travel or work in 
white areas without a permit, or a “pass.”

The early antiapartheid coalition, the African National Congress (ANC), 
had been strongly influenced by Mahatma Gandhi’s brief stay in South Africa 
and his nonviolent struggle for the civil rights of its small Indian population. 
It was then that Gandhi coined the term satyagraha — literally “insistence 
on truth” or “soul force” — to express the idea that acting peacefully in ac-
cordance with the truth of the good of the whole is a force more powerful 
than violence in overcoming oppression. At first, the ANC followed a strict 
policy of nonviolent resistance to apartheid. This changed in 1960 after the 
Sharpeville incident when police opened fire on a peaceful crowd protesting 
the law that would require women to carry at all times a legal document — a 
pass — in order to reside near their husbands working in white areas. Sixty-
nine people were killed; most of the dead were women.

Under Mandela’s leadership the ANC took up arms, went underground, 
and began sabotaging government installations. Mandela was soon hunted 
down, arrested, and, in 1963, sentenced to life imprisonment for treason. He 
was sent to Robben Island, South Africa’s Alcatraz, off the coast of Cape 
Town, a prison designed to crush the spirit of the political opposition. Sep-
arated from wife and family, condemned to a life of hard labor, Mandela 
might have been consumed with hatred for Afrikaners. Instead the opposite 
happened; he discovered the humanity of the oppressor and in the process 
he expanded his own humanity. This personal transformation made it pos-
sible for him to catalyze a comparable transformation in the psychology of 
the nation, culminating in the “miracle” of the negotiated revolution.6 

Mandela had the good fortune to be “raised by a village,” enjoying the 
benefits of an extended family and a warm caring community surrounded 
by the beautiful rolling hills of the Transkei in the Eastern Cape. He grew up 
herding cattle, gardening, roaming the veldt, living in the mud-and-thatch 
huts of a Xhosa village. In his autobiography, he describes witnessing the 
tribal form of direct democracy* and being enormously impressed by the 
importance of consensus as a way of balancing the interests of the individual 

* Described in chapter 4.
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and the collective. This early grounding in the human and national com-
munity later made it easier for him to recognize a common humanity with 
his Afrikaner enemy.

Mandela’s point of entry into the world of his adversary was fluency in 
the Dutch-based Afrikaans language, universally hated by black South Afri-
cans as the language of oppression. In 1976 when the government passed a 
law requiring that all black students be taught not in English but in the de-
spised Afrikaans, the black shantytowns around South African cities erupted 
in mass demonstrations. The police responded by opening fire on the un-
armed students. So when Mandela exhorted his fellow prisoners on Robben 
Island to speak Afrikaans as a way of engaging their wardens, his comrades 
were outraged. They only agreed after he presented it as the first law of war-
fare: know your enemy. But something more significant started working 
below the surface — the primal principle of growing through engaging op-
posites to generate a bigger, truer picture of a shared reality. 

Mandela carefully studied the psychology of his oppressor. He read 
widely in Afrikaans history, poetry, and literature and took every opportu-
nity to engage his white wardens, always politely, always in Afrikaans, always 
as an equal demanding respect. He was surprised to find that many were 
poor country boys with little education, who must have reminded him of 
his own simple beginnings. Some had never had a face-to-face relationship 
with a black man, and much of their fear was rooted in simple ignorance. 
Mandela saw clearly that their fear was real; they felt that everything they 
loved — their language, history, and culture, their entire way of life — meant 
nothing to blacks and would be quickly swept aside once a black major-
ity was in power. From the Afrikaner perspective, agreeing to “one person, 
one vote” meant national suicide. Apartheid was first a strategy for survival, 
which then became a strategy for exploitation.

Mandela demonstrated the power of the whole person armed with the 
bigger vision in his face-to-face meeting in 1976 with his jailer in chief, Min-
ister of Justice Jimmy Kruger. Mandela surprised Kruger by addressing him 
fluently in Afrikaans and then treating him to a brief history of modern 
South Africa. He then made his case for the release of ANC political pris-
oners by citing the Afrikaner heroes General Christiaan de Wet and Robey 
Leibbrandt, both of whom were political prisoners under the British. In 
1914, during World War I, de Wet led twelve thousand troops in a bloody 
revolt opposing South Africa’s support of the Allies. During World War II, 
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Leibbrandt, a Nazi sympathizer, had set up an underground organization, 
again to resist South Africa’s alliance with the Allies. Both de Wet and Leib-
brandt were released. The ANC prisoners were not, but Mandela had gained 
Kruger’s respect.7 More importantly, Mandela developed a strategy for sub-
sequent negotiations with Kruger’s more sophisticated successor, Kobie 
Coetsee, which would eventually persuade the Afrikaner leadership to ac-
cept the fact that giving up apartheid did not mean the end of the Afrikaner. 

Mandela’s strategy was primal and Socratic. He descended into the cave 
of the tyrant imprisoned by fear and ignorance. By addressing the Afrikaner 
in his own language, by using examples from the Afrikaner’s world of expe-
rience, and by embodying in his own speech and bearing a more inclusive 
humanity, Mandela gained a measure of credibility and respect. Once this 
became trust, Mandela could then help the Afrikaner find his way out of the 
cave of racism into a larger reality — a shared love of a multiracial, multi-
cultural South Africa. 

Years after his release, when a television interviewer asked him who his po-
litical hero was, Mandela shocked political correctness by answering “Kobie 
Coetsee,” his jailer. He explained that when Coetsee first visited him in jail, 
he was still the minister of justice and a hardliner at a time when negotiating 
with a terrorist was considered political suicide. Mandela recognized that 
it took a heroic exertion of imagination and moral courage for Coetsee to 
open himself to Mandela’s world. Coetsee exemplified a value higher than 
the principle of multiracial democracy, and that was commitment to contin-
ued growth in awareness — the truth quest.

In 1994 when Mandela was inaugurated as president of South Africa, he 
invited three of his former prison wardens to be guests of honor. He sub-
sequently appointed Coetsee president of the senate. In emphasizing the 
commonality between the two peoples, Mandela underlined his faith in  
the universal value of what Africans call ubuntu — the notion that under the 
deformations of ideology, creed, and dogma, one finds a deeper common 
humanity.

Mandela’s strategy followed the boundary-crossing wisdom of Lame 
Deer, which was also the thuru of the Bushman shaman and the dialectic of 
Socrates: one gains a bigger picture and grows by engaging opposites. As we 
saw in primal societies, such a discipline requires a degree of psychological 
wholeness — the inner security that comes from the process of individuation.  
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Conversely, it is also through this process that one individuates and gains a 
measure of integrity and grows in wholeness. Looking back on Mandela’s 
life, one can infer that his exceptional capacity for this sort of openness to 
the truth of the enemy, and his trust that he would find a common human-
ity, was a product of his early years. Healthy village life, the company and 
caring of the extended family, the experience of consensus decision-making, 
and the contact with the beauty of wilderness — all gave him a deep love of 
life and trust in humanity.

This expansion of consciousness peaked and for a moment united a whole 
country in 1995, when the Rugby World Cup was held in South Africa after 
years of international boycott. Mandela had barely been in office one year. 
The country was still poised on the edge of the abyss. The Afrikaner ex-
treme right — the Volksfront — was supported by many who had served in 
the military, including the conservative general Constand Viljoen, who had 
commanded South Africa’s combined armed forces. Mandela had evidence 
that Viljoen might consider leading some hundred thousand armed, trained 
members of the Volksfront in a secessionist revolution to establish an in-
dependent Afrikaner nation. But for the first time since the rugby boycott 
began ten years earlier, the national team was being allowed to participate in 
the Rugby World Cup. 

Rugby was South Africa’s national sport, but to the Afrikaner it was much 
more than a sport. It was in fact probably the most important public event in 
the life of the nation apart from attending church. It was a white man’s game 
dominated by the Boers — the tough, big-boned Afrikaner farmers — and 
to blacks it had come to symbolize apartheid. The national rugby team, the 
Springboks, or simply Boks (or Bokke), had exactly one nonwhite player, 
Chester Williams, and he was an Afrikaans-speaking, mixed-race Coloured. 
Blacks in South Africa played soccer, and during apartheid they would only 
attend international rugby games to cheer madly for any opposing team. 
At the height of apartheid, in 1985, massive, angry demonstrations in New 
Zealand had prevented the visiting Springboks from playing. From then on, 
South African rugby teams were shunned. For a small nation that had once 
dominated world rugby and had little else to be proud of, the boycott stung 
more than the rest of the world’s sanctions combined.
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During his time in prison, Mandela had studied rugby and used his 

knowledge of the players and the teams to engage his prison wardens. He 

understood the depths of the Afrikaner passion for the game. He also knew 

how much joy could defuse anger and dissipate fear. Now he was faced with 

an opportunity to do on a national scale what he had learned in prison. He 

understood that if the nation could celebrate a Bok victory over the New 

Zealand team — known, disconcertingly, as the All Blacks — it would be  

a glorious vindication of Afrikaner vitality. But far more importantly, if 

black South Africans could for the first time celebrate the victory of an Afri-

kaans team playing the white man’s game, it would symbolize a cultural and 

moral revolution — the triumph of forgiveness and a new pride in a truly 

multiracial South Africa. 

It began with the name. At a critical point the ANC leadership wanted 

to replace “Springbok” as the team’s name and get rid of the little leaping 

springbuck as the emblem. The old flag had been replaced and the national 

anthem changed. The springbok was deeply associated with Afrikaner pride. 

Aware that a right-wing Afrikaner group was plotting a coup, and knowing 

the gift of rugby pride to Afrikaners might defuse the situation, Mandela in-

tervened decisively, scolded the executive for its failure of vision, and insisted 

on keeping the old springbok emblem.8 

As for the competition itself, winning was a long shot, since the South 

African team made it to the final round in part by virtue of being the host 

country. The New Zealand All Blacks were universally rated as the stronger 

team. Mandela put his faith in morale and intention — the power of con-

sciousness focused by the bigger picture of what was at stake. He went on an 

intensive publicity campaign for the team with the slogan “one team, one 

country.” Mandela had a private meeting with the captain and met all the 

team members. The black masses were dubious. On the day of the final, the 

nation held its breath. As the players took the field for the national anthem, 

Mandela walked out to greet the team and stunned everyone by wearing a 

rugby jersey with the number of the Afrikaner captain François Pienaar. The 

crowd went wild, chanting “Nel-Son! Nel-Son! Nel-Son!” The team mem-

bers stood at attention for the multiple national anthems and then sang, 

for the first time in their lives, what for years had been the outlawed rally-

ing hymn of the underground ANC, “Nkosi Sikekele I’Africa” — “God Bless 

Africa.” Afterward, the Afrikaner captain Pienaar talked of being so choked 
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up he had to bite his lip to stop from shedding tears, tears of pride at his new 
South Africa.9 

It was a desperate, messy game with few opportunities for scoring. After 
halftime the score was even. If South Africa lost, the event would be remem-
bered as a noble effort that failed in an embarrassing anticlimax. At the end 
of the second half the score was still even, and the game went into extra time. 
After the first ten minutes the score was again even. The exhausted players 
went into the second half of extra time. With seven minutes to go, the South 
African Joel Stransky got the ball and drop-kicked the winning goal from the 
twenty-five-yard line. The nation went hysterical with joy. As Mandela pre-
sented François Pienaar with the world cup he smiled widely, put a hand on 
Pienaar’s shoulder, and said, “François thank you for what you have done for 
our country.” Pienaar met his gaze and replied, “No, Mr. President. Thank 
you for what you have done for our country.” The next day newspapers were 
filled with pictures of blacks and whites hugging one another and dancing in 
the street. Mandela’s generous spirit and bold vision orchestrated an act of 
improvisational political theater that swept the nation in an orgy of forgive-
ness and reconciliation. 

Mandela’s leadership exemplifies a revolutionary shift from a political culture 
of “doing God’s work by getting rich at the expense of others” to the primal 
ethic of “doing God’s work by serving others generously.” This is the ancient 
moral nexus connecting love of life, expansion of the soul, and breadth of 
vision to justice and democracy. All of this is a deeply rooted archetypal 
potential, expressed in the mandala, that helps define what it means to be 
human. Such a future primal politics becomes a reality as these connections 
are seen, understood, and cultivated in our hearts, actions, and institutions. 

For Nelson Mandela and South Africa, the miracle of the negotiated 
revolution was a moment of transcendence within a wider culture of ma-
terialism and power politics. It is not really surprising that his example was 
insufficient on its own to lead to rethinking the foundations of the nation-
state or industrial capitalism. The result was an ANC government that was  
multiracial and based on constitutional democracy, but it was also in some 
respects more dysfunctional and corrupt than the apartheid regime it re-
placed.10 

At its deepest, the sort of political nobility Mandela displayed and for 
a while evoked in others is sustained by the courage and enthusiasm we get 



348 Future  Primal

from loving life and loving truth. It contains the recognition that we are all 

in this together; that despite its horror and suffering, life is ultimately a mi-

raculous gift. Our time on earth is too short to experience even a small frac-

tion of its wonders, so it behooves us to be humble, grateful, and generous. 

Future Primal Agriculture 

Nelson Mandela’s love of life also expressed itself in a lifelong love of garden-

ing, which he talks of in his autobiography as a profound philosophical and 

psychological discipline. As soon as he was imprisoned on Robben Island, 

he asked permission to start a garden. For years this request was rejected. 

Eventually, permission was granted and the garden prospered, to the point 

that Mandela was able to share some of his prize tomatoes and onions with 

the wardens. 

Successful gardening requires that we pay attention to natural living 

processes. It teaches us gentleness and humility in nurturing new life. It con-

nects us to the miracle of a growing universe. Communal agriculture not 

only feeds our bodies but brings our hearts and minds closer to the primal 

roots of the truth quest in an evolving earth. Such a gardening ethic needs 

to guide our industrial approach to farming to create a sustainable society 

aligned with the quest. This sort of relationship to the local conditions of the 

earth on which one lives and from which one feeds becomes a geographic 

“container” for politics and the quest. Kirkpatrick Sale identifies this basic 

unit for human community as a “bioregion.” What he describes as a biore-

gional sensibility then becomes the cultural basis for a healthy human com-

munity and sustainable politics. This is built on an understanding of

place, the immediate specific place where we live. The kinds of soils and 

rocks under our feet; the source of the waters we drink; the meaning 

of the different kinds of winds; the common insects, birds, mammals, 

plants, and trees; the particular cycles of the seasons; . . . the carrying ca-

pacities of its lands and waters; the places where it must not be stressed; 

the places where its bounties can best be developed; the treasures it 

holds and the treasures it withholds — these are the things that must be 

understood. And the cultures of the people, of the populations native 

to the land and of those who have grown up with it, the human social 

and economic arrangements shaped by and adapted to the geomorphic 
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ones, in both urban and rural settings — these are the things that must 

be appreciated. That, in essence, is bioregionalism.11 

Sale’s point is that, as we come to understand how bioregions function as 
integrated unities of land, water, climate, and plant and animal populations, 
we need to redraw our economic and political boundaries accordingly in or-
der to sustain the health of such local ecosystems. This sort of sensitivity to 
the regional ecosystem is not only the key to our physical sustenance but a key 
to self-knowledge, self-actualization, wholeness, and health. We cannot know 
ourselves without understanding the details of our earthly constitution. 

As we have seen, hunter-gatherers give us the most intimate and com-
plete expression of a bioregional sensibility, where the relationship to place 
is so finely tuned and so ancient that it gradually shapes the language, the 
collective memory, the culture, the sensibility, and even the physical appear-
ance of the people. Thus we have the often-quoted examples of Inuktitut 
(“Eskimo” hunter-gatherer) words for snow,12 and the wealth of terms for 
rain and horticulture in Hawaiian. It is precisely this unique transaction 
between people and place that makes a culture indigenous. Tribal, ethnic, 
and national identities form around these unique, subtle, and passionate ex-
periences of connection and attachment to place, guiding the lives of their 
members. 

Traditional Native Hawaiian society gives us a beautifully realized model 
for a sustainable fishing and farming bioregional political economy, one 
that maintained its large population at an exceptional level of health and 
apparent happiness. In ancient Hawai‘i, political chiefdoms divided each 
island into a number of wedge-shaped, self-sufficient bioregions called 
ahupua‘a. Typically, an ahupua‘a consisted of the valley between two 
ridges extending from the central mountain spine down to the beach and 
fringing reef fisheries. Each ahupua‘a was a more or less integrated geo-
graphic and ecological unit capable of providing most of the resources 
the community needed. The forested uplands supplied timber and other 
wild resources while catching the heavy regular rains to feed the fast-
flowing streams and to water the flooded taro patches. Taro, or kalo, was 
the staple food, producing leafy greens and a nourishing root. The fring-
ing reef and cleverly constructed ocean fishponds provided a rich diet of  
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fish. While each ahupua‘a was obliged to pay tribute to an aristocratic war-
rior class of ali‘i, in practice the Hawaiian commoners — the maka‘ainana, 
the farmers and fishermen — shared their produce and enjoyed consider-
able autonomy.13 Every individual could grasp directly the self-sustaining 
ecology of the ahupua‘a, and the entire island community naturally thought 
in terms of the health and integrity of the whole. It would have been un-
thinkable to overfish the reef or block or pollute the fresh stream waters 
from which people drank, which fed the taro patches and carried nutrients 
to the fisheries on the reef. 

Ancient Hawaiian stories, chants, dance, and mythology expressed and 
enhanced this sort of loving attention to the natural world — the clouds, the 
ocean swells, the tides, the movement of the stars, the wind, the textures and 
fertility of the earth. All of this tuned and guided the daily life and political 
economy of the society. 

This spiritualized agriculture was expressed by a creation mythology in 
which kalo — taro — was the first child of Wakea, the Sky Father, and Papa, 
the Earth Mother, making it the elder sibling of the Hawaiian people. The 
plant itself is strikingly beautiful; the leaves glow luminous green in the bril-
liant Hawaiian sunlight, accented by the wet, black mud of the loi — the 
flooded paddies. Working in the loi would “tune the soul” of the farmer, be-
coming a kind of worship that inspired a rich liturgy of love poetry to kalo, 
farming, and the land. The Native Hawaiian historian Samuel Kamakou de-
scribes the farmer’s sensibility: 

The stems were exposed to the sunshine that shone down on the farmer, 
causing his lungs to flutter with joy. He rejoiced in his labors, as he saw 
the banana stalks bent over with the weight of their fruit, the tall bunches 
of sugar cane with their ripened stalks tied together lest they become 
uprooted by the wind, and the wauke plants [used for tapa bark cloth] 
luxuriant as the candlenut tree. Moved with delight, he leaped with joy; 
and at night as he rested he thought of them with happiness and desire, 
as a lover of his beloved one. His hands were eager to grasp his o‘o [dig-
ging stick]. As he slept through the night, his hands throbbed to till the 
soil. When the morning star arose, the farmer’s o‘o was heard thumping 

amid the rocky soil, as he made mounds and dug holes for planting.14

Precontact Hawaiian economy combined the healing and guiding ef-
fect of wilderness immersion with efficient production of food through a 
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sustainable and sacralized agriculture. Few things would do more to rapidly 
turn around our way of living on the earth than a shift to such a spiritually 
guided bioregionally based agriculture. This doesn’t have to be all or noth-
ing. It can be applied at every level of scale, from city roof garden to farming.

Intentional agricultural communities are well positioned to take such 
models to a higher level by mobilizing the quest: building on local indig-
enous earth-wisdom; refining their practices with scientific precision, aided 
by appropriate technologies, and guided by the bigger picture. One such 
modern initiative, founded in 1998, is MA‘O Organic Farms on the Hawai-
ian island of Oahu. Taking its inspiration from traditional Hawaiian agro-
ecology, this is not quite an eco-village but rather a transitional framework 
— a “social nonprofit enterprise” located in one of the largest concentrations 
of Native Hawaiians, the Wai‘anae community on Oahu’s southwest coast.15 

This community has been plagued for decades by unemployment, drug 
addiction, domestic violence, and poor health. MA‘O offers its at-risk youth 
internships in running a fully certified organic farm together with a monthly 
stipend, a tuition waiver to the local community college, and a collection of 
support services. The farm supplies organic produce to both the community 
and local high-end restaurants. It mixes a business model with that of a self- 
organizing, educational-training venture, in which the interns help manage the 
program. The wider mission aspires to revive the traditional Hawaiian values 
of caring for the earth, its food systems, and one another. Such a project could 
in time, with the right change in political culture, transform into a more inte-
grated, cooperative eco-village rooted in the ahupua‘a bioregion of Wai‘anae 
and organized more explicitly on the primal dynamic of the quest. 

Eco-villages and Intentional Communities 

One of the practical lessons of the primal band and the polis is that cer-
tain minimal structures of political economy facilitate keeping the mandala 
components of the quest in balance. These small-scale societies fostered a 
personal face-to-face politics, direct democracy, and a cooperative culture 
that prized generosity and a concern for the whole. Their relative self- 
sufficiency encouraged each person to individuate at the fundamental level 
of full-bodied participation in the humanizing roles of food producer, house 
builder, artisan, healer, politician, musician, and priest. Each person had the 
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opportunity to directly participate in governance and to relate directly to the 
wilderness earth community.  

Today, the intentional agrarian community of the eco-village is the so-
cial vessel that comes closest to replicating the scale of the primary politi-
cal community. We can see a number of quite striking examples of people 
voluntarily and intuitively joining together to create such self-contained, 
self-supporting, cooperative communities along primal lines within existing 
local, national, and global economies. Something like a global eco-village 
movement is now emerging, with the potential to take the agrarian kibbutz 
model (which I discuss below) to a higher level. Eco-villages are small-scale, 
intentional communities with varying degrees of democratic cooperative in-
tegration; they are created explicitly to serve an earth-based way of life that 
is sustainable into the indefinite future and that ensures the well-being of 
all life-forms. At their most self-conscious, they seek to ground themselves 
in the sort of spiritualized bioregionalism of the Hawaiian ahupua‘a, but 
expanded and deepened to include the living planet. 

The founding model for the modern spiritually based eco-village is 
Findhorn in the north of Scotland. Findhorn grew out of the personal quest 
of three people, Peter and Eileen Caddy and Dorothy Maclean, who found 
themselves homeless and living together in a small caravan, supported by 
welfare and trying to supplement their meager income with an organic veg-
etable garden. Their spiritual discipline slowly led to a mystical-shamanic 
communion with the spirits of the plants, the soil, and the place. This guided 
their gardening until they found themselves producing near-miraculous  
harvests. Their story became a succession of synchronicities, leading to the 
establishment of the Findhorn eco-village and its related educational foun-
dation, all based on a spiritually guided form of organic gardening. 

Today Findhorn has some 450 resident members and is the largest inten-
tional community in the United Kingdom. It has been measured as having 
the lightest ecological footprint of any community in the country (with half 
the average use of resources and half the environmental impact), and it has 
been given a Best Practices award by the United Nations Center for Human 
Settlement.16 Although it has no formal ideology, it is committed to dem-
onstrating the synergy between social, ecological, educational, and spiritual 
practices. It displays the defining elements of the primal complex by nurtur-
ing individuation in a relatively egalitarian, cooperative community where 
decision making is guided by an open-ended big picture.
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Gaviotas in eastern Colombia provides another good example of a model 
eco-village and intentional community. Gaviotas was founded in 1971 by 
Paolo Lugari, who gathered a group of scientists, artisans, peasants, street 
children, and Guahibo Indians to set up a sustainable agrarian community 
in a relatively inhospitable environment. He chose the Llanos, an arid, in-
fertile plain in eastern Colombia, which in pre-Columbian times had been 
covered with Amazonian rain forest. Since the soil was found to have near-
toxic levels of aluminum, agronomists tested hundreds of crops before rec-
ommending a native tropical pine. The trees flourished, and by 1995, some 
six million pines covered the area in one of the largest reforestation projects 
in Colombia. The trees held groundwater, provided shade, and generated a 
moist understory, which was soon colonized by indigenous forest species. 
With the return of the shaded understory came animal populations of deer, 
anteater, and capybaras. At one count, biologists found some 240 species 
that had not been seen on the open Llanos for millennia. Meanwhile, in a 
strange twist, the pines were found to be sterile, whereupon the community 
decided to allow them to be taken over by regrowth of native vegetation. The 
pines also produced an exceptionally thick resin, which Colombia had been 
regularly importing for multiple uses, from turpentine to cosmetics, paints, 
and varnishes. Suddenly, Gaviotas found itself with a market for its resin, 
and a steady income while practicing a kind of agro-forestry that actually 
increased the biodiversity of the region.17 

The village now consists of around 200 individuals, all receiving the 
same modest salary, free housing, health care, food, and education. Since 
basic needs are taken care of, there is no crime, no police, and no jail. Music 
and the arts are vigorously cultivated in a life that seems remarkably peace-
ful, relatively sustainable, and satisfying. The community of scientists and 
artisans has developed inexpensive, ingenious technologies for sustainable 
energy, including cheap solar panels and windmills. In order to bring the 
deep artesian groundwater to the surface, they designed a simple, effective 
pump and then attached it to children’s seesaws. The “seesaw pump” has be-
come a symbol of the imaginative and playful pragmatism that made Gavi-
otas the United Nations “model village for a sustainable world.” 

There are related initiatives in developing countries, like Sarvodaya Shra-
madana, a nonprofit education foundation working with existing traditional 
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villages in rural Sri Lanka. The organization runs on minimal capital, prefer-
ring to mobilize the volunteer help of retired elders who have the time, skill, 
and need to be of service to the new generation. The volunteers go out among 
some fifteen thousand villages offering technical assistance and advice in 
shifting from a market-dominated model of production to a “no poverty, no 
affluence” form of sustainable agriculture. Sarvodaya’s visionary statement of 
rights includes not only water, food, and shelter but, in the spirit of the quest, 
the right to a beautiful environment and a meaningful life.18 

The eco-village is not an all-or-nothing framework. It is by definition inten-
tional, voluntary, and creative, allowing for a wide mix and degree of primal 
attributes. For example, in New York State, the EcoVillage at Ithaca, or EVI, 
mixes cooperative living with private ownership and considerable individual 
independence. It was founded in 1991 by Liz Walker, a community organizer, 
who set up a nonprofit organization to purchase land to create “an attrac-
tive viable alternative lifestyle to American life,” based on Green buildings, 
renewable energy systems, cohousing communities, an independent organic 
farm, open-space preservation, and social entrepreneurship.19 

By 2007, EVI had 160 members living on 175 acres. The nonprofit is 
run by a board of directors together with the residents. The homes are pri-
vately owned by residents, who pay monthly fees for common buildings and 
shared facilities. They eat several meals a week together, prepared by volun-
teer cooks, and share a rich social life. Much of the produce consumed comes 
from the independent organic farm. The village has established connections 
with surrounding communities and organizations, including Cornell Uni-
versity and the local community college. Education is built into the vision of 
EVI through a nonprofit educational organization called Center for Sustain-
ability Education (CSE), committed to meeting human needs in ways that 
“are aligned with the long-term viability of Earth and its inhabitants.” In 
this hands-on learning program, the primary teaching tool is the eco-village 
itself — a “laboratory for the future.” The whole EVI-CSE project is part of 
an umbrella organization — The Center for Transformative Action — which 
offers a model of nonviolent social action “that moves us beyond complaint, 
competition, and ‘us versus them’ thinking.” Its three basic components are 
all implicit in the structure of the primal truth quest: “breaking the silence 
that surrounds injustice; building an inclusive movement where adversaries 
become allies; and articulating an inspiring, proactive vision.”20 



Our Primal Future 355

In 1995, Findhorn assumed a leadership role in the eco-village move-
ment by organizing a conference called “Eco-villages and Sustainable Com- 
munities,” drawing community leaders from all over the world. This led to  
the formation of the Global Eco-village Network, which now links some 
four hundred similar projects around the world that previously had little  
awareness of one another. There are now self-identified aspiring eco-villages 
in some seventy countries on six continents. Most draw on principles of 
ecological design, eco-architecture, permaculture, organic gardening, Green 
production, and use of alternative and renewable energy sources. Also com-
mon to most is some recognition of the humanizing magic of small face-to-
face social structures in which people have an opportunity to express their 
individual uniqueness and creativity by serving and being served by the com-
munity. The movement seeks to shift from a single homogenous consumer 
economy to a collection of more sustainable, self-sufficient bioregional 
economies, focusing on the nonmaterial values of human relationships, cre-
ativity, beauty, and meaningful work. At their most ambitious, eco-villages 
try to integrate the best and lightest of industrial technology with science 
and agriculture guided by a shamanic sensibility. 

Kibbutz — The Experiment That Both Succeeded and Failed

In 2007 I returned to Israel for the first time after many decades. I had been 
warned repeatedly that the country had changed and in many ways for the 
worse. I heard the kibbutz was in decline, and the people more cynical, more 
urbanized, less idealistic, and much more materialistic. I was told Israel now 
had more start-up companies per capita than any other country in the world, 
it had more companies listed on NASDAQ than any country outside North 
America, that 85 percent of households had solar water heaters and that 80 
percent of wastewater was recycled. Much was true. As I drove through the 
country, I was overcome with emotion: the energy and informality of the 
people, the dry desert air, the smell of the pine forests in the Jerusalem hills, 
the olives and salad with every meal — all were wonderfully familiar. I re-
connected with old friends, family, and loved ones as if I had never left. I 
thought I had lost my Hebrew, but on my second day back, I got into an argu-
ment with a clerk at city hall, negotiating a water bill for my English-speaking 
friend. Suddenly, in the familiar heat and frustration, my army-learned He-
brew poured out. I was stunned. It was as if the language was there, waiting  
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for me to come back and open my mouth so it could slip onto my tongue. 
People treated me as an Israeli. If South Africa gave me my species identity, 
being in Israel felt like coming home to my tribe.

Despite the changes in the country, much of the legacy of the old days 
remained. I realized how indebted I was to the kibbutz for giving me such 
a fully realized example of primal politics. I also realized more starkly than 
ever where the kibbutz vision was deficient, and what a way forward could 
look like — for the country, the kibbutz, and the planet. For these reasons, 
it’s worth looking at the kibbutz more closely from our expanded perspective.

The Israeli kibbutz was an intentional agrarian community midway in size 
between the hunting-gathering band and the polis. Like the eco-village, it 
was in part a utopian social experiment that expressed the four components 
of primal politics: it had a passionate narrative of meaning and was driven 
by a powerful democratically organized international movement. But it pri-
marily served the relatively narrow mission of nation building. The Jewish 
scholar and Kabbalist Martin Buber called it the “experiment that did not 
fail,” and it succeeded conspicuously in shaping the political culture of the 
early State of Israel. But unlike the eco-village, the kibbutz was founded in 
the days before the environmental movement, and it lacked an ecological 
perspective. It also failed to sustain the truth quest at the center of the pri-
mal dynamic that made it so powerful in the first place. Therefore, it was 
unable to provide Israel with an alternative to the rapidly globalizing model 
of industrial capitalism. The kibbutz movement also failed conspicuously, as 
did Zionism itself, in engaging the local Palestinian population. In both its 
successes and failures, the kibbutz demonstrated the critical importance of 
an explicit commitment to the quest. 

Kibbutz philosophy at its best expressed the Kabbalist imperative of 
tikkun ha’olam, to “repair or heal the world.” This is the idea that the role 
of the human being in the cosmic drama of existence is to mitigate suffer-
ing, minimize destruction, and foster the beauty and profusion of conscious 
life on earth. The kibbutz movement offered to satisfy that deep need we 
have for a purpose in life beyond simple self-gratification. This was con-
nected to, and over time increasingly in conflict with, its other primary 
mission: a pragmatic response to the needs of early Zionism. The kibbutz 
was based on a passionate vision of meaning and redemption through a  
return to Zion, the biblical promised land, the formative homeland of the 
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Jewish people. This inspired large numbers of young, idealistic, impover-
ished ghetto Jews with no capital and no farming experience to move to 
Israel and settle on land in a hostile environment and create an enlightened 
farming community amid swamp and desert. The movement’s pragmatism 
was driven by the crisis in Jewish existence at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, a crisis that in the middle of the twentieth century became the catastro-
phe of the Holocaust. 

In 1948, when the United Nations voted to partition Palestine into two 
states — one Jewish, the other Arab — the surrounding Arab nations in-
vaded the new country. During the subsequent struggle for survival, Israeli 
pragmatism became increasingly ruthless.21 The more recent rise of suicidal 
Islamic fundamentalism has further intensified a cycle of violent polariza-
tion between Israeli and Palestinian, Jew and Arab. If the most glaring failure 
of the Zionist vision was its inability to grasp and respond creatively to an 
indigenous Arab presence,22 then the legacy of this failure has been continu-
ous bloody conflict and the corruption of the political cultures of both Israe-
lis and Palestinians, each in different ways.23 

The Beloved Community 

The average kibbutz was a small agricultural community consisting of no 
more than a few hundred individuals. It was based on the key primal prin-
ciples of voluntary cooperation, democratic decision making, and con-
flict resolution through direct face-to-face discussion. Its ethos was that of 
each individual taking responsibility for the whole, while the community 
concerned itself with the unique needs of individuals. Communalism was 
balanced by a culture of discussion in which, in theory, individuality was 
cultivated and respected. In practice the communalist ethic at times crushed 
individuality. This was due in part to an overreaction to the prevailing cul-
ture of competitive individualism. But there was also a failure in theory. The 
kibbutz ideology lacked a philosophy of consciousness and an adequate no-
tion of individuation — the fundamental human need to grow and explore 
as much of the full range of human experience as possible, and then to ex-
press one’s uniqueness creatively. It lacked a spiritual aesthetic.

But the kibbutz had no class structure and did establish complete gender 
equality. Resources were owned communally and apportioned collectively  
according to the ethos “from each according to his or her ability, to each  
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according to need.” Management positions were rotated and decisions were 
made by the members in face-to-face discussion of the general assembly. 

In the first few decades after its founding, the kibbutz movement suc-
ceeded admirably. Two members of Kibbutz Kfar Blum describe this in 
terms reminiscent of the balance between the opposites of the primal polis. 
It was a society based on 

co-operation without coercion, equality without reducing cultural or 
intellectual standards to the lowest common denominator; freedom 
without disorder; work with neither boredom nor need of economic 
incentives; self expression without license; specialization without strat-
ification; guidance of public opinion without repression; moral con-
cern without dogmatism; industrialization without urbanization; rural 

life without idiocy.24 

At its height, about 300 kibbutzim were responsible for the bulk of the 
agricultural produce in the country. In 2010, there were still 273 kibbutzim, 
with a total population of 126,000, including children.25 In addition to the 
kibbutz, Israel has the more numerous, more loosely organized communal 
villages called moshavim, where houses and farms are privately owned but 
produce is marketed collectively and many services are shared. Although 
kibbutz members never constituted more than about 6 percent of the popu-
lation, they had an enormous influence in building up the country, shaping 
its institutions, providing leadership, and generating an Israeli national cul-
ture of chalutziut, or “pioneering idealism.” 

Most of the kibbutzim belonged to one of three main kibbutz move-
ments, which in turn were affiliated with the ruling labor parties, which were 
often led by kibbutz members. The first prime minister of Israel, David Ben-
Gurion was a member of Kibbutz Sde Boker and lived in the same mate-
rial modesty as his fellow farmers, returning periodically to help with the 
harvest and work in the kitchens. Chalutzim — the agricultural pioneers of 
the country — comprised half the elected members of Israel’s first parlia-
ment in 1948, and fully one-third of the cabinet were kibbutzniks. Kibbutz 
members dominated the officer corps of the elite fighting units in the army 
and air force. One-quarter of all casualties in the Six-Day War were kibbutz 
members. Most importantly, the impact of the kibbutz was felt in the first 
half of the century in creating an Israeli culture based on equality, informal-
ity in dress and manners, service to the community, and a shared agrarian, 
communitarian vision.26 
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The Kibbutz Abandons the Quest

In many ways the material success of the kibbutz accelerated its failure. The 
kibbutz became a powerful reality because it was driven by revolutionaries 
whose lives were caught up in the passion of a high art — that of creating 
the beautiful and beloved community. Like the modest San, their psycho-
logical and moral center of gravity was spiritual and creative. Once the cre-
ative work had been done and the community provided with security and 
a decent material standard of living, children were expected to fit into the 
existing structure. To paraphrase Karl Mannheim, “the utopia of the parents 
became the ideology of the children.” 

Many of the children grew up to find kibbutz life parochial and boring. 
After military service, they would follow the pattern of other young Israelis 
and take off for a year or two of travel abroad. Some never returned. City 
life and the wider world offered new experiences, adventure, and the sort of 
creative challenge that had motivated their revolutionary parents. How does 
one institutionalize revolutionary creativity?* In the absence of a creative 
and spiritual political life, pragmatism and materialism took over.27 

The kibbutz general assembly became an instrument for the solution 
of practical problems of administration and efficient farming and produc-
tion. It lost its connection to the process that had energized the revolutionar-
ies — the long nights of passionate discussions and the search into the big 
questions of meaning necessary to create a new way of life. Euphoric folk 
dancing and singing were increasingly replaced by commercial pop and rock 
music at the kibbutz disco. The urgent struggle for military and economic 
survival produced a generation of strong, hardworking, pragmatic farmers 
and fighters, officers in the elite units, but not so many philosophers, artists, 
and mystics.

The original asceticism of some of the earlier pioneers gave way to the 
outside pressure of a growing global market society and to internal pres-
sure for more individual freedom. Agrarianism gave way to light industry 
as factories were built on fields. Labor as worship quickly became oil driven 
and industrialized following the factory model of mechanization, division of 
labor, and specialization, and all this was done in the service of maximizing  
the bottom line of profit — albeit the profit of the community. When it 

* I return to this question in the epilogue, where I discuss a revolutionary approach to revolutions. 
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became profitable, cheap Arab labor was hired, then foreign workers were 

imported. In 2007 immigrant workers from Thailand — Tailandim — with 

no connection to the land, the produce, or the community, provided the new 

agricultural labor force. Lost was any vision of organic, sustainable agricul-

ture for local consumption. Lost was any notion of the aesthetic, psychologi-

cal, and spiritual value of working on the land with growing, living things.

Many kibbutzim now pay their members wages. Growing numbers work 

in adjacent towns and cities, and some have started functioning as landlords, 

renting houses to outsiders who appreciate what remains of rural commu-

nity life. Without the creative passion of the idealistic revolutionaries, the 

community has become increasingly defenseless against the surrounding 

pressures of corporate-driven consumer capitalism. 

Changes in kibbutz proceeded in parallel with larger changes in the po-

litical culture of the country. By the 1980s the ruling kibbutz-and-labor co-

alition of parties had been replaced by the neoclassical economists of the 

right, and government support of kibbutzim had dwindled. Since then the 

political center of gravity has continued to shift toward free-market capital-

ism and the religious right. This shift is also visible in army leadership. In the 

past the elite combat units were typically led by sons of the kibbutz; today 

they are more often commanded by the young Jews who wear the knitted 

skullcap of the Orthodox religious community. The inspiring big picture 

expressing the passionate connection to the land and mobilizing readiness to 

sacrifice for the community has now been taken over by the religious right. 

Utopian agrarianism has been replaced by biblical messianism. 

Perhaps the heart of the problem was that Gordon’s and Buber’s ideas about 

a spiritual relationship to the land through creative labor failed to take root 

in the arid soil of the scientific materialism that supported kibbutz ideology. 

Like most political movements of both the left and the right in the nine-

teenth and twentieth centuries, kibbutz lacked a philosophy of conscious-

ness adequate to the quest, and it periodically lapsed into ideological rigidity. 

There was little understanding of the sacred, of aesthetics and their relation 

to the quest for the good of the individual and the community. Despite its 

roots in the messianic narrative of Jewish exile, and the mystique of labor 
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on the land, these elements were never explicitly integrated into a social and 
philosophical self-understanding. They were never institutionalized. 

This brings us back to the perennial dilemma of creative political trans-
formation: How can a community sustain the Eros of creative political 
transformation and still remain a coherent functioning community?28 The 
scientific-materialistic ideologies of the past century have no answer.

Ironically, we can find part of the answer by looking closely at what the 
founders actually did. They were caught up in the primal quest — ques-
tioning their lives and their society, crossing boundaries, radically expanding 
their vision of the possible into a grand narrative of meaning, and, finally, 
collectively creating a real society from their imagination that would pre-
serve the most obvious elements of their quest. Together these elements gave 
a quality of transcendence — “spirituality” — to their pragmatic action that 
humbled and guided individual egos and generated a passion for life that 
deepened individuation and made possible heroic achievement in the ser-
vice of the community. 

While to some degree the kibbutz consciously pursued each of the primal 
values represented by the four quadrants of the mandala, it failed to clar-
ify both the truth quest and the shamanic-spiritual relationship to the all- 
encompassing wilderness context — the fons et origo of human existence. 

Without a practice of the quest at the center of its politics, the kibbutz 
movement, like Zionism in general, had little hope of generating a picture 
inclusive enough — a cosmology capacious enough — to inspire a symbiosis 
of the two nationalist movements, Israeli and Palestinian.29 Institutions mat-
ter, but ultimately no institutional reform — a single binational state or two-
state solution — will flourish in the Middle East without transformation  
in the minds and souls of the individuals involved.30

Without commitment to a shared vision based on the quest there can 
be no deep healing between the two competing narratives of meaning and 
identity connected to the same piece of land. Ironically, both Israeli and Pal-
estinian identities are rooted in the same monotheistic revelation; both re-
vere Abraham and Moses. But typically, the narratives of the protagonists 
stop short. They don’t extend beyond culture, nation, or religion. The radi-
cal way forward is to attempt to resolve the conflict by integrating the two 
national and religious narratives within a larger, ultimately more compelling 
story of our common humanity — our shared African origins, our rooted-
ness in a single story of earthly evolution. 



362 Future  Primal

Healing through Engaging Opposites

Much of the achievement of the kibbutz remains. There is still an ethos re-
specting hard work, sharing, and communal living. The fact that the kib-
butz survives as a recognized entity is testimony to the flexibility of its 
democracy. There are still prospects for a recovery of creativity based on 
a more expanded and spiritual vision. The kibbutz can now draw from 
models of eco-villages like Findhorn and Gaviotas, and the more spiritual-
ized agriculture of the ancient Hawaiians.31 For instance, Kibbutz Harduf 
in the northern Galileo organizes itself within the spiritual individualism 
of Rudolf Steiner’s anthroposophical philosophy. The economy is based on 
organic farming and running a Waldorf school. The school welcomes sur-
rounding Arab teachers and students, and the curriculum includes Arabic 
and Islamic studies. When I visited in 2007, the kibbutz also supported a 
peace camp, Sha’ar le-Adam — Gateway to Humanity — located in the 
nearby woods. Founded and run by a young kibbutz war veteran and the 
son of the mukhtar (head) of the nearby Bedouin village, the camp brought 
young Jews and Arabs together for programs in the arts held outdoors  
and exposed to the healing power of the land both peoples love so much. 
The purpose was open-ended: to create a more expanded social container 
within which the stories and experiences of both peoples can be expressed 
and integrated.32 

Nelson Mandela and the kibbutz offer two complementary approaches 
to changing political culture. Mandela demonstrated the power of a vision-
inspired individual, a boundary-crossing strategy. In a complementary 
fashion, the early success of the kibbutz demonstrates the importance of an 
inspiring narrative of meaning and the power of organization — the inter-
national kibbutz movement — in large-scale political change. The spiritual 
eco-village and kibbutzim like Harduf suggest the possibility of combining 
the two examples in an indigenous Israeli-Palestinian bioregional agricul-
ture supported by social institutions aligned with the quest.

Future Primal Cities and Nations

The eco-village and kibbutz movements showed how primal elements in vil-
lage life could shape the culture of cities and nations. But we don’t have 
to go back to the village to bring the primal back to the surface. Since the 
primal complex exists within us, we can activate it wherever we are, working  



Our Primal Future 363

with what we have. And where we are is increasingly in cities. By 2005 more 
than half the population of the planet lived in cities. Jaime Lerner, the mayor 
of the model city of Curitiba in Brazil and leader of the Green City Move-
ment, has argued that cities can actually be the most effective units of social 
change. Like the Greek polis, many cities are small enough to mobilize the 
population yet big enough to impact the larger arena of national politics 
and be engines for cultural change. Their concentrations of population and 
resources also allow them to support culture and the arts, and for this reason 
they have traditionally been centers of political and social creativity.33 

Cities exist within living ecologies, and their ultimate viability depends 
on understanding and nurturing those natural systems. One approach to en-
hancing a bioregional sensibility is suggested by the American eco-architect 
and urban planner Richard Register, who advocates allowing streams and 
rivers to run free through the hearts of our cities. Canals and drains could 
be brought back to the surface, creating arteries of green that would allow 
for some wildlife to move from the country through cities. This would help 
preserve the integrity of the surrounding ecosystem and watershed while 
also calming, sensitizing, and healing our frenzied populations.34 

We can nurture fragments of nature in multiple small but often profound  
ways. Converting empty city lots into community gardens helps feed people 
and provides a focus for community building. Rooftop gardens cool cities in 
the summer and absorb storm runoff in the winter while providing food and 
shelter for insects and birds and bringing the healing effect of nature — a 
taste of the “big medicine” — into urban landscapes. 

By reducing light pollution — the glare from streetlights — with spe-
cially designed and more economical street lamps, we can turn backyards, 
parks, and waste lots into sites for amateur observatories, giving everyone 
direct access to that ultimate wilderness landscape — the night sky and its 
billions of exploding suns and spiraling galaxies. In 2001, Flagstaff, Arizona, 
reduced its light pollution so dramatically that it was awarded the title of the 
world’s first international “dark sky city.” Flagstaff now offers visitors and 
residents a cosmic wilderness-immersion experience without leaving city 
limits. 

The easiest way to connect with nature is to simply jump the fence and 
explore the wilder country that remains outside our cities and suburbs. The 
positive health benefits of being outside in nature are well documented, and 
these are amplified when focused by the boundary-crossing discipline of 
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the quest. Experienced in this way, mountains are not simply picturesque 
backdrops for cities, and wilderness is not simply empty space for our recre-
ational machinery. Instead, we can we experience wilderness as the primary 
source of spiritual, moral, and physical regeneration we so badly need. 

One of the major problems in greening and humanizing our cities is cen-
tralization of power. In this regard, a number of Brazilian cities have made 
bold moves to reverse this trend and move toward more participatory forms 
of governance. For example, in 1989 the ruling political party of the city of 
Porto Alegre in Brazil decided to decentralize and democratize city govern-
ment in the interest of the good of the community. Fifty thousand citizens 
were given the opportunity to participate directly in deciding how the bud-
get of two hundred million dollars would be spent. The process started with 
dozens of assemblies across the city maximizing grassroots participation. 
First, citizen assemblies met to receive instruction on the issues and the bud-
geting process, and then they discussed priorities and forwarded them on 
through elected representatives to the city council. The city then made rec-
ommendations and reconciled competing priorities, but it had no authority 
to change the priorities. 

The face-to-face situation brought the most critical, real shared needs to 
the surface — food, health, education. The results were dramatic. In twelve 
years the number of public schools increased from twenty-nine to eighty-
six and literacy reached 98 percent. Water, sewage, and public transport 
improved. Political, cultural, and neighborhood civic groups doubled, pro-
ducing a noticeable elevation in civic responsibility and a significant drop in 
crime and corruption. Implicit in these outward manifestations of improved 
quality of life was an inner process of individuals taking responsibility, com-
ing together to understand their shared reality, and cooperatively create a 
better way of life for all — the truth quest. Since Porto Alegre’s initiative, one 
hundred Brazilian cities have tried to implement similar strategies.35 

The Brazilian city of Belo Horizonte gives us another example of par-
ticipatory budgeting in the service of the good of the whole. By 1993, the 
city population was 2.5 million people, of which 11 percent lived in absolute 
poverty and almost 20 percent of children went hungry. Like Porto Alegre, 
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the city had already instituted participatory budgeting, and then in 1993 it 
went further and declared food a right of citizenship. With this, participation 
in the budgeting process suddenly doubled to more than thirty-one thou-
sand. City agencies brought together the interests of producers and consum-
ers by offering farmers choice spots in the city to sell their produce directly 
to urban consumers. This curbed retail markups, which often reached 100 
percent, but actually made farming more profitable and more attractive. 
As farming thrived, the population had access to fresher, healthier, cheaper 
food, and the city moved closer to food sovereignty. 

The city also set up Restaurante Popular — People’s Restaurants — 
which served subsidized meals of locally grown food to some twelve thou-
sand people a day for about fifty cents a meal. Today, some 40 percent of the 
population benefits from these initiatives. In less than a decade Belo Hori-
zonte cut the infant death rate by more than half. Future primal cities like 
Belo Horizonte and Porto Alegre demonstrate primal principles in interac-
tion with existing structures. They show how a more enlightened political 
culture, based on a more expanded understanding of “the good life,” can 
inspire centralized power structures like city governments to devolve power 
and resources to the people for the greater good of all.

Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness

The small Himalayan country of Bhutan, located between India and China, 
provides a unique example of these primal principles elevated to a national 
level. Bhutan has several natural advantages. The country is largely un-
spoiled, with magnificent, richly forested mountain wilderness and carefully 
cultivated valleys. Its population has never been conquered or occupied and 
is bonded by a deeply rooted tradition of Mahayana Buddhism, related to a 
kind of nature mysticism. With a population of some eight hundred thou-
sand, covering an area twice the size of the State of Israel (40,000 sq km), it is 
not exactly polis-sized, yet it is small enough and homogenous enough to be 
relatively self-sufficient and sustain a high level of participatory governance. 

Until recently it was an absolute monarchy. In 1972, King Jigme Singye 
Wangchuck returned to his country after studying abroad, armed with a 
British education and a clear understanding of the failures of development 
based on consumerism. He immediately set about redirecting the process 
of modernization in accordance with the central values of Buddhism — the 
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sacredness of all of life, compassion for all sentient beings, and living in har-
mony with the natural world. In a bold move, he threw out GDP — gross 
domestic product — as the primary measure of well-being and replaced it 
with a Buddhist-based notion of “gross national happiness,” or GNH. The 
great challenge for Bhutan was to globalize humanely, to incorporate the 
benefits of science and technology while avoiding the seduction of materi-
alism. As the minister for home and cultural affairs, Lyonpo Jigmi Thinley, 
explained simply, “What good is the material national wealth of the nation if 
it doesn’t bring happiness?”36 

GNH is based on “four pillars”: economic self-sufficiency, preservation 
and enhancement of the natural environment, preservation and promotion 
of the traditional culture, and good governance. The king realized that a gov-
ernment that gave all the decision-making power to one individual was inher-
ently unstable, and that good governance was the key condition for pursuing 
the other pillars. He set up a council to draft a constitution for a represen-
tative democracy with radically decentralized power. The council surveyed 
some fifty other democratic constitutions and in 2001 came up with a draft 
that was circulated among the villages and voted on. It consolidated a repre-
sentative national government based on the unit of the self-governing village. 
Each village elected a leader by secret ballot, then sent representatives to sub-
district committees of ten villages or more, and so on to the national council. 
The national body fashioned policies that promoted the four pillars of GNH 
while enhancing the autonomy, self-sufficiency, health, and education of the 
lower subsidiary units. Universal free health care and universal free education 
became additional necessary conditions for effective grassroots participatory 
government. In other words, central government committed to providing all 
citizens with the information, education, and access needed for constructing 
a big picture of the good of the whole. 

The ambitious program of teacher training, clinic building, and democ-
ratization was financed in large part by Bhutan’s major export — hydroelec-
tric power to India — which in 2005 accounted for some 40 percent of all 
government revenues. Instead of large storage dams, more modest run-of-
the-river technologies were constructed in narrow gorges, which diverted 
part of the flow to the turbines of power plants constructed deep under-
ground. This approach together with cleverly constructed “fish ladders” en-
sured minimal impact on the surrounding ecosystem. Such run-of-the-river  
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technologies meant periodic power outages during the dry season, but this 
was seen as a relatively minor problem and a small price to pay for avoiding 
damage to the ecosystem. Logging was another source of revenue, but raw 
material was managed in a sustainable fashion by a law requiring at least  
60 percent of the land remain forested at all times. There is now more land 
under forest cover than before the development program began. 

Following the principle that it could not ignore the benefits of science and 
industrialization, in 1999 Bhutan became the last country on earth to intro-
duce television. Within six months the country had gone from one cable 
channel to forty-five broadcasting twenty-four hours a day. A year later the 
Internet followed. This sudden exposure to a relentlessly commercial culture 
exploiting sex and violence in the interests of consumerism had predictably 
negative results. There was a sudden dramatic increase in drug and alcohol 
abuse, violence, burglary, and murder. 

Television confronted the Bhutanese model with its central challenge, 
which, in essence, is the same as that facing the rest of humanity: how to 
engage modernity creatively without being swamped by its destructiveness. 
Government officials and media experts responded unequivocally by saying 
“education,” but this of course begged the question, “What sort of educa-
tion?” The deep answer to this requires the quest, and one example of a mass 
educational program has been encouraging. Faced with the threat of AIDS, 
many traditional villages resisted protective contraception as disrespectful 
of life. The government responded by recruiting teams of highly respected 
priests to teach the people the difference between taking life and preventing 
unwanted pregnancy. Here, we see Bhutan following the spirit of the quest 
by approaching the sacred pragmatically and approaching practical matters 
by invoking the bigger picture of the sacred. The goal is a synthesis of the 
best of modernity with the most life-enhancing values of primal wisdom, 
which in Bhutan’s case comes through Buddhism. 

The Bhutanese model is now attracting global attention as many NGOs 
and international organizations realize that economic growth and increasing 
material productivity cannot be the supreme measures of political, societal, 
and economic health. There is a growing global interest in developing com-
parable measures to GNH that track genuine progress serving the collective 
good.37 
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Movements and Revolutionary Transformations 

On the one hand, there is great power when individuals choose to come to-
gether to assert their freedom in some mass action in a public space; on the 
other hand, there is also the perennial danger that the crowd will become a 
mob — inflamed by a sense of injustice and communal power, swept along 
by charismatic demagogues, it easily loses the respect for individual life that 
inspired the revolution, and succumbs to violence. A dictator can be vio-
lently deposed, but then what? The power vacuum is too often filled by new 
power-hungry elites who provoke further violence and betray the values of 
the original revolution. 

Future primal politics clarifies how the truth quest can mediate the ten-
sion between individual creativity and conformity to the collective to ensure 
that action serves the good of the whole. There have been several dramatic 
examples of this over the past century. Mahatma Gandhi’s satyagraha — soul 
force — mobilized masses of ordinary Indians in nonviolent civil disobedi-
ence that helped make India ungovernable and impelled the colonial Brit-
ish government to leave. Martin Luther King Jr. used this same approach to 
great effect in the civil rights movement in the American South, as did Nelson 
Mandela in South Africa. In all cases the depth of commitment of the leader-
ship to “soul force” helped evoke a comparable level of self-awareness and 
courage in many of their followers while shaming the oppressors. In such 
mass actions, the outcome depends directly on the level of consciousness of 
the leaders and of the individuals composing the movement. 

Today, worldwide access to the Internet enables the very rapid lateral 
diffusion of information, making it easier to put a human face on oppres-
sion and to coordinate strategies of resistance. This also means in principle 
that there can be multiple fluid centers of leadership. Any one individual in 
private can instantaneously address the collective and be a catalyst for ac-
tion. This was most dramatically demonstrated during the Arab Spring of 
2010–11, in which popular protests against dictatorships were catalyzed by 
a young Tunisian vegetable seller who set himself on fire in protest against 
police abuse and oppressive government. This story and others like it were 
rapidly retold and circulated through a variety of social media by a key rev-
olutionary demographic — urban, fairly well-educated youth. The media 
then made it possible for masses of citizens to organize themselves into a se-
ries of rolling protests and strikes, which in some cases escalated into pitched 
battles.38 Long-entrenched, stupefying dictatorships in Tunisia, Egypt, and 
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Libya fell in quick succession. Clearly, many more repressive regimes are ripe 
for overthrow, and this transformation is no doubt in its early stages. What 
will emerge in their place depends directly on the collective level of aware-
ness of a critical mass of citizens. 

In the 1960s, the United States was shaken by a cultural revolution of the 
nation’s youth — the counterculture. The post–World War II situation  
produced an unprecedented, large generation of affluent middle-class, well-
educated, leisured students — the baby-boom generation — which became 
radicalized as it confronted a series of crises: vicious racism in the American 
South, a controversial war in Vietnam, movements of national liberation 
throwing out their colonial overlords, indigenous peoples demanding to be 
recognized, and the first unmistakable signs of the environmental devasta-
tion of the planet. The generation started questioning the most basic values 
and assumptions of its society, and it experimented, sometimes recklessly, 
with a new universe of political and cultural options. This period saw the 
emergence of the nonviolent civil rights movement as well as the Black Power 
movement, the antiwar movement, the environmental movement, back-to-
the-land communes, the women’s movement, the American Indian Move-
ment, the terroristic Weather Underground, widespread experimentation  
with entheogens, considerable interest in Eastern religions, enormous cre-
ativity in music and the arts, and a host of other more exotic cultural and 
political expressions. While these movements changed American culture 
in significant ways, they never really cohered into something larger. There  
was no integrating philosophical vision nor were there any viable political 
containers. Instead, seeds of transformation were sown in many areas of  
culture, society, and politics. Those seeds now seem to be sprouting.39 

Today in the West we see a new assertion of individual autonomy and 
resistance to political corruption, as grassroots movements of the right and 
the left, also mobilized by social media, are taking to the streets to demand 
a more direct voice in governance. On the conservative right, the Tea Party 
movement, critical of big government, asserts a right to directly participate 
in decision making. But the Tea Party, like many conservative movements, 
is hampered by Eurocentric principles of eighteenth-century Liberalism.  
On the left, the more open and informed Occupy Wall Street movement  
is inclusive and democratic enough to grasp the reality of a corporate oli-
garchy. Yet its worldview is still far from demonstrating a coherent political  
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philosophy that could guide creative transformation of the powers that be. 
Both pale in comparison to the mass demonstrations and cultural upheaval 
of the sixties.40

The impulse of such grassroots movements is primal and democratic  
— a simple assertion of the individual’s right to self-rule, a desire to partici-
pate in the decisions affecting how we live. What has changed are the means 
— global electronic communication — and this, as Marshall McLuhan  
noted decades ago, contains its own message. The nature of modern com-
munication contains a global awareness even as it gives expression to the 
unique individual voice, tweet, or film clip. Politics is moving from the fam-
ily, tribe, and nation to the planet and then back to the individual person. 
The basis for political order lies in the order of the soul of the individual. 

Internet-based civic organizations like MoveOn.org and Avaaz.org are be-
coming significant change agents through educational campaigns, petitions, 
and civic action campaigns on human rights, climate change, corruption in 
business and government, poverty, and conflict resolution. These include sit-
ins, phone-ins, email-your-leader campaigns, demonstrations, and media-
friendly stunts. The director of Avaaz, Ricken Patel, insists it has no ideology 
but it does have a mission “to close the gap between the world we have and 
the world most people everywhere want. Idealists of the world unite!” Avaaz 
appears in fifteen languages in 193 countries and has over sixteen million 
members, and since 2009 it has not taken donations from foundations or 
corporations, nor has it accepted payments of more than five thousand dol-
lars. In 2008, Avaaz organized a petition to the Chinese president, Hu Jintao, 
calling for the opening of meaningful dialogue with the Dalai Lama. In seven 
days the petition had garnered more than one million signatures, making it 
the largest and fastest-growing online petition in history. 

Although Avaaz claims to have no explicit ideology, the great range of 
issues it has supported reveals an implicit, open-ended vision of “the world 
we want”: one that is ecologically sustainable, fosters expanding individual 
awareness, is politically empowering, and satisfies the basic human rights 
including the need for food, shelter, and education — in short, a more life-
loving, biocentric vision congruent with the primal vision. 

We also see something of a future primal transformation taking place in 
electoral politics in the proliferation of Green political parties competing 
for office in regional, national, and supranational governing bodies. The 
principles of the rather amorphous Green movement were formalized in 
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the German Green Party platform of the late 1970s as ecological wisdom, 
sustainability, social justice, participatory democracy, nonviolence, localized 
economies, and respect for cultural integrity and diversity. The degree of 
commitment to these principles varies widely from country to country de-
pending on local and political conditions, but most Green parties tend to 
share these aspirational values. 

In 1995 the Finnish Green Party was the first European Green party to be 
part of a national cabinet. Greens have participated in national governments 
in Belgium, France, Ireland, and the Netherlands. Green parties now exist 
in most countries with democratic systems of government, including South 
Africa, Mexico, Mongolia, and Peru. Greens have formed a party in the Eu-
ropean Parliament, where in 2009 they held over forty seats.

Perhaps the most elusive but portentous expression of the primal resurgence 
is in what Paul Hawken has identified as a global democratic mass movement 
of independent, nongovernmental nonprofits. They are “research institutes, 
community development agencies, faith-based groups, trusts and founda-
tions, organizations working to safeguard nature, ensure greater equality 
and justice and create a more life-loving world.”41 Hawken calculates that 
there are at least one million (and quite possibly two million) such organi-
zations mobilizing tens of millions of idealists in what might be the largest 
mass movement in history. This movement coalesced from three converging 
root issues: environmentalism, social justice, and the struggle of indigenous 
peoples for cultural survival in the global consumer economy. 

Hawken notes that the movement has been ignored because it is intrin-
sically decentralized, and commercial mass media are notoriously incapable 
of connecting the dots — synthesizing and evaluating information. “When 
we hear about a chemical spill in a river, it is never mentioned that more 
than four thousand organizations in North America have adopted a river, 
creek, or stream. We read that organic agriculture is the fastest growing sec-
tor of farming in America, Japan, Mexico and Europe, but no connection is 
made to the more than three thousand organizations that educate farmers, 
customers, and legislators about sustainable agriculture.”42

The most crucial and elusive point of the movement is a quintessentially 
primal, boundary-crossing dialectic expressed by the movement’s ability to 
hold the tension between opposites: the individual and the community, the 
global and the local, the practical and the spiritual. According to Hawken, 
in this “invisible revolution” there is no single unifying ideology, no dogma, 
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no doctrine; rather, there is a grassroots independence, and a respect for 
diversity and location, which exists alongside a fierce commitment to create 
a just global community conducive to a flourishing earth. The big questions 
for all mass political and protest movements remain: How adequate is the 
diagnosis? What comes after the dictator is overthrown? What structures can 
deal with our most critical global and local crises? Everything depends on 
the level of consciousness of the participants, on their grasp of our shared 
reality, and thus on the clarity of their commitment to the ongoing quest. 
We can no longer escape the challenge of creating a politics with the truth 
quest at its center, capable of generating an inspiring vision of a way forward. 

A Vision of Future Primal Planetary Politics 

Obviously, none of the examples in this chapter could, in principle, provide a 
single blueprint for a planetary politics. But when we step back and connect 
the dots, we can see how they all — from African presidents and American 
eco-villages to Sri Lankan peasants — embody various dimensions and vary-
ing degrees of a quest-based primal politics. We can imagine that as people 
begin to realize their commonality in the dynamic of the quest emerging from 
the universe story, they deepen and extend their efforts; connecting and co-
operating with one another and creating an evolving, increasingly integrated, 
decentralized, self-transforming, future-primal, planetary politics. 

We can imagine people applying the primal values to realize that lead-
ers like Gandhi, King, and Mandela are great not so much because they  
are “special” and unlike us but precisely because they exemplify in concen-
trated form what is most human about us. Such fully individuated human 
beings can act like seed crystals dropped into a supersaturated solution —  
in our case a highly charged political situation — causing the entire solu-
tion to suddenly crystallize into a more highly ordered, harmonious state.  
They have discovered that you can achieve the highest sort of personal  
self-actualization through serving the growth of the community. As Bishop 
Desmond Tutu explained, when you serve others, you experience satisfac-
tion that approaches a kind of quiet ecstasy, and this can be contagious.

We can imagine eco-villages like Gaviotas in Colombia, EVI at Ithaca, 
and Findhorn in Scotland incorporating primal principles more explicitly 
into their educational programs. We can see them deepening their vision to 
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include the quest and the great cosmic story out of which the questing indi-
vidual emerges. We can imagine this vision inspiring whole communities to 
live more politically engaged lives, to travel beyond the boundaries of their 
villages, acting as leaders and examples — “seed crystals” — for organizing 
social and cultural movements. 

We can imagine that the ahupua‘a system of old Hawai‘i and the spiritual 
community of Findhorn could inspire both kibbutzniks and Palestinians to 
become natural collaborators in re-creating a kind of cooperative, sustain-
able agriculture that enriches the soil, enhances biodiversity, and deepens 
their spiritual relationship to the living land both love. 

We can imagine cities committing more sincerely to the “urban Green 
revolution” of Jaime Lerner and Richard Register. We can see them insti-
tuting the participatory forms of government of Porto Alegre and Belo  
Horizonte. We can imagine citizens and leaders in these ecologically aware 
cities collaborating with surrounding organic farmers, eco-villages, and con-
ventional farms to integrate their economies in a more bioregionally sensi-
tive way. We can see city councils fostering urban agriculture by expanding 
community gardens, encouraging edible landscapes and rooftop gardens, 
bringing rivers and streams to the surface, and making nature immersion 
part of everyone’s education. 

We can imagine populations becoming more aware of the range of pos-
sibilities for change and pushing their leaders to follow the model of King 
Jigme Wangchuck of Bhutan, so that “the good life” is measured not by GDP 
but by gross national happiness, replacing standards of wealth with sustain-
able standards of happiness guided by the quest.

We can imagine an organization like the United Nations representing 
nations inspired by the quest, who recognize the need for coordinated global 
action while understanding that the quest also requires strengthening the 
integrity, self-sufficiency, and sustainability of the subsidiary social units — 
from nation and bioregion down to city, village, and ultimately the ordinary 
individual. 

Finally, we can imagine the great cosmic story of the unfolding uni-
verse being taught all over the world, in schools and places of worship, in 
universities and public festivals as the epic narrative gathering together all  
our personal, tribal, national, and religious stories. We can imagine this vi-
sion emerging from the quest as a kind of numinous revelation, giving us 
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courage and enthusiasm to embrace this unprecedented opportunity for  
human choice and creativity — for consciously guiding the future of life  
on earth. For this vision reveals that the dark night of the industrialized  
soul of humanity can also be the prelude to the early dawning of a new con-
sciousness, a way of being more fully human in harmony with a flourishing 
earth.

Our African Adam and Eve

One of the great redeeming contributions of Western science to the creation 
of a life-loving planetary politics is its discovery of the great story of the 
unfolding universe. The cosmic story inspires each of us to find and tell our 
own stories and then take that creative leap back to our common southern 
African ancestry — the story of our shared Bushman Adam and Eve. It is 
within this universe story that the first storytelling humans emerge, hunting 
and gathering in the veldt of southern Africa. As we listen to this story we 
can recognize the Bushmen as the custodians of our species’ birthplace. They 
remind us that however deeply buried in our urban landscapes we might 
be, or however far into space we might travel, we remain, in our deepest es-
sence, made by the southern African veldt. We don’t all have to dance under 
the Kalahari stars, but we can give primacy of place in our cosmology to the 
story of the Bushmen and our shared African ancestors. 

Their story is also our story, a singular species treasure, connecting us 
most directly to that wilderness reality that is the closest face of the miracle 
of creation from which humanity emerges. When deeply experienced, this 
story can heal and balance the deformities of religions and ideologies by re-
vealing wilderness as the great natural temple of our primary revelation, the 
site and inspiration of our first religious practice. 

Humanity might well be lost if we lose the troops of wild baboons, the 
monkey and the meerkat, the prides of free-roaming lions and the great 
herds of zebra and wildebeest. Every encounter with a wild animal can help 
remind us of the miracle that we are part of and that makes us human. For 
the cosmic story tells us that we come to moral consciousness within a body 
crafted by a natural wild world, on a single ball spinning around in space, 
orbiting one star — our sun — in a galaxy of two hundred billion stars in a 
universe of hundreds of billions of galaxies . . . 
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This new story is taking us into a metareligious awareness by providing a 
framework of meaning for all religions and all political ideologies. The more 
we tell it and understand it, the more extraordinary it becomes, until we find 
ourselves again and again confronted by radical amazement, and we come to 
recognize in this experience the core of the sacred — the beauty and truth at 
the heart of the good life we seek. 



376

The Way that can be named is not the unchanging Way,
The names that can be named are not the unchanging names,
It was from the nameless that the Heavens and the Earth sprang. . . .

In harmony with the Tao,
the sky is clear and spacious, 
the earth is solid and full, 
all creatures flourish together, 
content with the way they are, 
endlessly repeating themselves, 
endlessly renewed.

When man interferes with the Tao, 
the sky becomes filthy, 
the earth becomes depleted, 
the equilibrium crumbles, 
creatures become extinct.

— Tao Te Ching

Beauty is truth, truth beauty, that is all 
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.”

— Keats, Ode on a Grecian Urn 

a tao of politics

EPiLOGUE
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Paradigm Phobia

Today, skepticism is becoming a new fundamentalism. Many academics dog-
matically reject the very attempt to grasp the human condition as a whole, 
and they ridicule even the possibility of developing new paradigms for a 
more balanced, better way of life. Part of this rejection is driven by fear of the 
appalling violence associated with ideologically driven social experiments 
in the past. But another part of this skepticism is unwittingly also ideologi-
cal, rooted in one-dimensional Cartesian thinking, with its absolute dual-
isms, rationalist materialism, and the triumph of critique over creativity in 
intellectual life. This deep-seated skepticism has gained additional support 
from the groundbreaking work of Thomas Kuhn, which exposed the way in 
which even the “hardest” of the sciences required constructed frameworks of 
meaning, or paradigms. 

Kuhn used the word paradigm broadly in many contexts, rather like I use 
“big picture” or “meaning narratives” to indicate integrated symbolic struc-
tures of meaning that ultimately give us what we want in our engagement 
with reality.1 One of Kuhn’s great achievements was to show how socio-
cultural context and intention shape paradigms even in supposedly objec-
tive sciences like physics and astronomy. Since such constructions depend 
in part on the standpoint of the scientist, they can never in principle grasp 
“reality in itself” — a point dramatically exemplified at the subatomic level 
by Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle and at the cosmological level by the 
simple fact that we find ourselves in an evolving universe emerging from the 
deepest mystery. Ultimately, we can never be certain of the lasting truth of a 
particular paradigm because we lack a metaparadigm that somehow stands 
outside our constructions and tells us what makes a paradigm more or less 
true. Thus in his own way Kuhn confronted the in-between, recognizing that 
since reality is constituted between us and the world, research is inherently 
surprising, confronting the scientist with novelty at each new question. 

So if science itself cannot offer certainty about reality, how can we know 
the human condition with the assurance we need to undertake the ambi-
tious and risky project of its improvement? Many scholars take Kuhn’s work 
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as authority for avoiding the attempt to reconstruct political paradigms 
and for promoting a skepticism so vigorous it becomes a kind of dogmatic 
relativism. Ironically, despite inadvertently reinforcing this radical relativ-
ism, Kuhn also provided an analysis of paradigms that helps us focus on the 
revolutionary process and think more constructively about a metaparadigm 
for the evolving truth quest. 

Kuhn’s concept of paradigms allows us to distinguish between two funda-
mentally different, but related, modes of cognition in scientific research 
— normal and revolutionary. Normal science fits the popular image of the 
laboratory scientist conducting systematic manipulations of relevant vari-
ables, accumulating data, and coming up with new insights. This is closer 
to rule-guided puzzle-solving than those creative breakthroughs associ-
ated with the revolutionary achievements of science, like the sun-centered 
astronomy of Copernicus, the atomic theory of Dalton, the evolutionary 
biology of Darwin, and the quantum physics of Einstein, Heisenberg, and 
Bohr. Such revolutionary science establishes new paradigms that provide the 
framework — the rules and models — that make normal science possible. 
The process of revolutionary science is more chaotic and creative, since by 
definition it challenges the established rules and procedures of the dominant 
paradigm. Once established, the revolutionary paradigm sets up its own 
rules and regulations for a new tradition of puzzle-solving normal science. 

Since no paradigm can ever fit reality perfectly, normal science even-
tually starts producing unanticipated results that cannot be explained by 
the ruling paradigm. As these anomalies accumulate, the dominant para-
digm loses authority, normal science breaks down, and the discipline enters 
a crisis. For example, by the sixteenth century, the geocentric Aristotelian 
Christian cosmology was becoming impossibly unwieldy as it attempted to 
deal with new observations in the night sky — like the apparently erratic 
movements of the planets — and to make useful predictions in terms of an 
earth-centered cosmos. Similarly, at the beginning of the twentieth century, 
explorations of the structure of the atom produced results that could not 
be explained by the ruling Newtonian mechanical paradigm. As the exist-
ing paradigm is challenged by inexplicable and anomalous observations, the 
scientific community tends to split. One the one hand is an old guard de-
fending the status quo and discussing the anomalies; and on the other hand 
are the creative boundary crossers, who propose alternative frameworks of 
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meaning that compete for the allegiance of the community. Eventually, one 
framework gains ascendancy by providing a more inclusive explanation of 
the old data and the accumulating anomalies as well as by offering a more 
productive practice of normal science. The Copernican heliocentric cosmol-
ogy achieved this for astronomy, as did the new quantum physics of Einstein 
for the subatomic world, and as did Darwin’s evolutionary paradigm for the 
biological world. 

Kuhn remained somewhat baffled by the process of revolutionary sci-
ence, but he nevertheless made a number of suggestive observations. For 
example, he noted that the great discoveries often came from mavericks or 
those located at or beyond the margins of the discipline. Darwin was an 
amateur naturalist, and Einstein worked as a clerk in a patent office when he  
began his groundbreaking research. Such individuals tend to be less invested 
in the established norms of professional practice and less bound to the rules 
of normal science. Often the outsiders have the benefit of a larger world of 
experience and are more adept at crossing intellectual boundaries. Revolu-
tionary science also seems more like art or philosophy, since it appears to 
rely on the freely roaming imagination and inspiration of the searching in-
dividual. The process by which new paradigms become established is almost 
like an emotional conversion experience — rather like Descartes’s revela-
tion. This creative process does not follow rules of logical inference from 
new observations. One suddenly grasps the new vision as a whole gestalt 
— an “aha!” moment — in which one sees a larger field offering a more in-
clusive, useful, and ultimately life-enhancing understanding. 

As mentioned, Kuhn’s insights were used to reinforce the blanket skepti-
cism in political philosophy concerning grand narratives of meaning — or 
paradigms of political order. The recent history of ideological certainties 
being used to justify murderous concentrations of power has turned skep-
ticism into a kind of “paradigm phobia,” a visceral rejection of large-scale 
explanations of the world as tools for radical transformation. We saw milder 
versions of this in the postmodern revisionist attack on the meaning of 
“Bushmen” and implicitly on the meaning of meaning. 

As I have argued throughout, to reject all paradigms in principle is a self-
defeating denial of the ubiquity of paradigms that simply makes one vulner-
able to the tyranny of the ruling paradigm by default. As Kuhn and others 
have subsequently shown, as long as there is a semblance of consensus and 
consistency regarding order in reality, there is a paradigm at work. The less 
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it is recognized and subject to critical scrutiny and reconstruction, the greater 
the possibility that “self-evident truth” will be used to support all sorts of 
abuse in the service of the good. What is needed is a paradigm for politics 
that recognizes the necessity of paradigms of the good but somehow also 
incorporates the discipline by which paradigms are critiqued, reformed, and 
replaced by newer, truer paradigms — that is, a metaparadigm.

 

A Revolutionary Approach to Revolutions

We can now apply Kuhn’s analysis to our current political crisis. First of all, 
we can understand political philosophies as “paradigms of the good life” that 
give rise to political societies that function according to the rules and regula-
tions established by the ruling paradigm. Liberalism, as discussed in chapter 2, 
can be seen as precisely such a paradigm, constituting our ruling model of 
the good life. As Liberalism has globalized, it has become almost invisible 
and increasingly synonymous with the reality we have to accept. In 1992, 
Francis Fukuyama celebrated this view from “inside the cave” in his The End 
of History and the Last Man, in which he proclaimed the end of both his-
tory and ideology as the world settled on the Liberal formula of free-market 
economics and constitutional democracy.2 But the bigger, more reflective 
picture reveals that an endlessly growing human economy within a declining 
earth economy is an absurdity. 

Liberalism was a human creation to serve specific needs at a particular 
time and place. As we saw, thinkers like Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and 
Adam Smith collectively constructed a more inclusive explanation of the fail-
ures of feudalism and the possibilities of transformation. Their work in turn 
provided the philosophical framework for new institutions for governance 
and economics, which would give us what we thought we wanted: domina-
tion over nature, unlimited wealth, and freedom from tyranny. As I have 
argued, this paradigm succeeded beyond our wildest dreams in achieving 
the first two goals, but it has replaced the personalized tyranny of monarchs 
and dictators with the impersonal tyranny of limited-liability corporations 
and corrupted market mechanisms. Human intelligence — wisdom, knowl-
edge of the good of the whole — has been sidelined, with catastrophic con-
sequences not simply for our way of life, but for life on earth as such. The 
anomalies of global industrial society are pushing our paradigm into a state 
of terminal crisis. 
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In politics, revolutions are resisted for the same reasons they are in sci-
ence. Retooling is expensive, and the community sustained by the existing 
paradigm has a vested interest in preserving the status quo. In the case of a 
political society, the stakes are ultimate, since we are dealing with a frame-
work for a total way of life, protected by wealthy elites, armed with the power 
of law, the police force, propaganda, and the army. Revolutionary change in 
politics is often associated with terrifying violence. 

Academic political science tends to be of little help in this situation.  
It functions like a kind of “normal political science” operating within the 
market-driven, bureaucratically administered system of rewards and patron-
age of the university, which is of course shaped by the institutions of Liberal-
ism. Under such conditions, political philosophy (often called “theory”) has 
become a vestigial activity, a specialization within academic political science, 
primarily concerned with interpreting, deconstructing, and critiquing the 
classical works of the past according to prevailing intellectual fashions. None 
of this can be really transformative, since without the creation of alternative 
structures of meaning — the task of an authentically revolutionary politi-
cal science — critique leaves existing power structures unchallenged by an 
alternative. The status quo rules by default.

A Metaparadigm for Politics  
and a More Balanced State of Existence

This is where the larger evolutionary perspective of big history offers the pos-
sibility of a breakthrough in understanding both revolutions and the unique 
possibilities for our moment. When we look at what the great revolutionary 
paradigm builders of Western civilization actually did, as opposed to what 
they told us we should do, we can see some patterns roughly equivalent to 
the practices constituting the truth quest described by the primal complex. 
Socrates and Plato, Machiavelli, Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, and Marx were 
all passionately involved in the troubles of their times. They all responded 
out of heightened awareness of the human predicament of living in the in-
between. They experienced the limitations of the prevailing big picture as 
a personally felt crisis of order, requiring diagnosis and therapy according 
to a vision of political health. Their visions tended to be worldviews, big 
pictures, creative works of synthesis touching on the foundational issues of 
politics: human nature, the individual, the community, the natural world, 
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government, economics, and epistemology. These symbolic constructions 
were shaped by the life story and situation of the philosopher, and to some 
degree by the logic of the dialectic — reflective self-examination and discus-
sion carried out in a spirit of egalitarianism among a virtual, if not an actual, 
democratic community of similarly motivated philosophers. Finally, they 
were all concerned, directly or indirectly, with action and saving or trans-
forming their worlds. Here we can see their method reflects the four defining 
elements of the primal dynamic — individuation, democratic discussion, 
and integration of knowledge into big pictures that guide action. 

This enlarged perspective clarifies the depth dimension of the primal 
truth quest. It is a method of revolutionary political science that is also the 
core of a new politics; or to put it the other way around, it is a model of polit-
ical order that is also a way of searching for order. The primal political com-
plex inserts into the heart of practical democratic politics the revolutionary 
discipline previously reserved for the creative geniuses of classical political 
philosophy. Using the language of paradigms, we can understand the primal 
mandala as a paradigm for a radically democratic politics that has at its cen-
ter the practice of political paradigm deconstruction and reconstruction. In 
this sense, it could also be regarded as that elusive metaparadigm for politics 
that constitutes a revolution in our understanding of revolutions.3

The reference to such a metaparadigm would help lift competing ide-
ologies to the level of discourse of the primal quest, where the four quad-
rants of the mandala — self-knowledge, face-to-face discussion, democratic 
relationships, and the ongoing construction of the big picture — would all 
be mobilized in decision making. It would constitute a reflective leap that 
would be both a radical novelty and the recovery of the core of something 
very ancient. It would establish as the mainspring of political action an on-
going process of psychological, intellectual, and spiritual growth in the soul 
of the questing individual in community. This would help create a culture 
in which the community regularly pursues the big questions in personal and 
political life and is thus more capable of responding to change without wait-
ing for the system to crash. Such a model embodies the ancient Socratic 
wisdom that the never-ending search for the best way to live is itself the sum-
mum bonum, the core practice of the good life we seek. 

Like a spinning gyroscope, the primal dynamic keeps our thinking and 
our actions moving around the essentials of what it means to be a conscious, 
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questing human at this extraordinarily decisive moment on our marvelous 
evolving planet. There can be no end to history, or the quest, as long as there 
is more life to be lived, thought about, and understood. The mandala offers 
a model for political transformation without violence, since it works con-
tinually to challenge the lure of power and privilege with love for the beauty 
of the path with a heart — the pursuit of the truth quest — a tao of politics.
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This toolkit offers a few practical applications of the mandala dynamics of 
Future Primal to everyday life. Since the vision of Future Primal goes to the 
roots of the human condition, practical applications can be multiplied end-
lessly as you reflect on the implications for your own life. 

Cross and Re-cross the Boundary  
between Wilderness and Civilization

The first fact of primal wisdom is that in order to evaluate our human exis-
tence we have to look at it, periodically, from the other side, from our ani-
mal or wild nature. We have to cross and re-cross the boundary between 
wilderness and civilization. This is the eternal primal return, the foundation 
of the search for political order — the search for the good life. At the same 
time, boundary crossing helps constitute this order by connecting us to oth-
ers, to nature, and to the cosmos. It deepens each quadrant of the mandala 
by connecting it to both wilderness and civilization. The logic of balanc-
ing opposites also promotes the push-pull relationship among the primal 
values. Cultivating boundary crossing as part of the quest helps keep the 
balance between opposites — for example, embracing a growing planetary 
consciousness while promoting localized, sustainable, self-sufficient, demo-
cratic political economies. Very generally, we could say the overarching po-
litical imperative is to do some of what we are doing now, but in balance 
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with its opposite: balance globalization with localization; centralization with 
decentralization; creation of the new with conservation of the ancient; a de-
mocracy of numbers with an aristocracy of wisdom (determined, paradoxi-
cally, by dedication to the democratic discipline of the mandala), and so on. 
Our current growing big picture concerning the best way to live guides us 
in weighting the balance. Here are six boundary-crossing practices that can 
help you encounter, integrate, and balance opposites in your daily life:

1. Live in the primate body. Walking and running outdoors; swimming 
in oceans, rivers, and lakes; practicing yoga, lifting weights, and all 
types of bodywork: these are all opportunities to tune our minds 
and actions to the fact that the template for the human body — the 
breath, the ever-pumping heart and blood vessels, our mood-altering  
hormones — was honed hunting and gathering on an African sa-
vanna. Benefits can be immediate. For example, researchers have 
found that thirty minutes of brisk walking three times per week is 
as effective at alleviating depression after four months as the antide-
pressant Zoloft, and it is considerably more effective than Zoloft after 
six months. Exercise changes the brain chemistry by increasing do-
pamine and serotonin activity. This happens no matter where we ex-
ercise, but adding the sensory cues of nature dramatically enhances 
the effect. Even five minutes of such “green therapy” has been shown 
to have a measurable impact on mood elevation. 

2.  Practice sunrise and sunset meditations. As Brian Thomas Swimme 
points out, the rising and setting sun offers potent opportunities for 
experiencing one’s place in a wilderness cosmos. At day’s end, watch 
the western horizon and focus attention on the feeling of the earth 
rolling back on its axis as it comes up to cover the setting sun. Con-
versely, face east at sunrise and feel the earth rolling forward as the 
horizon drops to expose the morning sun. As you watch the sun ap-
pear or disappear, imagine the blazing immensity of the nuclear fu-
sion reaction that is the solar furnace. Turn attention to the rotating  
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earth beneath your feet, fixed firmly by gravity. Picture the earth 
spinning slowly on a tilted axis in relation to the sun, which it orbits 
once a year, producing the cycle of the seasons. 

3.  Develop summer and winter solstice rituals. The shortest and lon-
gest days of the year, midsummer and midwinter, are opportunities 
for remembering that the seasons are determined by the tilt of the 
earth in conjunction with its orbit around the sun. During the win-
ter solstice, try to feel the tilt of the earth leaning away from the sun; 
during the longest, laziest summer afternoon of the year, imagine 
the earth leaning toward the sun. Imagine the warming rays — pho-
tons traveling at the speed of light, which take almost ten minutes 
to reach your skin — activating photosynthesis in all green living 
things, fusing water and carbon dioxide into simple sugars. The sug-
ars then recombine into starches and cellulose — the substance of 
our fields and forests — the food on which the rest of life flourishes.

Remember the power of circular motion — the fact that the 
spring sprouting and the fall harvests are triggered by the patterns 
of the heavenly bodies spinning circles within circles. Engage in 
simple celebrations when eating the first of the local seasonal fruits 
and vegetables, as in the Jewish festival of Succoth; these can remind 
us of our cosmic connections. On the day of the solstice, mark the 
point at which the sun rises and sets on the horizon, noting that the 
direction will be reversed the next day. Remember that the seasons 
form pairs of opposites — summer-winter, autumn-spring — which 
unite in the earth’s annual circle around the sun — another whole 
symbolized by the four quadrants of the mandala. Ritual connection 
with cosmic realities helps mitigate ego isolation and fear, ennobling  
human action by connecting us to the whole evolutionary miracle. 

4.  Practice a night-sky meditation. On a clear warm night, lie on the 
ground away from suburb or city lights. Use GPS-guided star maps 
(available on smartphones) to distinguish stars and planets and 
their relative distances from us. Stare up at the sky and remember 
the gentle twinkling pinpricks are blazing nuclear furnaces, each 
more or less comparable to our sun, each more or less equivalent to 
hundreds of millions of continuously exploding hydrogen bombs. 
Realize that from the perspective of a point opposite us on earth, we 
are not only looking up but also looking down into an unfathomable 
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void below us, our backs literally pinned by gravity to the earth be-
neath us. We can use our taste for science fiction to imagine gravity 
letting go as we hurtle facedown into the inky blackness, rushing 
toward those unimaginably distant suns and galaxies. 

5.  Eat local and organic; grow your own; grow cooperatively. On the 
individual level, few things attune you more to the earth, its seasons, 
and your own body than growing and eating your own food. Grow-
ing food in backyards, community gardens, roof gardens, city waste 
lots, and window boxes can foster the most basic form of political 
and economic autonomy. On the global level, few things would shift 
the political economy of industrial society more quickly and more 
profoundly than a mass movement to eat locally grown organic 
food. This could happen relatively quickly. During World War II,  
Eleanor Roosevelt’s backyard “victory gardens” eventually mobi-
lized some twenty million Americans to produce 40 percent of the 
vegetables consumed nationally. 

Organic local food systems use dramatically less energy and oil 
for transport and eliminate entirely the need for synthetic pesticides 
and fertilizers. Soil erosion and watershed and waterway contami-
nation would be ameliorated. Food would be less contaminated, 
fresher, and healthier. More people would be occupied doing inter-
esting and creative physical work, out-of-doors in the natural world. 
The growth of local farms, community gardens, roof gardens, and 
“edible landscapes” of fruit trees and vegetables would mitigate ur-
ban sprawl, help beautify cities, and calm their populations. The 
greening of cities would reduce the cost of air-conditioning and 
damage from rainwater runoff. Localizing food production would 
increase the food sovereignty of communities and bioregions and 
reduce dependence on centralized corporate and government bu-
reaucracies. Food sovereignty is the ultimate foundation for politi-
cal autonomy. Follow the shamanic context of the mandala and the 
example of indigenous societies in resacralizing food production as 
a mode of experiencing directly the Great Mystery of Creation. 

6.  Pursue related political action. Seek out and defend wild places, es-
pecially those near cities, as natural temples and places of healing. 
For instance, campaign and educate for dark sky cities and suburbs. 
Encourage city planners to follow the example of Flagstaff, Arizona, 
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which became the first dark sky city. What are the ecological and 
environmental issues where you live?

Treat Each Quadrant of the Mandala as a Practice

Each quadrant of the mandala describes both a value or ideal and a practice. 

Each practice helps constitute the quest and contribute to a balanced way 

of life. Try to cultivate all four in a dynamic balance. Each practice can be 

cultivated in a myriad of ways: 

1.  The whole person — individuation. Learn and express your story. 

Deepen self-awareness by seeking opposite experiences. The scholar 

should seek the physical and earthly; the farm worker, the ashram 

and library. Think of your life as a journey around the medicine 

wheel from birth to death. What can you learn? What do you have to 

share, to teach? What can you leave for the next generation? Deepen 

reflection with inner practices — meditation, prayer, and the sha-

manic technologies for expanding consciousness. 

Practice dreamwork: Pay attention to nightly dreams, when 

the conscious ego lets go and the larger psyche pushes up into the 

dreamworld images, stories, and metaphors, teasing the waking ego 

into greater awareness of what has yet to be integrated in the inter-

ests of growth and wholeness. Dreams are a manifestation of the 

psyche’s natural impulse to heal through growth toward wholeness. 

Just as when we cut our finger, the skin automatically starts a process 

of self-healing and making whole, so the larger psyche pushes into 

consciousness what is struggling to be recognized and integrated in 

the interests of growth and health. We can invite vivid dreams by 

consciously programming our unconscious mind as we go to bed. 

Very simply, ask for dreams as you prepare to shift from the work 

and worry of daily wakefulness to sleep. Keep a dream journal. Im-

mediately on waking, write down the dream images and stories. 

Free-associate as you write, looking for emotional resonance (not 

necessarily linear, logical connection) with troubling aspects of your 
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waking life. Work with a dream analyst, trusted friend, or dream 

group to help tease out what our watchful, wakeful ego resists.

2.  Face-to-face discussion. This is relevant to any relationship or small 

group situation — classroom, neighborhood board, NGO, or any 

social situation where difficult decisions have to be made, conflicts 

resolved, or a shared understanding arrived at. Use stories to frame 

the issues and introduce each point of view. Begin with personal in-

troductions — where you come from; what brings you to the issue, 

topic, or problem; what you hope to get out of the transaction. This 

starts the process of transforming a group of strangers into a com-

munity of cooperative, caring individuals. Make intentions explicit. 

Stories within stories remind all participants that no one has the 

whole truth; we all benefit by integrating multiple perspectives. Use 

the face-to-face talking circle to emphasize that everyone makes a 

different contribution to a shared reality. When faced with disagree-

ment and conflict, move back and forth between imaginative em-

pathy, expressing one’s own truth, and cooperatively constructing 

a shared story. Acknowledge power differentials — such as between 

teacher and student, facilitator and group, employer and employee 

— and then work toward sharing responsibility for and the benefits 

of a successful outcome. 

3.  Direct democracy and cooperative community life. Set up and sup-

port cooperative, community-based organizations of caring and 

sharing. Set up bartering and time-trading relations with friends 

and neighbors. Avoid money transactions whenever possible. Learn 

useful skills that enhance autonomy and can be traded for services 

— car and computer repair, gardening, web design, editing, and 

so on. Promote cooperative networks in the workplace, classroom, 

neighborhood, and all other venues of civil society. Use global com-

munication and information networks to inform and empower lo-

cal action. 
4.  The big picture. Construct and keep reconstructing the bigger 

picture, the larger story. Keep relearning and retelling the big story. 
Human and earth communities are held together by stories of 
origin, identity, and destiny. Remember that “without a vision the 
people perish.” Start with your own story. Follow the imperative of 
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the truth quest to grow, engage opposites, listen, empathize, express 
and expound, and keep integrating new knowledge into a growing 
picture of an evolving humanity within an evolving cosmos. Enjoy 
the journey — the quest — as the view keeps getting bigger, more 
complex, more detailed. 

Pursue the Truth Quest 

The following practices constitute the truth quest at the center of the man-
dala. They emerge from the Socratic search and come to constitute the core 
of primal politics. We can regard them as a sort of neoprimal Socratic method 
— the core of a pedagogy and an epistemology in which participants both 
teach and learn from others in the back-and-forth dialectic of face-to-face 
discussion.* The face-to-face group situation constitutes the nexus of the 
truth quest, where the process of the search transforms the participating in-
dividuals into a primal political community. The value of all values, the ul-
timate goal, is the ongoing quest itself — the search for knowledge by which 
to live — the good life. 

1.  Reflect on your intention. Intention determines outcome. Follow 
your heart. Intention includes the Socratic-Platonic truth quest; 
the search for meaning and value; emerging from Plato’s cave and 
then returning; seeking a bigger picture; gaining self-knowledge or, 
in Socratic terms, perfection of the soul; making ethical and moral 
choices; and pursuing Plato’s “royal art” of weaving all the other arts 
and departments of knowledge into an open-ended picture of a good 
and just society. 

2. Question. Question power. Question accepted authority and the 
dominant big picture. Question your own assumptions and beliefs 
to test their truth. This is the beginning of critical and analytical 
thinking. It is also the foundation of a democratic culture. Admitting  

* For applying the truth quest in the university classroom, see my “Personal Empowerment” in Theo-
dore L. Becker and Richard Cauto, Teaching Democracy by Being Democratic (Westport, CT: Praeger, 
1996).
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ignorance is a precondition for authentic discussion and wisdom. 
Intellectual and spiritual growth require changing one’s mind. Re-
fuse to let fear restrict your questioning.

3. Experience. Expand experience. Direct experience is full-bodied 
knowledge with an emotional content. It is distinguished by degree 
from vicarious, secondhand, or culturally mediated experience. Li-
braries, the Internet, film, and the arts in general can all be powerful 
ways of expanding and interpreting direct experience of life. Think 
about your passions — strong positive and negative emotions; what 
you fear, hate, love, and so on. Ultimately, knowledge only matters 
if it has some emotional resonance for us. Our lives are our primary 
texts in the search for the good life. Crossing boundaries, explor-
ing opposites, and reversing roles can accelerate expanding experi-
ence. Refuse to let fear automatically restrict experience; face fear 
thoughtfully, guided by the big picture, especially with high-risk ex-
periences such as joining an army, skydiving, drug taking, and so on. 
Experience should feed and expand life, not injure or end it. 

4. Think. Look within. Balance fact gathering with imagination. Re-
flect, contemplate, meditate, fantasize. Let questioning and critique 
be guided by the playful working of the imagination, which can reor-
ganize remembered experiences and make new connections, reveal-
ing new possibilities, enhancing creativity, and expanding choice.  
Remember Einstein’s dictum: “Imagination is more important than 
knowledge.” Refuse to let fear crush imagination. 

5. Express. Speak out. Philosophy includes the art of putting words to 
experience. The arts — writing, painting, dance, music, even pub-
lic speaking — preserve individual and collective experience for the 
public work of understanding and creating a better way of life. Giv-
ing others the benefit of your best understanding of the moment is 
a condition of your learning from them, and vice versa. One way to 
really know a subject is to try to teach it. Talk truth to power with 
love and art. Don’t let fear shut you up.

6. Argue, discuss. Discussion is the heart of the Socratic arts of philos-
ophy and politics. Argument can stimulate all aspects of the Socratic 
method: reflecting on intention, questioning, expanding experience, 
thinking, expressing, and integrating. Discussion expands experi-
ence through active listening — repeating what you have understood 
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to the satisfaction of the one who disagrees with you. Discussion 
confronts your own unique and best understanding of the moment 
with that of others who experience the world differently. Use both 
imagination and compassion in trying to put yourself in the situa-
tion of those who disagree with you. Deep discussion is the process 
of collectively and cooperatively creating an ongoing vision of the 
good life. Socratic discussion at its highest can become the “royal 
art,” fusing the eros of truth seeking with the joy of creating a trust-
ing, caring community. Don’t let fear stop you from changing your 
mind.

7. Integrate knowledge into an ongoing big picture. Make connec-
tions. Synthesize. The logic of argument — the dialectic — drives 
thinking to connect the truth of thesis and antithesis into the larger 
truth of synthesis. This constructive and creative activity is a nec-
essary complement to the deconstructive, analytical, and critical 
activity initiated by questioning. It is a never-ending process con-
necting isolated pieces of experience, thoughts, and propositions to 
a growing and more consistent big picture or story — ultimately, a 
cosmic creation story. Be explicit about your current big picture in 
evaluating the meaning and worth of individual statements, actions, 
policies, and so on. Keep revising your big picture in light of new 
thought, new experience, and more living. 

8. Question the current big picture. Go back to item 1 and start over. 
Reexamine intention; question; experience; think; express . . .and so 
on, repeating endlessly. Keep learning, teaching, and growing. Most 
importantly, enjoy the journey!



It took a tribe to write this book. The vision grew out of an extended process 
of “searching with my life,” and so virtually all the people who constitute 
my community contributed something uniquely valuable to the work. In 
a surprising and gratifying way, the process of writing came to embody the 
primal political dynamic I was describing. Adequately thanking each person 
would take another chapter. 

The support of Alan Doran has been critical. Alan shared my early ide-
alism and joined me as brother on the quest many years ago. Decades later, 
he reappeared, spent several days on my lanai in Hawai‘i reading the manu-
script, saw its potential, and revived my enthusiasm. His unfailingly honest 
and caring feedback guided and inspired the development of the project. I 
am also enormously grateful to the Doran Foundation for providing essen-
tial financial support, without which there might well have been no book.

Gene Awakuni, the chancellor of the University of Hawai‘i–West O‘ahu 
played a vital role by appreciating the value of the book and enthusiastically 
supporting my work. No scholar could have wished for more visionary, cre-
ative, and inspiring leadership. It is hard to imagine how the book could have 
been written without his steadfast support. 

The present form and scope of the book owe much to Brian Thomas 
Swimme. Early in the writing process, when I first heard him tell the great 
cosmic story with his unique mix of poetry, passion, and scientific precision, 
I realized I had found the voice and the vision to give larger meaning to my 
work. Several years ago he read drafts of the manuscript and immediately 

acknowledgments

393



394 Future  Primal

grasped the deepest dimensions of what I was struggling to express. His ex-
ample and his enthusiasm for the project gave me the confidence I needed to 
say what I had to say directly and honestly. I feel truly blessed by our meeting. 

Manfred Henningsen is one of the most erudite people I know and one 
of the rare Socratic scholars in academia. After I became disillusioned with 
graduate study, he guided me back into political philosophy by encouraging 
me to write from the truth of my experience. Subsequently he has read and 
critiqued almost everything I have written. His dinner parties were modern-
day Socratic symposia, providing the core of an intellectual life that nour-
ished my writing. 

No one has spent more time working on the manuscript than my good 
friend and fellow philosopher Andy Hoffman. More than twenty years ago 
he read the first formulation of these ideas in my PhD dissertation and en-
couraged me to turn it into a book. He has since provided a crucial quadrant 
of the truth quest — the truly honest friend who holds nothing back in the 
interest of growth. Our frank and passionate discussions about every aspect 
of this work — almost every sentence — were consummate examples of 
the Socratic dialectic. They turned what could have been an excruciatingly 
lonely process into joyful collaboration. 

My thanks to Twi (/Ui) Toma, my guide and translator in Nyae Nyae, 
Bushmanland, who understood my sincerity and took me to some of the tra-
ditional hunters and healers and encouraged them to share their knowledge 
with me. Oom Jan van der Westhuizen was my Khomani Bushman guide 
and a living example of a wise leader in touch with the old ways. His help 
was invaluable. My thanks also go to the anthropologists and archaeologists 
who helped guide me in new territory: Bion Griffin, Polly Weissner, David 
Lewis-Williams, and, more recently, Sven Ouzman. 

Craig and Damon Foster are living examples of the future primal synthe-
sis I advocate. They have pioneered a shamanic style of filmmaking that helps 
open souls and change minds. I am enormously indebted to them for sharing 
with me the profound knowledge they gleaned in some of the wildest regions 
of Africa and through their years of working with the last surviving Bushman 
hunter-gatherers. Special thanks go to them for generously allowing me to 
use their pictures in this book and for providing the cover image. 

My thinking was also inspired and guided by the work on the land and 
in the Hawaiian community of Eric Enos, Poka Laenui, Puanani Burgess,  
Mahealani and Glen Davis, the brothers Charlie and Paul Reppun, and  
Gary and Kukui Maunakea-Forth. Jeff Dunn introduced me to Hawaiian 



wilderness as a spiritual resource and showed me another way forward as a 
nature-mystic-artist and modern-day hunter-gatherer.

Neil Abercrombie and Nancie Caraway, part of my hanai (adopted) fam-
ily in Hawai‘i, have been a source of unfailing encouragement in this work. 
My special thanks go to Neil for his loyalty, his belief in me, and his bold and 
generous support for this project. Nancie has been like a sister to me over the 
years. She also has my heartfelt gratitude for her stimulating intellectual en-
gagement and her gift of attracting good-hearted people and turning them 
into a loving community of friends — part of the tribe.

My guide and mentor in the world of the soul, Dr. Ramon Lopez-Reyes, 
read pieces of the manuscript and counseled me during troubled times. His 
capacity to understand and integrate an astonishing variety of human expe-
riences into loving wisdom has helped me find and live my own truth. 

Kathy Ferguson gave me a rare and inspiring example of creative, pro-
ductive scholarship that helped keep me constructively engaged with the po-
litical science profession. Many pieces of writing benefited from her astute 
editorial eye. Much gratitude goes to Gilli Ashkenazi, my Israeli brother in 
Hawai‘i, who has always been there watching my back, arguing incessantly 
about everything, and helping keep me honest. I thank both of them for 
making their home open to me at all times. 

Markus Faigle and Jeannette Koijane have also provided a haven for reg-
ular debriefing, advice, and encouragement over home-cooked meals. My 
special thanks to Markus for joining me at the last minute on the second 
journey into the Kalahari. I have been very fortunate to have his generous as-
sistance with innumerable aspects of the project, from strategy and logistics 
to photography and graphics. 

Lavinia Currier helped decisively by offering warm friendship, editing, 
and advice. In boldly pursuing her vision, so closely related to my own, she 
inspired me to follow mine; in living so much of what I advocate with such 
artistry, she gives me hope for the possibilities of transformation. 

Karen Bouris provided a vital link in a chain of synchronicities leading to 
publication. When I had no clue how to find a publisher, she very kindly read 
the manuscript, saw its worth, and passed it on to her colleague John Loudon, 
who then became my literary agent. A big thank-you to John for finding me 
the right publisher — New World Library, a press that manages to flourish in 
the marketplace while being guided by a vision of the good of all.

 I am extremely grateful to my editor, Jason Gardner, for his sensitivity to 
the creative process, his enormous patience, and his hard work. Jason deftly 

acknowledgments 395



396 Future  Primal

guided me through the many stages of editing to make this an incomparably 
better book. I owe another debt of gratitude to my copy editor, Jeff Camp-
bell. He performed heroically, quickly reading through the whole manuscript, 
grasping the many threads of narrative, and skillfully reweaving them into a 
more coherent whole. Thanks to the staff at New World Library — particu-
larly Jonathan Wichmann, Kristen Cashman, Tracy Cunningham, Tona Pearce 
Myers, and Monique Muhlenkamp — for their dedication and thoroughness.

Cheryl Genet of the Orion Institute provided a welcoming venue for 
expressing some of the key ideas in the book through the Evolutionary  
Epic Conference and the Collins Foundation Press. My thanks go to Paul 
Caringella and Wayne Cristaudo, who made it possible for me to present 
my ideas to a gathering of scholars at the University of Hong Kong. The fac-
ulty at the California Institute of Integral Studies — Rick Tarnas, Sean Kelly,  
David Ulansey, and Eric Weiss — provided stimulating constructive feed-
back on an early draft. Thomas Swimme’s perceptive comments on my writ-
ing cheered me enormously. 

Over the years many have contributed ideas, critical feedback, inspir-
ing examples, heartfelt encouragement, and help with editing. These in-
clude Chris Aikin, Ted Becker, Richard Castillo, Stuart Coleman, Clarence  
Dingliwize, Sue Doran, Nanette Flemming, John Goss, Pat Johnston,  
Kapiolani Kealohalaulii, Lizelle Kleinhans, Christine and Michael Le,  
Sue Martin, Laureen McCoy, Joe Mobley, Paula Rayman, Jen Rodwell,  
Catherine Sanja, Cindy Silbert, Christa Slayton, Mike Sukhov, and Amber  
Volpe. Bob Cahill gave me an unparalleled example of intellectual integrity 
and taught me the power of teaching through listening. My friend Chris  
Conybeare introduced me to the world of documentary film production  
and helped me write for a larger audience. Rob Kay provided valued com-
panionship on mountain walks and good counsel during the final stages  
of writing. 

Cyril Ruthenberg did last-minute, skillful graphic work on the mandala. 
Bryan Sanders helped with artistry and images and with his magical abil-
ity to connect me with key people and resources at critical times. Shanah  
Trevenna’s energy and leadership in creating a sustainable Hawai‘i already 
gives me nostalgia for the future. Patrice Nagley provided me with the per-
fect writing environment framed by noble views of mauka and makai.

In Israel, my friends, my kibbutz family Collins, and my extended fami-
lies Rabinowitz, Fisher, and Herman gave me the vital, healing experience 



acknowledgments 397

of belonging. My Israeli “sister” Tutla Freund read and commented on sec-
tions of the manuscript and helped me clarify my deep feelings for the coun-
try. Thanks to my comrades-in-arms who provided the companionship I 
needed to learn from the extreme experiences we shared. Particular thanks 
go to Adrian Barnes, who became like a brother and taught me much about 
friendship and courage. Also my gratitude goes to Nord (Pikie) Lange, an-
other brother-in-arms who volunteered with me from South Africa. Many 
thanks to my Arab colleague Ibrahim Aoude, who made it possible for me to 
really hear the voice of the Palestinians. 

I am forever grateful to my family and friends in South Africa; Odette 
and Richard Mendelsohn provided me with a loving home away from home 
and generously shared their invaluable, expert insights into the country.   
Ian and Hilary Meyer and Chuck and Stephanie Volpe all welcomed me as 
family and inspired me with their examples of how to flourish in the new 
South Africa. Lez Volpe played a special role as another brother on the quest 
and helped me reconnect to Africa more deeply. Lez took the lead in starting 
to make another dream come true — turning this book into a film. His life 
ended suddenly, too soon. I miss him greatly. 

Vicki Nielsen was a loving friend who helped organize the first journey 
around South Africa, took some of the photographs, and shared some of my 
most beautiful experiences of wilderness. 

The Earhart Foundation, the Sacharuna Foundation, the University of 
Hawai‘i Foundation, and the Hawai‘i Council for the Humanities all pro-
vided essential financial support to make this work possible. Ian Player 
sponsored my participation in the Wilderness Leadership School and gave 
me the inspiring example of his leadership in wilderness conservation. 

I am grateful to my dedicated and hardworking colleagues at the Univer-
sity of Hawai‘i–West O‘ahu, who have continued to support and encourage 
me in a project that took time and energy away from other tasks. My thanks 
also go to my students, who never fail to inspire me with their determination 
to apply their learning to making the world a better place. 

Last but not least, I have a huge debt of gratitude to my own family. The 
birth of my daughter, Danielle, was the most significant event in my life. In 
presenting me with the challenge of becoming a loving father, she taught 
me some profound primal truths. My late father, Ron; my mother, Ruth; my 
sister, Charmaine; my nephew, Neil; and my niece, Nina; all gave me essential 
unconditional love and support. This book is also for them.



398

Introduction
  1 Anthony D. Barnosky et al., “Approaching a State Shift in Earth’s Biosphere,” Nature 

486 (June 7, 2012): 52–58, doi:10.1038/nature11018. For the term Anthropocene, see 
W. Steffen et al., “The Anthropocene: From Global Change to Planetary Stewardship,” 
AMBIO 40, Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences (2011): 739–61. 

  2 Evolutionary biologist E. O. Wilson estimates that we are eliminating twenty-four thou-
sand species of living organisms from the face of the earth every year — over seventy 
species a day. Edward O. Wilson, The Diversity of Life (New York: Norton, 1992), 280. 
See also E. O. Wilson, The Creation: An Appeal to Save Life on Earth (New York: Norton, 
2006), 5. A recent report in the Sunday Guardian supports Wilson’s gloomy estimates: 
Juliette Jowit, “Humans Driving Extinction Faster Than Species Can Evolve,” Sunday 
Guardian, March 7, 2010, http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2010/mar/07

/extinction-species-evolve.
  3 William van Dusen Wishard, “Sleepwalking through the Apocalypse: The 9/11 Memo-

rial Address,” sponsored by the C. G. Jung Institute, Santa Fe, New Mexico, Septem- 
ber 11, 2003.

  4 Richard Tarnas, The Passion of the Western Mind: Understanding the Ideas That Have 
Shaped Our World View (New York: Ballantine, 1991), 421.

  5 Eric Voegelin, “Immortality: Experience and Symbol,” in The Collected Works of Eric 
Voegelin, vol. 12, Published Essays 1966–1985 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University 
Press, 1990), 55.

  6 The term big history was first used by David Christian in 1989, somewhat jestingly, to 
describe a history course beginning with the Big Bang. Since then the discipline has 
spread slowly, due to the rather obvious difficulties of finding it a home in the modern 
university. A number of United States colleges teach interdisciplinary courses in big 
history, and now Fred Spier has been appointed to the first university chair in big  

endnotes



Endnotes to Pages xvii–5 399

history, at the University of Amsterdam. See Cynthia Stokes Brown, “Why Aren’t More 
People Teaching Big History?,” in The Evolutionary Epic: Science’s Story and Human-
ity’s Response, eds. Cheryl Genet et al. (Santa Margarita, CA: Collins Foundation Press, 
2009). See also Cynthia Stokes Brown, Big History: From the Big Bang to the Present 
(New York: New Press, 2007); David Christian, Maps of Time: An Introduction to Big 
History (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004); and Fred Spier, The Structure of 
Big History: From the Big Bang until Today (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 
1994).

  7 Peter Russell, White Hole in Time (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1992), 7–10. 
  8 This acceleration in the rate of transformation is due to the fact that each evolution-

ary novelty is not simply adding to the sum of past novelties but “complexifies” the 
relations between preexisting elements of the system and thus amplifies changes to the 
overall complexity of the system. This tends to provoke the emergence of further nov-
elty, setting up a positive feedback loop. As complexity reaches the level of human self-
awareness, as in industrial civilization, and electronic communication weaves a web 
around the planet of ever “complexifying” layers of information, so the feedback loop 
accelerates exponentially. Russell points out that if we try to plot the rate of change 
(related to increasing information and complexity) over time, the graph is a curve that 
gets steeper and steeper until it approaches the vertical. 

  9 These are speculative reconstructions based on the archaeological evidence and 
comparative mythology. The two archaeologists who have done the most work in 
this area are Marija Gimbutas and James Mellart. Mellart did extensive excavations at 
Catal Hayuk, and Gimbutas worked on central European Neolithic sites. Some of the 
evidence for their goddess thesis has been challenged as fraudulent, yet evidence con-
tinues to accumulate that supports their theories. Their work was popularized by Riane 
Eisler in The Chalice and the Blade: Our History, Our Future (New York: Harper Collins, 
1988). See also Karen Vogel, “Female Shamanism, Goddess Cultures and Psychedelics,” 
Revision 25, no. 3 (1998). The preponderance of the evidence supports the notion that 
early Neolithic civilizations were more egalitarian and more peaceful than the pastoral-
ist warrior nomads and subsequent classical civilizations. This is also congruent with 
cultural studies in comparative mythology. See, for example, Erich Neumann, The 
Great Mother: An Analysis of an Archetype, Bollingen Series (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1974). 

10 See R. J. Rummel, Death by Government (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 
1994). For updated figures, see Rummel’s website, http://www.hawaii.edu/powerkills
/20TH.HTM.

Chapter 1. The Truth Quest
  1 The Cape Floral Kingdom, four-fifths of which is fynbos, hosts 8,600 plant species, 

5,800 of which are endemic, with new species being continually discovered. By com-
parison, the British Isles are three and a half times larger and have only 1,500 plant 
species, fewer than 20 of which are endemic. Richard Cowling and David Richardson, 
Fynbos: South Africa’s Unique Floral Kingdom (Vlaeburg, South Africa: Fernwood Press, 
1998), 7. This biome now seems to be threatened by global warming–induced drought.



400 Endnotes to Pages 8–33

  2 John Locke, Two Treatises on Government, ed. Peter Laslett (New York: Mentor, 
1698/1963), 330; Second Treatise, section 42, line 20.

  3 John Marshall, A Kalahari Family, Part 5, Death by Myth (Watertown, MA: Documen-
tary Education Resources, 2002). I return to the remarkable story of the Marshall fam-
ily in chapter 6, “Lost Worlds.”

  4 Mircea Eliade, Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1964). 

Chapter 2. Abandonment of the Quest — A Path with No Heart
  1 Europeans tend to be more ideologically self-conscious than Americans, since Lib-

eralism developed in direct reaction to European feudal institutions and norms. For 
example, the feudal notion of noblesse oblige expressed the moral obligation of the 
aristocracy to the commoner; more generally, it expressed the principle that those with 
wealth and power had a responsibility to those less well-off. This made European so-
ciety more open to socialist attempts to give government a larger role in redistributing 
wealth and privilege. Consequently, almost all western European nations have a viable 
social democratic tradition and all tend to have stronger civil societies. The landmark 
work on the foundations of American political philosophy is Louis Hartz, The Liberal 
Tradition in America: An Interpretation of American Political Thought since the Revolu-
tion (New York: Harcourt, Brace, and Jovanovich, 1955).

  2 Niall Ferguson, Civilization: The Six Killer Apps of Western Power (London: Penguin 
Books, 2011), 12, 13. 

  3 Ibid., 5.
  4 Ibid., 323.
  5 Ibid., 324.
  6 See David Stannard’s illuminating comparison of late medieval Europe and precontact 

Hawai‘i, Before the Horror: The Population of Hawai‘i on the Eve of Western Contact 
(Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 1989), 41–42.

  7 Henri Pirenne, Economic and Social History of Medieval Europe (New York: Harcourt, 
Brace, and Jovanovich, 1937), 27.

  8 There are two classic studies on the connection between the Protestant Reformation 
and the rise of capitalism: Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism: 
The Relationships between Religion and the Economic and Social Life in Modern Culture 
(New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1958), and R. H. Tawney, Religion and the Rise of 
Capitalism: A Historical Study (New York: New American Library, 1922).

  9 John Locke, Two Treatises on Government, ed. Peter Laslett (New York: Mentor, 
1698/1963), 330; Second Treatise, section 28, line 24.

10 Even in the 1970s the liberal (with a small l) historians Henry Steel Commager and 
Alan Nevins could write without a trace of self-consciousness, “Here was a great shaggy 
continent . . .filled with wild beasts and peopled by a warlike, cruel, and treacherous 
people still in the Stone Age of culture. . . .They were ordinarily no match for well-
accoutered and vigilant bodies of whites. For that matter, they had shown little capacity 
to subdue nature, and, as they lived mainly by hunting and fishing, their resources were 
precarious.” Alan Nevins and Henry Steel Commager, A Pocket History of the United 
States (New York: Washington Square Press Publication, 1981), 2, 4.

11 Dee Brown, Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee: An Indian History of the American West 
(New York: Henry Holt, 1970).
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12 John Niehardt, Black Elk Speaks: Being the Life Story of a Holy Man of the Oglala (New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 1975), 181.

13 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. A. D. Woozely (New York: 
New American Library, 1690/1964), 58. Locke balanced Descartes’s focus on mathemat-
ics as the model for knowledge with an emphasis on observation and experiment. 

14 In his Two Great Systems, Galileo declared his “boundless admiration” for men like 
Aristarchus and Copernicus, who could allow “reason,” that is, mathematics, “to. . .
commit such a rape on their senses” by letting geometry persuade them that the mas-
sive, solid, immovable earth actually spins through space orbiting the sun. Galileo  
Galilei, Two Great Systems, quoted in E. A. Burtt, The Metaphysical Foundation of Mod-
ern Science (New York: Doubleday, 1954), 79.

15 Here is the full quote by Galileo: “Philosophy is written in that great book which ever 
lies before our eyes — I mean the universe — but we cannot understand it if we do 
not first learn the language and grasp the symbols in which it is written. This book is 
written in the mathematical language, and the symbols are triangles, circles and other 
geometrical figures without whose help it is impossible to comprehend a single word of 
it; without which one wanders in vain through a dark labyrinth.” From Opere complete 
di Galileo Galilei, 1842, quoted in Burtt, The Metaphysical Foundation, 75.

16 Descartes, Principle Part I, quoted in Burtt, The Metaphysical Foundation, 120. 
17 The microscope was developed in 1590, the thermometer in 1592, the pendulum clock 

in 1592, and the telescope in 1609.
18 René Descartes, Discourse on the Method of Rightly Conducting One’s Reason and Seeking 

Truth in the Sciences, trans. Laurence J. Lafleur (New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1960), 4:43.
19 The original has been lost, but fragments were copied by Liebnitz. I have relied on 

quotes from Jacques Maritain, The Dream of Descartes: Together with Some Other Es-
says, trans. Mabelle L. Andison (New York: Philosophical Library, 1944). Descartes also 
refers to the vision in his Discourse on the Method. 

20 Descartes, Discourse on the Method, 7–8.
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(New York: Henry Holt, 2003). 
22 Ibid., 203.
23 Ibid., 203, 204.
24 William Irwin Thompson, Self and Society: Studies in the Evolution of Culture (Char-

lottesville, VA: Imprint Academic, 2004), 54.
25 For an illuminating discussion on this principle in Socrates and Plato, see Max 

Horkheimer, “The Social Function of Philosophy,” in Critical Theory: Selected Essays 
(New York: Seabury Press, 1972), 253–72.

26 John Locke, Two Treatises of Government, ed. Peter Laslett (New York: New American 
Library, 1688/1965), 395. Some interpreters of Locke, like William Ebenstein, stress the 
inclusive nature of the definition of property in the quote below. However, in the con-
text of a rapidly growing global market economy, the most tangible and consequential 
expression of property became material wealth:

If Man in the State of Nature be so free, as has been said; If he be absolute 
Lord of his own Person and Possessions, equal to the greatest, and subject 
to no Body, why will he part with his Freedom?. . .To which ’tis obvious to 
Answer, that though in the state of Nature he hath such a right yet the Enjoy-
ment of it is very uncertain, and constantly exposed to the Invasion of others. 
For all being Kings as much as he, every Man his Equal, and the greater part 
no strict Observers of Equity and Justice, the enjoyment of the property he 
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has in this state is very unsafe, very insecure. This makes him willing to quit 
a Condition, which however free, is full of fears and continual dangers: And 
’tis not without reason, that he seeks out, and is willing to joyn in Society 
with others who are already united, or have a mind to unite for the mutual 
Preservation of their Lives, Liberties and Estates, which I call by the general 
Name, Property.

27 Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, ed. Wil-
liam Benton (Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1952), 311. Before this statement, 
Smith repeats the Lockean argument for government (p. 309): “The acquisition of 
valuable and extensive property therefore necessarily requires the establishment of civil 
government. Where there is no property. . .civil government is not so necessary.”
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Interpretation of the Constitution (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1918/1986) that the 
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son and John Jay, ed. Benjamin Fletcher Wright (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of 
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34 Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (Charles-
ton, SC: Forgotten Books, 1776/2008), 5, http://www.forgottenbooks.org. 
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thetic to Eichmann. For a discussion about Arendt’s own problems with anti-Semitism 
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Bakan, The Corporation. See also Ray C. Anderson, Mid-Course Correction: Toward a 
Sustainable Enterprise: The Interface Model (New York: Pereginzilla, 1999).

56 The Principles for Responsible Investing (PRI) emerged from an original meeting 
called by the secretary-general of the United Nations in 2005 inviting representatives of 
the world’s largest institutional investors from twelve countries. They eventually came 
up with six principles of environmental, social, and corporate (ESG) governance they 
agreed to be bound by; http://www.unpri.org/about/.

57 See the Move to Amend website for its draft resolution, https://movetoamend.org
/democracy-amendments.

58 For clarifying the distinction between Wall Street and Main Street and its importance 
in understanding the recent economic recession, see David Korten, Agenda for a New 
Economy: From Phantom Wealth to Real Wealth (San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 2009).

59 Richard Hofstadter, The American Political Tradition & the Men Who Made It (New 
York: Random House, 1974), 53.

Chapter 3. Recovery of the Quest, Part I — 
Anamnesis: Searching with My Life

  1 Noel Mostert, Frontiers: The Epic of South Africa’s Creation and the Tragedy of the Xhosa 
People (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1992), xiii.

  2 The story is central to Jewish self-understanding, religious practice, and ethnic identity. 
The rite of passage into adulthood for a young Jew — a bar-mitzvah for a boy, bat-
mitzvah for a girl — involves a test of literacy in which the assigned weekly portion of 
the Bible is sung in Hebrew in front of the assembled congregation. Religious ritual fol-
lows public recitation of the five books of Moses, divided into weekly portions, read ev-
ery Sabbath until the year’s end, when the process is repeated from the beginning. The 
events and seasons of biblical Israel are retold and ritually celebrated in a succession of 
annual festivals. Every aspect of daily life is intricately structured by performing the 613 
mitzvot, or “blessed duties,” symbolically connected to the story of origins. Beneath the 
surface of scholarship and ritual lies the mystical practice of Kabbalah. It was originally 
carried in more ancient strata of oral tradition until codified in the Zohar, “The Book 
of Splendor,” and integrated into practice by the Chassidic movement. It is a kind of 
shamanism of text and word. Layers of interpretations of interpretations of the nar-
rative are followed as if descending a staircase to the basement of the Jewish soul, and 
then deeper still into the psychic bedrock of the prelinguistic collective unconscious, a 
Jewish version of the San “early times” or the Australian Aborigine “dreamtime.” 

  3 The term Ashkenazi came from Ashkenaz, the region along the German Rhine-
land where this Jewish community concentrated in the Middle Ages, later to spread 
throughout Europe. The recent breakthroughs in genetic mapping have confirmed 
what has long been part of Ashkenazi self-understanding — they are an ethnic group 
unto themselves. High-resolution genetic mapping using the Y chromosome for 
patrilineal descent and mitochondrial DNA for matrilineal descent shows that widely 
dispersed Ashkenazi Jewish communities have more in common genetically with one 
another than they do with their neighbors. For example, when I recently sent a sample 
of my DNA to the National Geographic Genographic project — the largest genetic 
mapping project ever undertaken — the results showed I belonged to Y haplogroup J1 
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(M267). The M267 haplogroup arose in the southern Fertile Crescent, perhaps in what 
is now Iraq, about ten thousand years ago and carries a strong cultural connection: 
“Many of its members with European ancestry are Jewish. More than half of all J1 sam-
ples in the Genographic database are Ashkenazi Jews, revealing a genetic connection to 
the Middle Eastern homeland of Judaism.” Today, modern members of this haplogroup 
live in the highest concentrations near its ancestral birthplace in the Middle East, as 
well as in Arabia, North Africa, and Ethiopia. A significant percentage of Sephardic 
(Spanish and North African) Jews also share this marker. For research on Ashkenazim, 
see M. F. Hammer et al., “Jewish and Middle Eastern Non-Jewish Populations Share 
a Common Pool of Y-Chromosome Biallelic Haplotypes,” Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences 97, no. 12 (May 9, 2000): 6769, doi:10.1073/pnas.100115997. See 
also  Almut Nebel et al., “Y Chromosome Evidence for a Founder Effect in Ashkenazi 
Jews,” European Journal of Human Genetics (2005): 13, 388–91, doi:10.1038/sj.ejhg.5201319 
(published online November 3, 2004).

  4 In 1887, a Russian government commission of inquiry found that “90% of the Jews are 
a proletariat of such poverty and destitution as is otherwise impossible to see in Rus-
sia.” Quoted in Amos Elon, The Israelis: Founders and Sons (New York: Holt, Rinehart, 
and Winston, 1971), 52. 

  5 Milton Shain, Adrienne Folb, Albie Sachs, Jon Berndt, Jon Weinberg, Barry Feinberg, 
and Andre Odendaal, comps., Looking Back: Jews in the Struggle for Democracy and 
Human Rights in South Africa (Cape Town, South Africa: Jewish Publications — South 
Africa, Isaac and Jessie Kaplan Center for Jewish Studies and Research, University of 
Cape Town, 2001), 122, 138. See also the more recent definitive work by Richard 
Mendelsohn and Milton Shain, The Jews in South Africa: An Illustrated History 
(Johannesburg: Jonathan Ball Publishers, 2008), 148. Mohandas Gandhi talked of 
being “surrounded by Jews” during his years in South Africa. The editor of Indian 
Opinion, the mouthpiece of the Indian struggle in South Africa from 1906 to 1916, was 
an English Jew, Henry Polak. Gandhi and Polak were imprisoned together for partici-
pating in the satyagraha nonviolent resistance. For many years the only member of the 
South African parliament opposing apartheid was Helen Suzmann, the Jewish leader  
of the progressive party. 

  6 For a penetrating discussion of the connection between the periagoge, the essence of 
the good (the Agathon), and political education, see Eric Voegelin, Order and History, 
vol. 3, Plato and Aristotle (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1975), 112–17. I 
return to the Socratic discussion of the good in chapter 11. 

  7 Arthur Hertzberg, ed., The Zionist Idea: A Historical Analysis and Reader (New York: 
Temple Antheneum, 1982), 297.

  8 The various Marxist, neo-Marxist, Leninist, and Maoist visions, like those of Marx 
himself, seemed completely captured by the mechanical, scientific materialism that 
afflicted industrial capitalism. None of this was very inspiring. The Frankfurt School 
philosopher Herbert Marcuse offered a deeper analysis of consciousness. His critique 
of consumer culture and monolithic industrial capitalism resonated with my kibbutz 
ethos. He also gave my rebelliousness some intellectual authority. But the countercul-
ture itself seemed increasingly dissipated and self-indulgent and lacked a comprehen-
sive political philosophy. 

  9 Hertzberg, The Zionist Idea, 372.
10 Elon, The Israelis, 114.
11 Jeffrey Goldberg, Prisoners: A Muslim and a Jew across the Middle East Divide (New 

York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2006). This is a powerful account of Goldberg’s Zionist “ascent” 
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to Israel, his time on a left-wing Hashomer Hatzair kibbutz, and his service in the mili-
tary police of the Israeli army. It is an illuminating story of attempted reconciliation 
and disillusioned idealism, which leaves the question of transformation open. 

12 Elon, The Israelis, 112. 
13 In the words of a young Israeli air force pilot: “If most air forces are designed like a 

Formula One race car, the Israeli Air Force is a beat-up jeep with a lot of tools in it. . . .A 
US Air Force strike package often consists of four waves of specialized aircraft: a com-
bat air patrol to clear a corridor of enemy aircraft; a second wave to suppress enemy 
antiaircraft systems; a third wave of electronic warfare aircraft and refueling tankers 
and radar aircraft; and finally, the strikers themselves — planes with bombs. In the 
Israeli system, almost every aircraft is a jack of all trades. . . .The IDF approach is in the 
short term less efficient but a lot more flexible and durable. It also makes being a pilot 
a more challenging and creative experience.” This feature of the IDF is thought to be one 
of the reasons for Israel producing per capita the highest number of technology start-
ups in the world. Quote from unsigned review of Start Up Nation: The Story of Israel’s 
Economic Miracle by Dan Senor and Saul Singer, Newsweek, November 23, 2009, 45.

14 Our officers and some elite forces used captured Kalashnikovs. 
15 For a sobering and well-researched account of the Palestinian experience, see Rashid 

Khalidi, The Iron Cage: The Story of the Palestinian Struggle for Statehood (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 2006).

16 This was during the time Israel was still governed by a Kibbutz-Labor left wing coali-
tion. A few years after I left Israel in 1980, the right-wing pro-capitalist Herut party led 
by Menachem Begin overturned the Labor party, which had controlled Israeli politics 
since the early days of settlement. This led to the rise of other right-wing leaders, like 
Yitzhak Shamir, Ariel Sharon, and Benjamin Netanyahu. For a harsh look at Israeli 
treatment of Palestinians from the point of view of a liberal South African Jew, see 
Susan Nathan, The Other Side of Israel: My Journey across the Israeli Arab Divide (New 
York: Doubleday/Random House, 2006).

17 Henry S. Kariel, Beyond Liberalism: Where Relations Grow (San Francisco: Chandler 
and Sharp, 1977). 

18 For precontact Native Hawaiian population estimates, see the revisions by David 
Stannard, Before the Horror: The Population of Hawai‘i on the Eve of Western Contact 
(Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 1989). 

Chapter 4. Recovery of the Quest, Part II — Politics of Mystery
  1 Brian Swimme, a mathematic cosmologist, evolutionary philosopher, and visionary 

storyteller, guides us through this cosmic meditation in The Hidden Heart of the Cos-
mos: Humanity and the New Story (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1996/2004), 27–28. His 
most recent work, the feature-length film Journey of the Universe (PBS, 2011), gives his 
vision a more appropriately epic format. See http://www.journeyoftheuniverse.org/.

  2 See also the video documentary The Hidden Heart of the Cosmos (Mill Valley, CA: Cen-
ter for the Story of the Universe, 1996) for another version of this meditation. 

  3 Neil deGrasse Tyson, interviewed in The Universe, season 1, episode 1, History Chan-
nel, A&E Television Network (Flight 33 Productions, 2007). Tyson is the director of the 
Hayden Planetarium and research associate of the American Museum.
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  4 This 200-billion-galaxy estimate comes from the Cornell University Astronomy 
Department website’s question and answer section, http://curious.astro.cornell.edu 
/aboutus.php. According to NASA, the 1999 Hubble Space Telescope found 129 billion 
galaxies, but more recent NASA estimates put the number at around 500 billion and 
growing. See the NASA website, http://imagine.gsfc.nasa.gov/docs/ask_astro/answers 
/021127a.html.

  5 Giles Sparrow and Dava Sobel, Cosmos: A Field Guide (London: Quercus Publishing, 
2007), 6.

  6 Chief Luther Standing Bear, Land of the Spotted Eagle (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1933/1978), 196.

  7 Ibid., 193.
  8 Ibid.
  9 Ibid., 197.
10 Christopher Columbus, “Letter on His First Voyage” (also called “Columbus’s Letter to 

Santangel”), original in New York Public Library; reproduced by Samuel Eliot Morison, 
Christopher Columbus, Mariner (New York: New American Library, 1955), 149–53.

11 Martin Lewis, Green Delusions: An Environmentalist Critique of Radical Environ-
mentalism (Durham: Duke University Press, 1992), 63. This is an important nuanced 
corrective to overgeneralizing the primal and oversimplifying a neoprimal radical 
environmentalist politics.  

12 Rudolf Otto, Mysticism East and West: A Comparative Analysis of the Nature of Mysti-
cism (New York: Macmillan, Collier Books, 1962), 14.

13 William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature (New 
York: Collier Books, 1961), 299, 300.

14 Ibid., 313.
15 Voegelin, a non-Jew, acknowledged the Jewish mystics like Gershom Scholem, Martin 

Buber, and to a lesser extent Walter Benjamin as sharing his general approach. Dan 
Avnon’s work on Martin Buber’s “hidden dialogues” and his exposition of Buber’s 
“between” illuminate their similarity to Voegelin’s philosophy of consciousness. See 
Dan Avnon, Martin Buber: The Hidden Dialogues (Lanham, MD: Rowman Littlefield, 
1998). But Voegelin is distinguished by the encyclopedic extent of his exploration of the 
importance of this experience across the great world civilizations.

16 Eric Voegelin, Order and History, 5 vols. (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 
1958/1987).

17 Surprisingly, Eric Voegelin panels now constitute the largest single section at the an-
nual meetings of the American Political Science Association, the largest professional 
gathering of political scientists in the United States. The section seems to attract as 
many theologians, philosophers, and historians as political scientists. With the recent 
publication of the final and thirty-fourth volume of Voegelin’s collected works, and 
translations appearing in Chinese, French, Italian, Portuguese, and Spanish, his impor-
tance is being more widely recognized. 

18 Eric Voegelin, Order and History, vol. 1, Israel and Revelation (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 
State University Press, 1986), 1. 

19 Voegelin traces the a historical formulation of this mystery of consciousness at the be-
ginning and end of his five-volume series Order and History. His most precise formula-
tion is in volume 5. Unfortunately, since this is the most condensed and abstract of his 
works, it is often neglected. Voegelin puts it like this: “Consciousness has a structural 
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dimension by which it belongs, not to man in his bodily existence, but to the reality in 
which man, the other partners to the community of being, and the participatory rela-
tions among them occur. If the spatial metaphor be still permitted, the luminosity of 
consciousness is located somewhere ‘between’ human consciousness in bodily existence 
and reality intended in its mode of ‘thingness.’ ” Eric Voegelin, Order and History, vol. 5, 
In Search of Order (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1986), 16.

20 Since we live within this in-between situation, we cannot grasp either reality or con-
sciousness as fully separate things. We are always dealing with both together, and do 
so primarily through language. So we need to remember that our search always takes 
place within three interrelated dimensions: consciousness, reality, and language. The 
three really constitute a single “tensional complex,” as Voegelin called it: consciousness-
reality-language. The attempt to separate one from the others — for instance, to see 
language as separate from the reality it describes, or reality separate from the con-
sciousness that perceives it — deforms the primary in-between structure of human 
existence, and we fall for the destructive certainties of ideology and dogma. See Eric 
Voegelin, Order and History, vol. 5, In Search of Order, 14–18. 

21 Carl Jung, interview by John Freeman, Face to Face, BBC documentary, October 22, 
1959. Also excerpted in the documentary film Matter of Heart. 

22 Voegelin confined his analysis to the appearance of the great settled civilizations begin-
ning ten thousand years ago. He never explicitly located the story of civilization within 
the drama of evolutionary cosmology. Nor did he deal with prehistory and archaic and 
shamanistic systems of wisdom. However, there is evidence in his correspondence to-
ward the end of his life that he was becoming increasingly interested in prehistory. See 
in particular Voegelin’s letters to Marie Koenig in Thomas Hollweck, ed., The Collected 
Works of Eric Voegelin, vol. 30, Selected Correspondence 1950–1984, trans. Sandy Adler, 
Thomas A. Hollweck, and William Petropolus (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State Univer-
sity Press, 2007).

23 Hyemeyohsts Storm, Seven Arrows (New York: Harper & Row, 1972).
24 H. D. F. Kitto, The Greeks (London: Penguin Books, 1951/1987), 172.
25 Storm, Seven Arrows, 6.
26 Lame Deer and Richard Erdoes, Lame Deer, Seeker of Vision: The Life of a Sioux Medi-

cine Man (New York: Simon & Schuster, Touchstone, 1972), 79.
27 C. G. Jung, Collected Works, vol. 7, 409, quoted in C. G. Jung: Word and Image, ed. Aniela 

Jaffe (New York: Bollingen, 1978), 123. 
28 This example is presented by Max Horkheimer to clarify the movement of thought in 

discussion toward greater inclusiveness. See Max Horkheimer, “The Social Function of 
Philosophy,” in Critical Theory: Selected Essays (New York: Seabury Press, 1972), 265.

29 Lorna Marshall, The Kung of Nyae Nyae (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1976). See especially chapter 9, “Sharing, Talking and Giving: Relief of Social Tensions,” 
287–312.

30 Jürgen Habermas, Theory of Communicative Action, vol. 1, Reason and the Rationaliza-
tion of Society, trans. Thomas McCarthy (Boston: Beacon Press, 1981). But Habermas’s 
minimal conditions for free speech constitute a thin theory for democratic commu-
nication. Shared positive intention — living the good life in community — is another 
critical requirement for truth-loving community. 

31 Nelson Mandela, Long Walk to Freedom: The Autobiography of Nelson Mandela (New 
York: Little, Brown, 1994), 21. 

32 Ibid., 22. 
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33 Richard Borshay Lee, The !Kung San: Men, Women, and Work in a Foraging Society 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 457.

34 This notion is illustrated in great detail in Mathias Guenther, Tricksters & Trancers: 
Bushman Religion and Society (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999). See 
especially p. 56.

35 Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, The Phenomenon of Man (New York: Harper Collins, 1965), 219.
36 These small sparks were snuffed out as Cromwell abandoned his open vision in favor 

of a defensive centralism. See, for example, Christopher Hill, The World Turned Upside 
Down: Radical Ideas during the English Revolution (New York: Penguin, 1985).

Chapter 5. Out of Wilderness
  1 Until 1925 all the major hominid fossils were found in Eurasia, confirming and rein-

forcing the Eurocentric conceit that our definitive humanity could not have emerged 
from the “backward dark continent of Africa.” When the South African anatomist  
Raymond Dart identified a skull found at the limestone quarry Taung as from a homi-
nid several million years old, few took him seriously. Decades passed before the monu-
mental achievements of the Leakey family and a new generation of paleontologists 
discovered and identified in the southern African Great Rift Valley the most continuous 
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nomic Foundation, http://www.happyplanetindex.org/.
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39 For a solid history and perceptive analysis of the counterculture, see Todd Gitlin, The 
Sixties: Years of Hope Days of Rage (New York: Bantam, 1993).

40 For a thoughtful overview of the Occupy movement, see Todd Gitlin, Occupy Nation: 
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42 Ibid., 3.

Epilogue: A Tao of Politics
  1 The widespread use of the word paradigm is largely because of Thomas Kuhn’s 

groundbreaking book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1970). This was, strictly speaking, a work in the historiography of sci-
ence, focusing on the way the history of science was written. But it revealed something 
fundamental about the human quest to know reality, and it quickly became one of the 
most widely quoted and influential books across all academic disciplines in the past 
half century. 

  2 Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York: Simon and Schus-
ter, Free Press, 1992).

  3 Soon after Kuhn’s publication, Sheldon Wolin was inspired to analyze political philoso-
phers in this fashion and move toward a theory of a revolutionary political philosophy. 
See Sheldon S. Wolin, “Paradigms and Political Theories,” in Politics and Experience: 
Essays Presented to Professor Michael Oakeshott on the Occasion of His Retirement, 
eds. Preston King and B. C. Parekh (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968). 
Thomas Spragens did this a little more systematically in Understanding Political Theory 
(New York: St. Martins Press, 1978). Neither Wolin nor Spragens saw the possibility of 
the practice of political philosophy itself becoming the basis for a way of life — the core 
of a new politics. 



Abbey, Edward, 260

Abdullah (King of Jordan), 434n29

acacia trees, 304

addiction, 258, 284–85, 295–96, 427n21

Addo (South Africa), 68–69

advertising, 52

Africa, southern
archaeological artifacts in, 173, 222, 

409n1

ecology of, 188–90

European exploration, 174–76

human origins in, 4, 6–7, 6n, 11, 
158–61, 160 fig., 171–74, 415n16

isolation of, 137–38

megafauna in, 137–38

migration from, 171

rock paintings in, 168 (see also rock 
art, San Bushman)

African National Congress (ANC), 
70–71, 342, 344, 346

Afrikaans Dutch Reformed Church, 232

Afrikaans language, 343, 344

agrarianism, 359, 360

agricultural revolution, xviii, xx fig.

agriculture, xii
future primal, 348–51, 372–73

hunting/gathering replaced by, 337

industrialization of, 96

intentional communities/eco-
villages, 351–55, 362, 372–73 (see 
also kibbutzim)

localization of, 387

societal collapse and, 337–38

sustainable, 338, 353–54, 371, 387

urban, 363, 373, 387

agro-ecology, 350

Agta people, 419n3

ahupua‘a, 349–51, 352, 373

AIDS, 367

Akerman, Bruce, 315–16

Akstein, David, 235

/Akunta, 172 fig.
Alaric, 325

alcohol, 284, 295, 431n27

Alcoholics Anonymous, 295

alcoholism, 285, 290, 295–96, 427n21

Almeida, Francisco de, 174–75

Altamira Cave (Spain), 223

index

437



438 Future  Primal

altruism, 45, 340

Amahuaca Indians, 300, 303

Amanita muscaria, 286, 326

American Indian Movement, 369

American Political Science Association, 
407n17

American Political Tradition and the 
Men Who Made It, The (Hofstader), 
402n28

American Revolution, 25–26, 32, 45

anamnesis, 63, 120, 281

anarchism, 191 
Anderson, Ray, 60–61, 341

androids, 40–41

Andromeda galaxy, 105

Anglican Church, 31

animal cruelty, 37–38, 154–56

animal domestication, 416n16

animal identification, 266

animal nature, 90

animal research, 151–56, 411n30

anoia, 253–54

Anthropocene epoch, xii
anthropology

academic San Bushman studies, 
190–95, 197–99

amateur San Bushman studies, 
176–90, 415n10, 415n13

revisionist debate in, 192–95, 197, 
417–19nn36–39

anthropomorphization, 151

antidepressants, 294, 427n16

Antipodes of the Mind, The (Shanon), 
298

anti-Semitism, 402–403n37

antiwar movement, 369

Anytus, 332

apartheid, 97

Afrikaner justifications for, 343

anti-apartheid leadership, 67, 124, 
342

author’s witnessing of, 73

Mandela and, 124, 125–26, 342

racial categories under, 69, 69n, 
177n

racial mixing preceding, 179

racial segregation during, 341–42

San Bushmen displaced because 
of, 16

South African Jews under, 70–71

Verwoerd as architect of, 69

Apollo 11 cave (Namibia), 222, 421n4

Apology, The (Plato), 317, 324, 332

Arab-Israeli conflict, 66, 357, 358, 361, 
373, 433–34nn21–23, 434n29

Arab nationalism, 433n22

Arab Spring (2010–2011), 66, 368–69

Arapaho Indians, 270

archaeology, 137, 192, 412n34, 414n2

archetypes, 143–44, 210, 327, 410n11

Ardrey, Robert, 145–46, 182, 410n16

Arendt, Hannah, 51–52, 403n37

arete, 120–21, 219, 243, 312, 318, 331

Aristarchus, 401n14

Aristophanes, 325, 333

Aristotelian philosophy, 130

Aristotle, 76, 124, 286

arrows, poisoned, 183–84, 184 fig., 
249–50

Ashkenazi Jews, 69–70, 83–84, 404–5n3

Athens, 121, 129

decline of, 331–33

democracy in, 312, 313–17, 332–33

in Greco-Persian Wars, 310–11

political culture of, 318, 331

Socrates tried and executed in, 
75–76

Auschwitz concentration camp, xix
Australian Aborigines, 141, 219, 404n2

Australopithecus africanus, 138, 146, 
410n16

autarkia, 311

authority, obedience to, 51–52, 245

Avaaz.org, 370

avarice, 48, 57, 206, 341



index 439

Avnon, Dan, 407n15

ayahuasca, 306

author’s experience, 301–3

ceremony accompanying, 301, 303

effects of, 297, 299–300, 303–4, 
427n21, 428n28

ingredients for, 297–98, 428–29n33

use of, in syncretistic churches, 297, 
428n24

Western crossover experiences, 
288–89, 298, 300–301, 303

Aztecs, 430n20

baboons, 374

author’s experience, 9–10, 138, 179

human similarity to, 149–50, 411n25

Marais’s research, 138–39

San Bushman view of, as in-
between, 139–41

scientific research on, 152–54

societal politics of, 149–50, 152–54

sunset melancholy of, 138–39

surplus intelligence of, 145

Bache, Christopher, 429–30n15

Bakan, Joel, 55

Banisteriopsis caapi, 297, 428n33

Bantu speakers, 67, 171, 176, 225–26, 
414n3

bar-/bat-mitzvahs, 404n2

Barnard, Alan, 199, 415n13

Barquinha, 428n24

Barrow, John, 422n9

bartering, 389

Beach, Edward A., 430n19

Beard, Charles, 402n28

beauty, healing through, 278, 279

Bechuanaland, 192

Begin, Menachem, 406n17

Belo Horizonte (Brazil), 339, 364–65, 373

Ben-Gurion, David, 358

Benjamin, Walter, 407n15

Benyus, Janine, viii 

berdache, 272

Berdichevsky, Micah, 81–82

Bergson, Henri, 234

Berry, Thomas, viii
“Beyond Postmodernism” (Herman), 

417n35

Bhutan, 132, 339, 365–67, 373, 435n37

Biesele, Megan, 183, 228–29, 240, 
422–23n19

Big Bang theory, xi, xin, 80, 106, 398n6

“big history,” xvi–xx, 25n, 27, 398–99n6

big-picture construct, xxi
cosmology and, 130–31

face-to-face discussion and, 313–14

in kibbutzim, 83

mandala dynamic and, 101, 339

as mandala quadrant, 118 fig., 261, 
382

practical applications, 389–90, 392

questioning, 392

in San Bushman culture, 217–19

in Socratic philosophy, 318

Teilhard de Chardin and, 79–80

visionary narratives and, 91

Biko, Steve, 67

biltong, 65

binationalism, 433–34n23

biochemistry, 77–78

biodiversity, 5, 338, 373, 399n1

biophilia hypothesis, 273, 
425–26nn12–14

bioregionalism, 348–51, 352, 362, 363, 373, 
432n12

biosphere, 78, 79–80

Birth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem, 
The (Morris), 433n21

Black Death, 28

Black Elk, 33, 56–57

Blackfoot Indians, 270

Black Power movement, 369

Blankfein, Lloyd, 56

Bleek, Dorothea, 202



440 Future  Primal

Bleek, Wilhelm, 140, 172, 177, 224, 225, 
226, 268

Blombos rock shelter (South Africa), 
6n, 159–60, 160 fig., 222, 409n1, 412n38

Bloom, Alan, 429n7

body language, 149, 154

Bohr, Neils, 378

Border Cave (South Africa), 173, 222

Borochov, Ber, 83

Bosnia, xix
Botswana, 192, 194, 417n33

boule, 312–13

boundary crossing
author’s experience, 73–74

dialectics and, 141

human-animal connections, 
186–87, 219, 265–67

by Mandela, 344–45

mind-body, 243, 266

NGO movement and, 371–72

political significance of, 261

practical applications, 384–88

primal ethic and, 241–46

revolutionary science and, 378–79

in San Bushman culture, 200

shamanism and, 141, 241–42, 261–62

during trance dance (kia), 252–53

transitional zones, 268–69

into wilderness, 242, 265–70, 330

wilderness immersion, 274–81

See also shamanism
Brazil, urban-level participatory 

democracy in, 364–65, 373

British Petroleum, 55–56

British Teilhard Association, 79

Brooks, Rodney, 41

Brown, Thomas, 144

Buber, Martin, 70, 356, 360, 407n15, 
433–34n23, 434n29

bubonic plague, 28

Buddhism, 365–66, 367

Burtt, E.  A., 24, 42

Bushmanland, 13–14

Bushmen. See San Bushmen
Bwiti religion, 263

Caddy, Peter and Eileen, 352

Cambodia, xix
Cambridge Grammar School for Boys, 

76–77

Cambridge University, 78–79, 87, 89, 178

cannibalism, 188

“Cape-Coloured,” 69n, 177n
Cape Floral Kingdom, 399n1

Cape Fold Mountains, 10–11

Cape Monthly Magazine, The, 226

Cape Town (South Africa), 10
capitalism, industrial

depersonalization as result of, 
50–51

environmental impact of, 4, 339

ethics overlooked in, 53–56

global triumph of, 50–51, 193, 356

growth of, 402n35

industrial revolution spurred by, 
xviii–xx

in Israel, 360

Liberalism and, 27

mission of, 28

moneylending for interest and, 29

primal dynamic undermined by, 
339

See also free market economies
Capra, Fritjof, viii
Carlin, John, 432n8

Cartailhac, Emile, 223

Castaneda, Carlos, 2, 287–88, 308

Catal Hayuk, 399n9

Catholic Church, 29, 31

Cave of Forgotten Dreams, The (film; 
2010), 221, 247

Center for Sustainable Education 
(CSE), 354

Center for Transformative Action, 354

centralism, 385, 409n36



index 441

Central Kalahari Game Reserve, 192, 
417n33

Chalice and the Blade, The (Eisler), 
399n9

chalutzim, 82, 358, 359

chalutziut, 84, 358

chanting, 263

Chassidic movement, 404n2, 424n37

Chauvet-Pont-d’Arc cave (France), 221, 
247–48

Chevy Nova, design flaws in, 55

Cheyenne Indians, 92, 117–19, 121–22, 
243, 270, 272

chiefs, role of, 202–3

child abuse, 156, 411n29

Child Maltreatment Report, 156

children
advertising directed at, 52

as mystics, 106–7

in San Bushman culture, 207–9, 
419n4

socialization process, 204

chimpanzees, 145, 149, 150, 164

Christian, David, 398n6

Christianity
Aristotelian philosophy merged 

with, 130

bureaucratic, shamanism repressed 
by, 287

Jesus as trickster deity, 232

medieval cosmology, 34–35, 130, 378

San Bushman shamanism and, 232

syncretistic churches, 297, 428n24

Teilhard de Chardin and, 80–81

“Christosphere,” 80

Church of England, 31

Church of Santo Daime, 428n24

Cicero, 299, 325

citizenship, criteria for, 280

Civilization (Ferguson), 26–27

civil rights movement, 368, 369

civil society, 130

class conflict, 46

Cleisthenes, 312

climate change, xii, 337–38

Clottes, Jean, 247

Clouds, The (Aristophanes), 333

Coetsee, Kobie, 344

cognicentrism, 289

Colden, Cadwallader, 215, 216, 217

Collapse (Diamond), 337–38

Colombia, eco-villages in, 339, 353, 362, 
372

colonialism, 96

“Coloured,” 69, 69n, 177n
Columbus, Christopher, 29, 109

Combatants for Peace (Lochamim 
Le’Shalom), 435n32

Commager, Henry Steel, 400–401n10

commercialism, 334, 367

commercial revolution, xviii, 25, 30

communalism, 357

communes, 369

community
earth, and mandala dynamic, 339

good of the, 311, 313

intentional communities/eco-
villages, 351–55, 362, 372–73 (see 
also kibbutzim)

in kibbutzim, 83

love of, and Liberalism, 45

as mandala quadrant, 118 fig.
Mandela’s background in, 342–43

primal ethic and, 245–46

requirements for, 408n30

San Bushman trance dance and, 
424n39

truth quest in, 321–22

community gardens, 363

compassion, 110
competition, 26, 45, 146, 206, 207

complexity-consciousness, 80, 245

conflict resolution, 214

Conibo Indians, 288

consciousness
complexity-consciousness, 80

dialectical movement of, 141



442 Future  Primal

consciousness (continued)
expansion of, during trance dance, 

238

integral, 410n12

luminosity of, 407–8n19

revolutions in, xvii–xx, xx fig., 
25–27

self-reflective, 107–8, 166–69

shadow aspects of, 244

split structure of, 114, 114n
consciousness-reality-language, 116, 283, 

295, 408n20

consensus, 211–12, 214, 342–43

conservatism, modern-day, 25n, 57, 369

Constantinople, fall of (1453), 29

Constitutional Convention, 46, 48

consumer society, 26, 50, 365, 367, 371

Cook, James, 98

Copernicus, Nikolaus, 34–35, 40, 103, 
195, 378, 379, 401n14

Cordova-Rios, Manuel, 300–301, 303

Cornell University, 354

Cornford, Francis M., 429n7

corporate personhood, 53, 54–55, 62

corporations, 4, 53–56, 60–62, 380, 
403n43, 404n56

corruption, 29, 84, 334, 364

cosmology
as big pictures, 130–31

contemporary, as exhausted, xii, 
xv–xvi

contemporary foundations, xi
defined, 130

of early societies, xiii–xiv
evolutionary, 408n22

medieval Christian, 34–35, 378

modern, 231, 293

new, 103–4, 131

scientific, xiii, 115–16

social viability through, xi–xii
traditional Bushman, 7, 139

counterculture, 290–91, 369

courage, 110

Courage to Refuse (Ometz Le’Sarev), 
435n32

Cox, Earl, 40

creativity, emergence of, 165–66

Crick, Francis, 289, 289n
Cro-Magnon Man, 158, 412n34

Cromwell, Oliver, 409n36

Crow Indians, 270

cryogenicists, 40–41

Cumes, David, 280

Current Anthropology, 194

cynicism, xv, 258

daimon, 324

Dalai Lama, 370

Dalton, John, 378

Daly, Herman, viii
dancing, 263

See also trance dance, San 
Bushman

Dancing Sorcerer of Trois Frères 
(France), 257, 258 fig.

Darfur, xix
Darius (King of Persia), 310–11

Dark Night, Early Dawn (Bache), 
429–30n15

Dart, Raymond, 409n1, 410n16

Darwin, Charles, 10, 58, 136, 378, 379

Dead Sea Scrolls, 90, 305

decentralization, 26, 339, 364–65, 366, 
385

decision making, 212–13, 245

deconstructionism, postmodern, 193, 
194–95, 224, 248, 331–32, 
417–19nn36–39

Delian League, 331

demagoguery, 58, 331, 368

Demeter, myth of, 326–27

democracy
American, 56–57

Athenian, 309–10

constitutional, 380

deep, 219, 313–17

participatory, 364–65



index 443

democracy, direct
Athenian, 312

community and, 127–30

as mandala quadrant, 118 fig., 382

Mandela and, 342–43

in Native American cultures, 215

practical applications, 389

republic vs., 46

in San Bushman culture, 207–10

in small-scale societies, 351–52

democratic community, xxi, 127–30

democratization, 339

Denbow, James, 197

depersonalization, 50–51, 58

depression, 258, 385

Depth Psychology and a New Ethic 
(Neumann), 244

De Revolutionibus de Oribum Celestium 
(Copernicus), 34

Descartes, René, 80, 165, 305

anthropological deconstructionism 
and, 195

dream of, 39–40, 379

human-primate nexus and, 151

mechanistic science of, 36–38, 
40–42, 401n13

scientific method of, 35–36, 40, 104

truth quest of, 38–39

See also dualism, Cartesian; science, 
Cartesian

DeVore, Irven, 190

De Wet, Christiaan, 343–44

Dia!kwain, 136, 139–40, 220

dialectics, 42–44, 313–14, 318, 344, 392, 
419n41

inner-outer, 141–44

dialektike, 149, 214, 309

See also face-to-face discussion
Diamond, Jared, 337–38, 415–16n16, 

417n29

Diaz, Bartholomew, 174

dictatorships, 129

diet, omnivorous, 157, 182–83

Diggers, 132

Discourse on the Method (Descartes), 37, 
38, 39

discussion, deep, 391–92

DMT, 297–98

DNA, 172–73, 289, 404–5n3

dogma, 59, 114, 116, 247

Dog Soldier Society, 92

Drakensberg Mountains, 8–10, 138, 150, 
222–23, 225–26, 248–52

dreamtime, 404n2

Dreamtime (Duerr), 265

dreamwork, 388–89

Driekopseiland (South Africa), 421n5

drumming, 263, 289

dualism, Cartesian, 37–38, 49, 141, 304, 
377

Duerr, Hans Peter, 260, 265–67

Dutch exploration, 67, 175–76

Ebenstein, William, 401n26

ecocide, 42, 337

ecological sensitivity, 183–87, 366–67

Ecology of Commerce, The (Hawken), 61

economic growth, 58–59

Economic Interpretation of the 
Constitution, The (Beard), 402n28

economics
cosmology behind as exhausted, xii
inequality promoted in, xv
See also capitalism, industrial; free 

market economies
economies of scale, 49–50

EcoVillage at Ithaca (EVI), 339, 354, 372

eco-villages, 339, 351–55, 362, 372–73

education, 314–15, 331, 334, 354, 364, 366

educational reform, 27

egalitarianism, xviii, 127

in Greek polis, 311–12

in Native American cultures, 214–15

in Neolithic civilizations, 399n9

in San Bushman culture, 200–203, 
241, 419n3, 420–21n28



444 Future  Primal

ego, 123–24, 240, 244, 246, 253, 285

ego death, 235, 299

Egypt, 92, 368–69

Eichmann, Adolf, 51, 402–3n37

Eichmann in Jerusalem (Arendt), 51–52

Einstein, Albert, 58, 102, 106, 107, 231–32, 
378, 379

Eisler, Riane, 399n9

Eisley, Loren, 277

eland, 249–50, 252 fig.
electoral politics, 316

elephants, 68

Eleusinian Mysteries, 286, 289, 299, 309, 
325–30, 333, 430n19, 430–31n22, 431n25

Eliade, Mircea, 263, 284, 286, 423n30

Eliot, T. S., 2
Elon, Amos, 84

Embracing Israel/Palestine (Lerner), 
434–35n30

Emerson, Ralph Waldo, 218

Encyclopedia Britannica, 414n3

End of History and the Last Man, The 
(Fukuyama), 193, 380

endurance hunt, 161–63, 162 fig., 163 fig., 
187, 413n42

energy shortages, 337–38

England
author’s experience in, 76–82

plague epidemics in, 28

English Civil War, 132, 409n36

English exploration, 67, 176

Enlightenment, 31

entheogenic shamanism
ayahuasca ceremony, 296–304

early roots of, 285–87, 309

ergot and, 430n20

neo-shamanistic metaphysics from, 
304–7

as paradoxical experience, 299–300, 
303–4

research studies of, 298–99

Western crossover experiences, 
287–89, 298

entheogens, 283n, 284, 369

See also hallucinogens
environment, corporate responsibility 

for, 60–62

environmental degradation, 55–56, 
58–59, 337–38, 339

environmentalism, 110, 369, 371

epiphanies, 322–24, 340–44

See also periagoge
ergot, 326, 328, 430n20, 430–31n22, 

431n26

Eros, 90, 91, 314, 324, 329, 361

escapism, 339

Essenes sect, 304–5

ethics
corporate abuses, 53–56

corporate responsibility, 60–62

new, 63

obedience to authority and, 51–52

paradoxical, and shamanism, 
242–46

Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine, The 
(Pappe), 433n21

ethnography, 192, 252, 257, 415n14, 
417–18n36

Eurasia, 409n1

Eurocentrism, 160, 369, 409n1

Europe
human-animal connections in, 

266–67

rock art in, 221–24, 257, 258 fig.
shamanic religions in, 264–65

social democratic tradition in, 
400n2 (ch. 2)

European colonialism, 96

European Union, 339

evolutionary biology, 77–78

experience, direct, 391

face-to-face discussion, xxi
big-picture construct and, 313–14

emergence of, 161

in Greek polis, 311, 313–14, 351–52



index 445

human-primate nexus and, 146–48

in kibbutzim, 358

as mandala quadrant, 118 fig., 382

practical applications, 389, 391–92

in San Bushman culture, 127, 
210–14, 420n25

in small-scale societies, 351–52

Socratic, 75, 124–27, 318

facial expression, 149, 411n24

factory farming, 38

Faisal, 434n29

Fang people, 283

farmer-soldier-philosopher, 83

fatalism, 339

fear, 341

Federalist, The, 46, 49

female suffrage, 334

feminine principle, 264–65

Ferguson, Niall, 26–27

feudalism, 25, 26, 28–29, 50, 130, 380, 
400n2 (ch. 2)

financial collapse (2008), 56

Findhorn (Scotland), 339, 352, 355, 362, 
372–73

Finley, M. I., 333

Finnish Green Party, 371

fire, 234

fire making/acquisition, 165, 166–69, 
413n44, 413n48

fire myth, 168–69

Fishkin, James, 315–16

Flagstaff (AZ), light pollution reduced 
in, 363, 387–88

food, subsidized, 365

Food of the Gods (McKenna), 426n2

“foraging band blueprint,” 198–99, 199n, 
203

Foraging Spectrum, The (Kelly), 
418–19n39

Forbes magazine, 60

Fossey, Dian, 152

Foster, Craig, 16, 184, 413n42

Foster, Damon, 16, 411n42

Frankfurt School, 191, 193, 403n8, 417n41

Franklin, Benjamin, 216

freedom, personal, 45, 47–48

free market economies
as amoral, 195

competitiveness of, 145–46

ethics overlooked in, 53–56

global triumph of, 380

inequality as result of, 145–46, 217

“invisible hand of,” xv, 27, 32, 34, 49, 
53, 54, 57–58, 216–17

kibbutzim and, 360

truth quest abandoned through, xv, 
48–51, 57–59

See also capitalism, industrial
Freud, Sigmund, 58, 90, 142, 143, 

409–10n9

Friedman, Milton, 54, 56

Frontiers (Mostert), 67–68

Fukuyama, Francis, 193, 380

fundamentalism, 116, 258, 357, 377

Furst, Peter, 286

future primal politics, 174

agriculture, 348–51

author’s history as example of, 66

in cities/nations, 362–67, 435n31

cosmic story and, 373–75

identifying, 338

intentional communities/eco-
villages, 351–55, 362, 372–73

Israel and, 66

mandala and, 118, 383

metaparadigm for, 380–82

movements and revolutionary 
transformations, 368–72

practical applications, 384–92

requirements for, xx
vision of, 372–74

fynbos, 5, 67, 399n1

Gaddafi, Muammar, 129

Galileo Galilei, 35, 40, 195, 306, 
401nn14–15

Gama, Vasco da, 29–30



446 Future  Primal

Gandhi, Mohandas, 64, 71, 132, 342, 368, 
372, 405n5, 434n29

gardening, 348, 363, 387

/Gaugo, 196, 202

Gaviotas (Colombia), 339, 353, 362, 372

Gebser, Jean Paul, 144, 410n12

Genadendal (South Africa), 179

General Motors, 54–55

generosity, 45, 110, 340, 351–52

genetic diversity, 172–73, 414nn2–3

genocide, xix, 42, 177

Gerald of Aurrilac, Saint, 29

German Green Party, 370–71

Gimbutas, Marija, 399n9

Glaucon, 74, 319–20, 321–22

Global Eco-village Network, 355

globalization, 4, 45, 50–51, 53–54, 158, 
356, 385

global warming, xii, 338

God, 49, 113, 113n
goddess worship, xviii, 399n9

Goldberg, Jeffrey, 83, 405–6n11

Goldman Sachs, 56

Gondwanaland, 68

Good, the, 91, 317–24, 333

Goodall, Jane, 152

Gordon, Aaron David, 82–83, 360

Gordon, Robert J., 194, 418n38

Gorgias (Plato), 314

Gorman, Peter, 431n28

government
“big,” 55

minimal representational, 25, 32, 
46–47, 57, 402n27

participatory, 364–65, 366, 373

Gqakaza, 275, 277

Great Chain of Being, 28–29, 35

Great Dance, The (film; 2000), 161–63, 
184, 187, 252–53, 254, 413n42, 424n43

Great Mystery, 267

Great Recession, 56

Great Rift Valley, 137, 152, 409n1

Greco-Persian Wars, 310–11, 331n

Greece, ancient, xxiin
classical period, 331, 331n
conflicted nature of society in, 309

direct democracy in, 129

entheogenic shamanism in, 286, 
289

philosophy in, 314

political culture of, 310

Renaissance rediscovery of, 334

shamanism in, 325–26

whole person as viewed in, 120–21, 
243, 310–13, 316–17

wines in, 431n27

See also Athens; polis
Green City Movement, 339, 363

Green movement, 132, 370–71

Greyton (South Africa), 179

Griffin, Susan, 260

Griffiths, Roland, 294

Grof, Christina, 282

Grof, Stanislav, x, 282, 291–93, 295, 304, 
427n12

gross national happiness, 339, 366–67, 
373, 435n37

Group Areas Act (South Africa), 179

Guenther, Mathias, 196, 197–99, 199n, 
207, 228, 230, 413n48, 419n3

Gulf of Mexico, oil rig disaster in 
(2010), 55–56

Guns, Germs, and Steel (Diamond), 
415–16n16

/Gwi Bushmen, 162–63, 212–13, 252

Habermas, Jürgen, 127, 408n30

Habonim, 71, 77

Haerlem, 175

Halifax, Joan, 282

hallucinogens, 263

awareness heightened by, 291–92

diseases caused by, 430n20

empirical fieldwork on, 291–93, 
294–95



index 447

as “hard” shamanism, 273, 283 (see 
also entheogenic shamanism)

healing power of, 292–93, 295–96, 
427n21

LSD, 289–94, 428n25

menu of experiences, 428n28

nonaddictive qualities of, 284–85, 
295

psilocybin, 286, 294–95, 426n4, 
427n18, 427n21, 428n25

use of term, 283n, 284

Western culture-wide fear of, 262, 
283–84, 290–91, 294

Hamilton, Alexander, 46

Hancock, Graham, 296, 421–22n7

Hanita Kibbutz, 84–85

Hanor Ha’Oved, 435n31

happiness, gross national, 339, 366–67, 
373, 435n37

Harduf Kibbutz, 362

hare-and-the-moon myth, 228–29

Harlow, Harry, 151, 154–56, 426n14

Harner, Michael, 288–89, 296

Hashomer Hatzair Kibbutz, 405–6n11

Hawai‘i, 10, 11, 272

ancient bioregionalism in, 349–51, 
352, 362, 373

author’s “exile” in, 66, 98–101

multiculturalism of, 98–99

Hawken, Paul, 61, 371–72

Haynes, Robert, 41

Hazony, Yoram, 433n21

healing
human-animal connections and, 

267

levels of, 242

nature, 273–74

trance healing, 422–23n19

Healing Makes Our Hearts Happy (Katz, 
Biesele, and St. Denis), 422–23n19

Hebrew University (Jerusalem), 95, 
97–98, 298

Heilbronner, Robert, 209

Heisenberg, Werner Karl, 378

Hellenistic culture, 309

Henry VIII, 31

Henshilwood, Chris, 159–60, 412–13n40

Herero people, 201, 203

hermae, desecration of, 332, 333

Herman, Louis G., 15 fig.
academic career of, 4, 11, 99, 101, 

322–24

bar mitzvah of, 76

“Beyond Postmodernism,” 417n35

birthplace of, 3, 67

education of, 11, 72–74, 76–79, 81, 
95, 97–98, 178–79

family background, 69

as father, 99–100

IDF experience of, 87, 88–89

Jewish identity of, 65–66, 69–72, 92

marriage of, 95–96, 99

return to South Africa, 4–5, 179

South African identity of, 65, 73–74

wilderness immersion experience 
of, 274–79

See also truth quest, author’s
Herodotus, 311, 330

Herut Party (Israel), 406n17

Herzog, Werner, 221, 247

Heschel, Abraham Joshua, 114, 165

Hesse, Hermann, 267, 272

heyoka, 271

Hinduism, 428–29n33

historical revisions, 433n21

Hitler, Adolf, 129

Hluhluwe-Umfolozi Game Reserve, 13, 
274–278

Hobbes, Thomas, 25, 31–32, 44, 47, 
145–46, 182, 380, 381–82

Hofmann, Albert, 289–90, 326, 430n19, 
430–31n22, 431nn25–26

Hofstader, Richard, 402n28

Holocaust, 70, 73, 86, 86n
holotropic experiences, 293

Holy Fire, 430n20



448 Future  Primal

Homeric Hymn to Demeter, 326–27

hominids
evolution from primates, 156–61, 

412nn33–34

fossil evidence, 409n1, 412n33

Homo erectus, xvii, 158, 161, 412n33

Homo ergaster, 158

Homo habilis, 157

homophobia, 272

Homo sapiens, xvii, 6, 137, 161, 164, 
412n34

Homo sapiens sapiens, 158

Horkheimer, Max, 408n28

Hottentots, 176

See also Khoikhoi people
Hubble telescope, 106

Huichol people, 299

Hu Jintao, 370

human-animal relationships, 184–88, 
265–67

human-primate nexus
childishness, 164–66

language development, 150–51

self-knowledge as result of, 137

societal politics, 149–50, 411nn24–25

Hundred Years’ War, 28

hunter-gatherers
academic studies of, 191

Andromeda as viewed by, 105

bioregional sensibilities of, 349

diet of, 182–83, 417n29

direct democracy among, 129–30, 
209–14

disappearance of, 337

egalitarianism among, 200–206, 
420–21n28

San Bushman ancestors as, 171

social hierarchy/labor divisions 
among, 120

whole person as viewed by, 120

wilderness and, 415–16n16

Hunters, The (film; 1957), 183, 415n14

hunting, 183–84, 184 fig., 189 figs., 249–50

endurance hunt, 161–63, 162 fig., 163 
fig., 187, 413n42

snare hunting, 419n3

!hxaro, 205–6, 420n16, 420n19

Ibogaine, 295, 427n21, 428n25

imagination, 105–6, 391–92

immigration, 32

“in-between, the,” 90, 111–17, 114n, 
139–44, 145, 186–87, 199, 242, 267–68, 
408n20

Indian wars (North America), 32–33

indigenous peoples, cultural survival 
of, 371

individualism, 4, 25, 30, 45, 200, 207–8, 
247, 311

individuation
during ayahuasca experiences, 303, 

306

boundary crossing and, 242, 270

community and, 261, 351–52

democracy and, 130

in depth psychology, 123–24, 244

face-to-face discussion and, 126–27

Greek polis and, 311, 312

in human evolution, 150–51, 161

interiority and, 305–6

kibbutzim and, 357

as mandala quadrant, 118 fig., 
119–24, 339

Mandela and, 344–45

practical applications, 388–89

societal complexity and, 157–58

See also whole person, the
industrial agriculture, 38

industrial civilizations, 32, 120

industrial revolution, xviii–xix, xx fig.
inequality, 27, 45, 46, 57, 58–59, 207

informational complexity, xvii, 399n8

Initiative Media, 52

intention, 390

interconnectedness, 110, 119
Interface, 60–61, 341



index 449

Internet, 367, 368, 370

intuition, 38, 306

Inuktitut language, 349, 432n12

investing, responsible, 61, 404n56

Iroquois Confederacy, 214–18

Islam, 357

Israel, Kingdom of, 65–66, 71, 115
Israel, State of

author’s identity in, 356

author’s immigration to, 11, 95

author’s return to, 355–56

communal villages (moshavim) in, 
358, 406n12

creation of, 70, 87, 433n22

diet in, 87, 87n
future primal politics and, 66

national culture (chalutziut) of, 84, 
358

political culture of, 84, 360, 406n17

revisionist histories in, 433n21

as second-world democracy, 86–87

Six-Day War (1967), 358

technological start-ups in, 406n14

Yom Kippur War (1973), 92–95

See also kibbutzim
Israeli Air Force, 406n14

Israeli Defense Force (IDF), 278

author’s experience in, 85, 88–95

creativity in, 406n14

mission of, 87

as people’s army, 86

training conditions in, 88, 88n, 
89–91

wilderness immersion in, 89–90

during Yom Kippur War (1973), 
92–95

Israelis, The (Elon), 84

Israel-Palestine conflict, 72, 84, 357, 361, 
373, 433–34nn21–23

I-Thou philosophy, 434n29

“It-reality,” 113–14, 113n, 115, 124, 144, 
228

Jackson, Wes, viii

James, William, 111–12, 264, 296

Jay, John, 46

Jefferson, Thomas, 62–63

Jensen, Derrick, 154

Jensen, Sven, 295

jesters, 271, 272

Jewish Diaspora, 71

Jewish National Fund, 71–72

Jigme Singye Wangchuck, 365–66, 373

Jivaro Indians, 288

Johannesburg (South Africa), 8, 12
Johns Hopkins University, 294

Jones, J. D. F., 415n10

Judaism, 70, 404n2, 423–24n37

Jung, C. G.
in Africa, 141–43

archetypes, 117, 143–44, 410n11

Freud and, 409–10n9

individuation as viewed by, 123–24, 
243–44

on mandalas, 64

personality types, 121

on psychic inflation, 423–24n37

on religion vs. religious experience, 
116

shamanism and, 142–43

van der Post as authority on, 178

Ju/twasi San people, 13–14, 13n, 181–83, 
181n, 185–88, 200, 204–6, 210–11, 
213–14, 242, 416n17, 424n39

Kabbalah, 72, 235, 244–45, 356, 404n2, 
423–24n37

//Kabbo, x, 220, 225, 227, 281 fig.
Kalahari Bushmen, 14–15, 248–52

Kalahari Debate, 192–95, 197, 224

Kalahari Desert, 7, 171, 176

Kalahari Family, A (film), 415n14

Kalahari Research Group (Harvard 
University), 190–91

Kamakou, Samuel, 350

Kariel, Henry, 97–98, 417n35



450 Future  Primal

Katz, Richard, 235, 422–23n19

Kau Dwa, 234, 236

Keats, John, 376

Keeney, Bradford, 237–41, 243, 423n27, 
423n29, 423n30

Kelly, Robert, 418–19n39

Kepler, Johannes, 40

Keren Hayesod, 71–72

Kerenyi, Karol, 430n19

Kfar Blum Kibbutz, 358

Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park (South 
Africa), 16–17

Khoikhoi people, 67, 171, 174, 414n3

Khalidi, Rashid, The Iron Cage, 434n29

Khoi language, 414n3

Khoisan, 177n, 179, 414nn2–3

Kholer, Oswin R., 414n3

Khomani San people, 16
kia, 234–36, 238, 242, 243, 246

kibbutzim
agrarian model, 339, 352

author’s experience, 82, 84–85, 95

current promise of, 362

direct democracy in, 128–29

founding of, 71–72

founding philosophy of, 70, 71, 
82–83, 356–58

numbers of, 406n12

primal politics in, 83, 132

success of, 358, 359

truth quest abandoned in, 84, 96, 
359–61

urban initiatives, 435n31

Zionism and, 70, 71

Kibbutz Zionism, 82, 84

Kilauea (Hawai‘i), 11
Kim Jong-il, 129

King, Martin Luther, Jr., 132, 368, 372

Kitto, H. D. F., 120–21

Klasiers River, 409n1

knowledge and mystery, 103–7

Konner, Melvin, 166

Ko‘olau Mountain Range (Hawai‘i), 10

Kruger, Jimmy, 125–26, 343–44

Kruger National Park (South Africa), 12
Krugman, Paul, 57

Kruiper, Toppies, 16
kudu, 65

“kudu mind, putting on,” 252–53

Kuhn, Thomas, 377–80, 436n1

kundalini energy, 234–35

/Kunta, 240

/Kurib Hartebeest, 202

Kxao, 170

kykeon, 286, 289, 325, 326, 327–29, 
430–31n22, 431n26

See also Eleusinian Mysteries
Kyoto University, 197

labor
division of, 27, 49, 207, 312, 334, 

359–60

kibbutz philosophy of, 82–83, 96, 
359, 360–61

wage, 424n39

laboratory animals, drug testing on, 38

Labor Party (Israel), 406n17

Laches (Plato), 126

Lakota Indians, 107–10, 114, 115, 215, 267, 
269–70, 272

Lame Deer, 122–23, 270–71, 344

Lancet, The (journal), 295

Land Filled with Flies (Wilmsen), 
193–94

language, development of, 150–51, 157, 
161, 166

Leacock, Eleanor, 193, 419n39

Leakey, Richard, 148, 409n2, 411n25, 
412n33

leap in being, 115–17

Lee, Richard, 190, 193, 194, 196, 201–2, 
207, 213, 419n39, 420n25

Leibbrandt, Robey, 343–44

Leninism, 405n8

leopards, 416n24

Lerner, Jaime, 363, 373



index 451

Lerner, Michael, Rabbi, 434–35n30

Levellers, 132

Lewis-Williams, David, 12, 268, 412n34, 
421n17, 424–25n46

Liberalism, classical
as cosmology, 131

death of meaning and, 44–45, 195

emergence of, 28, 400n2 (ch. 2)
Eurocentrism of, 369

globalization of, 380

ideology of, 28

industrial revolution spurred by, 
xviii–xix

modern-day liberalism vs., 25n
Native Americans as obstacle to, 

32–33

as paradigm, 380

as philosophical justification for 
modern institutions, 25–27

political philosophy of, 31–32, 
402n28

psychological damage from, 52

revolutions in, 25–27, 30

truth quest and, 27, 45, 57–59

in United States, 57–59

values of, as absolutes, 45

wilderness as viewed in, 33

liberalism, modern-day, 25n
liberation movements, 132

libido dominandi, 39, 91, 114
Libya, 369

Liebenberg, Louis, 413n42

light pollution, 363, 387–88

Linton Panel, 255–56, 424n44

lions, 184–87, 330, 374, 416–17nn24–25

lion spirits, 186, 237

Lithuania, 70

Lloyd, Lucy, 140, 172, 177, 224, 225, 268

Lochamim Le’Shalom (Combatants for 
Peace), 435n32

Locke, John, 7, 25, 276 33, 381–82

Liberal philosophy of, 31–32, 380, 
401n13

nature as viewed by, 7–8

on property and material wealth, 
401–2n26

truth quest abandonment and, 
44–46

Lost World of the Kalahari, The (van der 
Post), 178–79

Lycon, 332

Lyonpo Jigme Thinley, 366

Lyons, Oren, 216

lysergic acid diethylmide (LSD), 285, 
289–94, 289n, 326, 428n25

Machiavelli, Niccolò, 381–82

Maclean, Dorothy, 352

Macondo Deepwater Horizon oil rig 
disaster (2010), 55–56

Madison, James, 46–47, 49

Makapansgat cave (Western Transvaal), 
138

man, first, 145–46

mandala
future primal politics and, 347–48

as political ideal, 131–33

popularization of, 117
of primal politics, 83, 101, 118 fig., 

131–33, 161, 166–67, 197, 210, 214, 
219, 243, 309, 317, 337, 339–40, 
351–52, 381–82

as truth quest structure, xxi, xxii–
xxiii, 117–31, 118 fig.

Mandela, Nelson
birthplace of, 67

on direct democracy, 128, 342–43

face-to-face discussion as employed 
by, 125–26, 343–44

as gardener, 348

imprisonment of, 71, 97, 348

as individuated human being, 97, 
124, 372

periagoge of, during imprisonment, 
341–44



452 Future  Primal

Mandela, Nelson (continued)
primal principles exemplified by, 

132, 339, 368

Rugby World Cup (1995) and, 
345–47, 432n8

Mannheim, Karl, 359

mantis, 168–69, 230, 413n49

Maoism, 405n8

MA‘O Organic Farms (Hawai‘i), 351

Marais, Eugène, 138–39, 141, 151

Marathon, Battle of (490 bce), 310–11, 
331n

Marcuse, Herbert, 405n8

Marean, Curtis, 159, 412–13n40

Maria Sabina, 282, 428n28

Marshall, Elizabeth, 13n, 177, 180–82, 
181n, 184–86, 204, 211–12, 
416–17nn24–25

Marshall, John, 13–14, 177, 180–81, 183, 
185, 186, 239, 415n14, 416n24

Marshall, Laurence, 177, 180–81

Marshall, Lorna, 177, 180–81, 203–4, 205, 
207, 210, 211, 231, 415n14

Marx, Karl, 58, 191, 381–82, 405n8

Marxism, 405n8

Mash, Deborah, 427n21

Maslow, Abraham, 280

mass production, 25, 50

materialism, 25, 30, 33–34, 103, 145, 206, 
259, 339, 377

mathematics, 34–36, 306, 401nn13–15

Mbeki, Govan, 67

McDougall, Christopher, 413n42

McKenna, Terence, 285, 286, 426n2

McLuhan, Marshall, 370

“meat hunger,” 65, 183, 202

mechanization, 4, 36–38, 40–42, 50, 
57–58, 103, 142, 305, 359–60, 401n17

medicine wheel, 117, 121–22, 125, 269

See also mandala
meditation, 103–4, 385–87, 388

megafauna, 137–38, 181, 416n16

Meletus, 332

Mellart, James, 399n9

mescal bean, 286

mescalin, 295–96

Mesoamerica, 294, 426n4

metaparadigm, 377, 380

Metaphysical Foundations of Modern 
Science, The (Burtt), 42

metaxy, 113
middens, 158–59, 190

midwives, 264–65

Milgram, Stanley, 52

Milky Way, 103

Miltiades, 311

Mind in the Cave, The (Lewis-
Williams), 421n7

Minsky, Marvin, 40–41

modernity
cosmology of, 231

irony of, 169

political/economic institutions of, 
4, 25

revolutions in, 25–27

stress as result of, 209–10

monotheism
“God” anthropomorphized in, 113, 

113n
leap in being in, 116–17

morality, 314–15, 318

Morris, Benny, 433n21

Morris, Desmond, 182

moshavim, 358, 406n12

Mostert, Noel, 4, 67–68

MoveOn.org, 370

Move to Amend, 62

Mugabe, Robert, 129

multiculturalism, 98–99

mushrooms, entheogenic, 285–86, 294, 
326, 328, 426n2, 426n4, 428n28

My Hunter’s Heart (film), 16n
Mylonas, George, 430n19

mystery
boundary crossing and, 267–68

the “in-between,” 111–17



index 453

knowledge and, 103–7

politics of, 107–11

scientific method vs., 103–5

during trance dance (kia), 234–36

mystical experience, 264

mysticism
children and, 106–7

Jewish, 407n15

nature, 365

religion vs., 116
spontaneous experiences, 111–12

mythology
archetypes and, 143–44

Greek, 326–27

Hawaiian, 350

meaning narratives as, 217

San Bushman, 227–32, 241, 268–69, 
413n49

See also storytelling

Nachal, 85–86

Namibia, 13–14, 192, 194, 222

nanotechnology, 40–41

narcotics, 284

National Congress of American 
Indians, 421n31

National Geographic Genographic 
project, 405n3

National Institute on Drug Abuse 
(NIDA), 294

National Outdoor Leadership (NOLS), 
426n15

nation-state, 4
Native American Church, 286

Native Americans
beauty as viewed by, 279

boundary crossing by, 243

entheogenic shamanism among, 
286–87

Euro-American campaigns against, 
32–33

European spiritual disorder as 
viewed by, 108–9

face-to-face discussion among, 125

“Great Spirit” of, 113
Liberal view of, 400–401n10

mystery as viewed by, 107–10, 
269–70

nature as viewed by, 109, 110, 
269–70

whole person as viewed by, 121–23, 
270–73

nature
healing through contact with, 

273–74, 425–26nn12–14

human exploitation of, 7–8, 27

Liberal assumptions regarding, 27, 
131

mysticism, 365

Native American view of, 109, 110, 
269–70

primary relationship with, 109–10, 
363–64

shamanic relationship with, 83, 339

“state of,” North America as, 32, 
400–401n10

See also wilderness
Nature (journal), 414n2

Navajo Indians, 272

Nazism, xix, 51, 73, 86, 86n, 91, 246–47, 
272, 344

Neanderthals, 158, 412n34

neighborhood civic groups, 364

Neolithic Era, xviii, 285–86, 399n9, 
426n2

Netanyahu, Benjamin, 406n17

Neumann, Erich, 244

Nevins, Alan, 400–401n10

Newton, Isaac, 31, 33, 40, 305

New Yorker, 247–48

New Zealand All Blacks, 346–47

NGOs, independent, 371–72

Nguni people, 176

Nharo Bushmen, 198–99

night-sky meditation, 386–87

1949: The First Israelis (Segev), 433n21



454 Future  Primal

Noar Chalutzi Lochem (Nachal), 85–86

noblesse oblige, 400n2 (ch. 2)
Nordau, Max, 433n22

North America
Indian wars in, 32–33

Liberal view of, 32, 400–401n10

See also United States
!Nqate, 220, 254

/num, 233–37, 240, 249–50, 254, 255–56

/num k’’ausi, 234, 236, 242

N/um Tchai (film; 1969), 239

Nyae Nyae Conservancy, 14, 177, 180–81, 
189 figs., 210–11, 233

Nyae Nyae Development Foundation 
(Namibia), 13–14

Nyae Nyae Farmers Co-operative, 14n

Obama, Barack, 98–99

obedience, 51–52

O’Brian, Sharon, 421n31

Occupy Wall Street movement, 369–70

ocean trade, 29–30

Old Way, The (E. Marshall), 181–82

ololiqui, 430n20

Olympica (Descartes), 38

Ometz Le’Sarev (Courage to Refuse), 
435n32

Operation Rhino, 274

opposites, balancing, 241–42, 244–45, 
265, 270–73, 384

See also boundary crossing
oratory, 315

Order and History (Voegelin), 407–8n19

Orpen, Joseph, 225–26

Osmond, Humphrey, 290, 295

ostracism, 209

Otto, Rudolf, 111, 264

≠Ouma, 240

out-of-body experiences, 253

Outward Bound, 426n15

Oxford English Dictionary (1889), 176

paleoanthropology, 137–38

Pale of Settlement, 70, 81

Paleo-Indians, 286

Paleolithic era, 157, 158–61, 190, 417n29

paleontology, 137

Palestine
Jewish emigration to, 70

partitioning of (1948), 87, 357

West Bank occupation, 87

See also Israel-Palestine conflict
Palestine Mandate, 87

Palestinian nationalism, 96–97, 433n22, 
434n29

Papa, 350

Pappe, Illan, 433n21

Papsalum distichum, 431n26

paradigm
fear of, 379

normal vs. revolutionary, 378–79

ubiquity of, 379–80

use of term, 377, 436n1

parrhesia, 315

Passion of the Western Mind, The 
(Tarnas), 293

Patel, Ricken, 370

Paul, Gregory, 40

Pauli, Wolfgang, 142

pedomorphism, 164

Peganum harmala, 304–5, 428–29n33

Peloponnesian War (431–404 bce), 331, 
332

periagoge, 60, 61, 75, 340–44

Persian Empire, 120, 310–11, 331n
peyote, 286, 299

Phaedrus (Plato), 329–30

Pheidippides, 311

Philippines, 419n3

philosopher-kings, 319

philosophy, 34, 76, 97–98, 100–101, 
314–15, 317–18, 325, 391

Pienaar, François, 346–47

Pinchbeck, Daniel, 428n23

Pindar, 325, 328

Pinnacle Point (South Africa), 409n1

Pisistratus, 312



index 455

Plains Indians, 270–71, 286

Plato
author’s experience teaching, 

322–24

cave allegory of, 74–75, 77, 263–64, 
314

on courage, 126

as Eleusinian Mysteries participant, 
286, 325

elitist academy of, 309

on the Good, 317–20

on ideal polis size, 127, 311

influence of, 116
metataxy as defined by, 113
periagoge as defined by, 60

Socrates’s teachings preserved by, 
127 

truth quest of, 381–82

on values in isolation, 45

Plato, works
The Apology, 308, 317, 324, 332

Gorgias, 314

Laches, 126

Phaedrus, 329–30

Republic, 74–75, 318–20, 321–24, 
429n7

Symposium, 113
play, 164–66

Player, Ian, 13n, 144, 274–75, 280, 426n15

Pleistocene epoch, 166, 286, 415–16n16

Plutarch, 325

plutocracy, 48, 56–57, 217

Polak, Henry, 405n5

polis, xxiin, 121, 127, 129

civilization and, 330

corruption of, 334

defining values of, 309

face-to-face discussion in, 311

height of, 331

individual vs. community in, 311–12

modern moral/political crisis and, 
333–34

primal, 132, 351–52

whole person in, 310–13

political action, 387–88

political philosophy
Liberal, 31–32

as paradigm, 380

revolutionary, 436n3

use of term, xiv–xv
politics

Bushman, 127

cosmology behind, as exhausted, 
xii

electoral, 316

of mystery, 107–11

new, 63

reconnection with wilderness and, 
280–81

revolutions and, 380

truth quest abandoned in, xv
use of term, xiv–xv
See also primal politics

population growth, 331, 338, 402n35

Port Elizabeth (South Africa)
as author’s birthplace, 3, 67

author’s return to, 4–5

geography of, 3–4, 5, 67–68

human origins near, 67

Porto Alegre (Brazil), 339, 363–65, 373

Portuguese exploration, 174–75

postmodernism, 193, 194–95, 217, 379

See also deconstructionism, 
postmodern

power hierarchies, 27, 207

prayer, 388

primal ethic, 241–46

primal politics
of the Iroquois, 214–18

in kibbutzim, 83

mandala of, 83, 101, 131–33, 161, 
166–67, 197, 210, 214, 219, 243, 
309, 317, 337, 339–40, 351–52, 
381–82

modern undermining of, 337–39

periagoge as central to, 340

resurgence of, 339–40



456 Future  Primal

primal politics (continued)
shamanism as central to, 241–42, 

306–7

wilderness origins and, 163

See also San Bushmen, primal 
politics of

“primal revolution,” xviii, xx fig., 117, 
140, 151

primate, inner, 137, 151

primate body, living in, 385

Primate Research Center (Madison, 
WI), 154–56

primates
anthropomorphizing of, 151

in captivity, 411n30

face-to-face communication 
among, 146–48

ground-living vs. arboreal, 149–51

human evolution from, 156–61

intersubjectivity among, 148–49

scientific research on, 151–56, 
411n30

surplus intelligence of, 145

upright gait in, 150

See also baboons; chimpanzees; 
human-primate nexus

Principia Mathematica (Newton), 33

Principles for Responsible Investing 
(PRI), 61, 404n56

professionalization, 313, 315, 317, 331

profit, 37, 49–50, 52, 54, 359–60

property qualifications, 47–48

property rights, 26, 45–46, 47–48, 
399–402n26

Protestant Reformation, 25, 28

psilocybin, 286, 294–95, 426n4, 427n18, 
427n21, 428n25, 428n28

Psychiatric Research Institute (Prague), 
291

psychic energy, activation of, 423–24n37

psychology, depth, 409–10n9

psychopathology, 55

psycho-technologies, 263

See also entheogens; hallucinogens

psychotherapy, 292

Psychotria viridis, 297

Pythagoras, 431n28

Qing, 226

quantum physics, 77–78, 293

questions, 320–21, 390–91, 392

Qumran caves (Israel), 90, 304–5

rationality, 27, 31, 34, 377

Realms of the Human Unconscious 
(Grof), 427n12

Register, Richard, 363, 373

relativism, xv, 378

religion, xiii–xiv, xv, 34

addiction and, 295–96

etymology of, 244

institutionalized, vs. mystical, 116
syncretistic, 309, 428n24

Ur-religion, shamanism as, 262–65

religious revolution, xviii
religious right, 360

Renaissance, 334

Republic (Plato), 74–75, 318–20, 321–24, 
429n7

republic vs. democracy, 46–47

res cogitans, 36, 38, 50, 154, 318

res extensa, 36–37, 41, 154

Restaurante Popular (People’s 
Restaurant; Brazil), 365

“reverse dominance,” 200–201, 
420–21n28

revolutions
negotiated, 347

politics and, 380

rhinoceros, 13n, 68, 274, 276

Rifkin, Jeremy, 432n5

Rig Veda, 286, 326

Ritchie, Claire, 416n24

Road to Eleusis, The (Ruck, Hofmann, 
and Wasson), 326, 430n19, 430–31n22, 
431n25

Robben Island (South Africa), 



index 457

Mandela’s imprisonment at, 97, 342, 
348

Robberg Peninsula (South Africa), 6, 8, 
409n1

robots, 40–41

rock art, European, 221–24, 248, 257

rock art, San Bushman, 167 fig.
academic studies of, 224–27, 

421–22n7, 422n9, 424–25n46

age of, 421nn4–5

author’s experience, 8–9

European rock art compared to, 
168, 221–25, 257

intention/meanings of, 226–27

in Kruger National Park, 12, 13
Linton Panel, 255–56, 424n44

number of sites, 11
Rosetta Stone of, 248–51 figs., 

248–52

shamanic significance of, 221, 
224–25, 248–52, 257, 266

trance dance and, 174, 236, 253–56, 
254–56 figs.

Rock Cree Indians, 110
rock shelters, 158

Rome, Visigoth conquest of (396 ce), 
325

Roosevelt, Eleanor, 387

Rosetta Stone, 248, 257

Rosie, 179

Round Head Culture, 286

Rousseau, Jean-Jacques, 130, 381–82

Ruck, Carl A. P., 325, 326, 430n19, 
430–31n22, 431n25

Rugby World Cup (1995), 345–47, 432n8

running, human development of, 
157–58

Rupert, 275

Russell, Peter, xvii, xix, 399n8

Rwanda, xix

sacrifice, 340

Sahlins, Marshall, 191, 206, 417n29

Sale, Kirkpatrick, 348–49

San Bushmen
academic studies of, 190–95, 197, 

199n
amateur anthropological studies of, 

176–90, 415n10, 415n13

author’s meeting with, 11–17, 210–11

baboons as viewed by, 139–41

boundary crossing by, 242, 344

child-rearing among, 207–9, 419n4

cosmology of, 7, 139, 217, 225, 231, 
257

cultural identity of, 176

death causes among, 416n24

diet of, 65, 182–83, 202, 416n19

“early times” of, 404n2

ecological sensitivity of, 183–87

endurance hunt of, 161–63, 162 fig., 
163 fig., 187, 413n42

European contact with, 67, 174–76

as related to founder population, 
171–74, 171n, 374

four-part quest model exemplified 
in, xxi–xxii

genetic diversity among, 172–73, 
414nn2–3

as hunter-gatherers, 138, 183–84, 
184 fig., 189 figs., 198, 199, 416n17, 
417n33

!hxaro gifting tradition of, 205–6

individualism as viewed by, 207–8

languages of, 140n, 172, 173

marital relations, 200, 212

mythology of, 168–69, 227–32, 
268–69, 413n49

persistence of, in southern Africa, 
138

religious sensibility of, 226–27

“reverse dominance,” 200–201, 
420–21n28

sociability of, 203, 209

societal transition of, 192, 199n, 
417n33, 424n39



458 Future  Primal

San Bushmen (continued) 
storytelling of, 167–69

use of term, xxiin
violence among, 213–14

wilderness as viewed by, 111, 182–83

See also rock art, San Bushman; 
trance dance, San Bushman

San Bushmen, primal politics of, 191–92

academic studies of, 197–99

big-picture construct, 217–19

caring/sharing ethos, 203–6, 
420n16, 420n19

chief role, 202–3

conflict resolution, 214

direct democracy, 129, 207–10

egalitarianism, 200–203, 241, 419n3

face-to-face discussion, 127, 210–14, 
420n25

Iroquois politics compared to, 
214–18

modern Western politics 
contrasted with, 218–19

as paradoxical, 198–200

trance dance and, 241

violence, 213–14

Sandoz, 290

Sarvodaya Shramadana (Sri Lanka), 
353–54

Sassen, Willem, 403n37

satyagraha, 368

Sautuola, Marcelino Sanz de, 223

savanna, 137–38, 152, 184–86, 280

Save the Rhino project, 13n
Sayeret Habika, 85

Schmidt, Sigrid, 413n48

Scholem, Gershom, 407n15

Schuster, Charles, 294

science
author’s education in, 77–78

Cartesian, 36–38, 40–42, 50, 57, 142, 
154, 156, 377, 411n30

future primal synthesis and, xix–xx
historiography of, 436n1

illiteracy in, in US, 59

mystery and, 103–5, 108

normal vs. revolutionary cognition 
in, 378–79

shamanism and, 306

value/fact separation in, 34

Western dominance and, 26

Scientific American, 156

scientific method, 34, 35–36, 40, 103–5, 
195, 290–91

scientific revolution, xviii, 25, 30, 34–38

Scotland, eco-villages in, 339, 352, 355, 
362, 372–73

Sde Boker Kibbutz, 358

seasonal affective disorder (SAD), 273

sea trade, 29–30

Second Treatise on Government (Locke), 
31

Segev, Tom, 433n21

self, shamanistic understanding of, 
272–73

self-consciousness, 112–17, 165, 267–68, 
306–7

self-expression, 391

self-interest, xv, 32, 53–56, 57–58, 62, 
216–17, 313, 334, 341

selfishness, 58

self-knowledge, 265–66, 382

self-sufficiency, 311

self-understanding, individual, xxi, 281

Sephardic Jews, 70

sePhuti language, 226

Sex and Friendship (Smuts), 411n25

sexual dimorphism, 157

Sha’ar le-Adam peace camp (Israel), 362

shadow, 123–24, 244

shamanic dance, 167–68

shamanic ecstasy, 262–65, 284, 296–97

shamanic technologies, 388

shamanism, xiii–xiv, 14–15, 141

academic studies of, 423n30

boundary crossing and, 141, 241–42, 
261–62



index 459

as central to primal politics, 
241–42, 306–7

Christian repression of, 287

democratization of, 233, 246–47

depth psychology and, 409–10n9

ecstasy in, as Ur-religion, 262–65, 
284

endurance hunt and, 162–63

etymology of, 284n
evolutionary significance of, 241

goals of, 244, 266

Greek, 325–26

“hard” (hallucinogen-assisted), 
273, 283

healing power of, 261, 288

in Judaism, 404n2

Mesoamerican, 294, 426n4

paradoxical ethic of, 270–73

philosophy and, 325

rock art and, 221–22, 224–25, 
248–52, 257

Socratic philosophy and, 318–20

“soft” (nature healing), 273–74, 283

use of term, 262–63

visionary practices of, 261

wilderness and, 262, 296–97, 306–7, 
339

See also boundary crossing; trance 
dance, San Bushman

Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of 
Ecstasy (Eliade), 263

shamans
therianthropic, 250 fig., 255

as whole persons, 270–73

Shamir, Yitzhak, 406n17

Shanon, Benny, 298–99, 304

Sharon, Ariel, 406n17

shell middens, 158–59, 190

Shepard, Paul, 146–47, 410n19, 411n30

Sheridan, General Philip, 33

Shimkus, John, 59

Siberian shamanism, 286

Sicily, Greek invasion of (415 bce), 332

“sick building syndrome,” 273

Silberbauer, George, 212–13

Sioux Indians, 56–57, 270–71

Sisulu, Walter, 67

Sitting Bull, Chief, 269

Six-Day War (1967), 358

skepticism, 377–78, 379

slavery, 334

Slovo, Joe, 71

Smith, Adam, 25, 44–45, 48–50, 53, 54, 
58, 210, 380, 402n27

Smith, Colin, 295

Smith, Huston, 336, 338

Smuts, Barbara, 147, 148, 151–54, 411n25

Sobel, Dava, 105

social contract, 32, 45–46

socialism, 400n2 (ch. 2)
socialization process, 123–24

social justice, 371

societal collapse, 337–38, 339

Socrates, 165

cave allegory of, 74–75

dialectics of, 149, 344

as Eleusinian Mysteries participant, 
286, 325–30

exile and, 124

face-to-face discussion and, 210, 
214

on the Good, 308, 317–24, 333

paradoxical history of, 309–10

as shaman, 318–20, 329, 431n28

teachings of, recorded by Plato, 127

trial/execution of, 75–76, 124, 313, 
317, 318, 331–33

truth quest of, 149, 317–18, 333–34, 
381–82

on urban life, 329–30

on values in isolation, 45

Socratic discussion. See face-to-face 
discussion

Socratic philosophy, 314–15, 318–20, 390

Solon, 312

solstice rituals, 386



460 Future  Primal

Solway, Jacqueline, 194

soma, 286, 326, 428–29n33

sophistry, 315, 331–32, 333, 334

Soul of the Ape, The (Marais), 138

South Africa
author’s education in, 72–74

author’s identity in, 73–74, 77, 356

biodiversity in, 5, 399n1

history of, 67

Jewish population of, 69, 70–71

Mandela as president of, 341

See also apartheid
South African Defense Forces, 192

South African Museum, 255–56, 424n44

Sparta, 332

specialization, 207, 359–60

species extinction, 4, 61, 181, 398n2, 
415–16n16

Spier, Fred, 398n6

spirituality, modern Western interest in, 
258–59

Spragens, Thomas, 436n3

Springboks, 345–47

Sri Lanka, sustainable agriculture in, 
353–54

Standing Bear, Luther, Chief, 102, 107, 
108, 208, 267

Stangneth, Bettina, 402–3n37

St. Anthony’s Fire, 430n20

St. Denis, Verna, 422–23n19

Steinsaltz, Adin, 244–45

Steppenwolf (Hesse), 267, 272

Stevens, Jay, 290

Stoll, Arthur, 289

Stoney Indians, 279

Storm, Hyemeyohsts, 117–19, 121–22

Storming Heaven (Stevens), 290

storytelling
cosmic story, 336, 339–40, 373–75

emergence of, 161

one’s own, 389–90

practical applications, 389–90

by primates, 152–54

as public performance, 232

San Bushman, 166–69, 228–29, 241

“telling us into being,” 113
See also mythology

Stow, George William, 226, 422n9

Stransky, Joel, 347

Stropharia cubensis, 285–86, 294–95

Structure of Scientific Revolutions, The 
(Kuhn), 436n1

sun, the, 104–5

sunrise meditation, 385–86

sunset meditation, 103–4, 385–86

sustainability, 338, 349–51, 353–54, 371

Suzmann, Helen, 405n5

Suzuki, Daisetz, 320–21

SWAPO, 192

Swimme, Brian Thomas, x, 104, 164–65, 
169, 336, 385, 406–7n1

symbolic representation, early 
development of, 159–60, 160 fig., 161, 
167 fig., 168

See also rock art, San Bushman
Symposium (Plato), 113
synchronicities, 142

syncretistic religion, 309

Syria, 92

Table Mountain (South Africa), 10
Tall Bull, William, 243

Tanaka, Jiro, 197

Taoism, 242

Tao Te Ching, 376

Tarnas, Richard, xvi, 293

Tassili n’ Ajjer, 285–86

Tatanga Mani, Chief, 279

Tatanka Yotanka, Chief, 269

Taung limestone quarry (South Africa), 
409n1, 410n16

Tea Party movement, 369–70

technology, 32

Teilhard de Chardin, Pierre, 79–81, 131, 
245, 305–6

television, 367



index 461

Teller of Many Tales (Jones), 415n10

“tensional complex,” 116
Terry, Rev., 175

Thanatos, 91

Thatcher, Margaret, 48

There’s a Limit (Yesh Gvul) 435n32

therianthrope, 250–51 figs., 255, 257, 258 
fig., 266

“thing-reality,” 113–14

Thirty Tyrants, 332, 333

Thirty Years’ War, 39

Thompson, William I., 41–42, 305

thought, 391

Thurlow, Edward, Baron, 54

Thurman, Judith, 247–48

thuru, 242, 244–45, 246–47, 344

tikkun ha’olam, 72, 356

Tikkun magazine, 434n30

Time magazine, 61

time trading, 389

Toma, /Twi, 14, 15 fig.
Towers, Bernard, 79

trade, 29–30

Traill, Anthony, 414n3

trance dance, San Bushman, 9, 14–15, 
174

author’s experience, 233

boundary crossing during, 252–53

community required for, 424n39

described, 233–37, 252

egalitarianism of, 246–47

initiation of, 233

performance of, for money, 424n39

rock art and, 236, 253–56, 254–56 
figs.

shamanic ecstasy attained through, 
263, 423–24n37

socialization through, 232–33

storytelling and, 232

Western experience/translation of, 
237–41, 423n27, 423nn29–30

trance healing, 422–23n19

transsexuals, 272

trickster deities, 97–98, 168–69, 228, 
229–32, 265, 272, 413n49

Tricksters & Trancers (Guenther), 198

Trois Frères cave (France), 257, 258 fig.
truth quest

anthropology and, 194

author’s, xiii, 4–5, 8–11

communal agriculture and, 348

community and, 321–22

components of, 118 fig., 131–32

defined, 337

in early societies, xiii–xiv
four-part model for, xxi–xxiii
individual creativity/collective 

good mediated in, 368

Liberalism and, 27, 45

mandala structure of, xxi, xxii–
xxiii, 117–31, 118 fig.

periagoge and reorientation to, 340

Platonic cave allegory and, 76

practical applications, 390–92

primal, xv, 118 fig., 161–63

recovery of, 62–63

science-informed, xiii
Socratic, 317–18, 333–34

truth quest, author’s
in England, 76–82

future primal politics and, 66

in Hawai‘i, 98–101

in IDF, 85, 88–95

in Israeli kibbutzim, 82–85

Jewish identity and, 65–66, 69–72

mandala dynamic and, 101

original purpose of, 65

path with a heart, 97–98

Platonic cave allegory and, 74–76

in South Africa, 67–74

truth quest, modern abandonment of, 
48–49

“big history” and, xvii, 27

in free-market economics, 48–51, 
53–56

in government, 45–48



462 Future  Primal

truth quest, modern abandonment of 
(continued) 

institutions behind, 4–5

in kibbutzim, 84, 96, 359–61

Liberalism and, 32–34, 57–59

medieval roots of, 28–32

as paradox, xv–xvi
Socratic quest and, 333–34

spiritual disease driving, 253–54

in United States, 57–59

value/fact separation as central to, 
34

visionary narratives and, 91

Western revolutions and, 25–27, 
34–38

tryptamine, 428n25, 428n28

Tswana people, 201, 203

Tunisia, 368–69

“Turkana Boy,” 412n33

Tutu, Desmond, 372

Twele, 239

Two Treatises on Government (Locke), 7, 
27, 401n26

Tyson, Neil deGrasse, 406n3

Ubuntu, 126

Ulrich, Roger S., 425–26nn12–14

Umfolozi Game Reserve (Zululand), 
274–79

Umfolozi River, 276–77

Umkhonto we Sizwe, 71

unconscious, the, 143, 410n9, 410n11

União do Vegetal church, 297, 428n24

United Nations, 61, 87, 339, 352, 353, 357, 
373, 404n56

United States
antidepressant use in, 427n16

child abuse in, 156, 411n29

civil rights movement in, 368, 369

counterculture in, 290–91, 369

direct democracy in, 128, 315–16

eco-villages in, 339, 354, 372

finance industry and economic 
collapse in (2008), 56

founding fathers of, as classical 
Liberals, 45–47

identity transgressions punished 
in, 272

Liberalism as embodied in, 57–59

as plutocracy, 56–57

scientific illiteracy in, 59

urbanization in, 50, 402n35

United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID), 14

United States Congress, 403n52

United States Constitution
Fourteenth Amendment, 53, 62

Iroquois Confederacy influence 
on, 216

as Liberal vision, 25–26, 58

property rights enshrined in, 
45–46, 402n28

truth quest abandoned in, 45–47, 58

universe
18th-century view of, 106

scale of, 105–6

University of Amsterdam, 398n6

University of Hawai‘i, 4, 99, 322–24

University of Missouri, 237–38

University of the Witwatersrand, 12
Uppsala University Hospital (Sweden), 

274

urbanization, xii, 50, 402n35

urban kibbutzim, 435n31

urban life, 329–30, 359, 362–64, 373

usury, 29

van der Post, Laurens, 144, 170, 177–80, 
186, 191, 280, 415n10, 415n13

Varieties of Religious Experience, The 
(James), 111–12

Vedas, 428–29n33

veldt, 4, 4n, 277

Venus figurines, 264–65

Verwoerd, Hendrik, 69

victory gardens, 387



index 463

Vietnam War, 369

Viljoen, Constand, 345

violence, 213–14, 377

virtue, 318

Visigoths, 325

visions, shared, 300–301

“Visit to the Lion’s House, A,” 268

visualization, 289

vivisection, 37

Voegelin, Eric, 20, 24, 253

on anamnesis, 64

civilizamtions covered by, 408n22

consciousness, split structure of, 
113, 113n, 143, 293

consciousness-reality-language, 116, 
408n20

influence of, 410n12

It-reality as part of the in-between, 
113–15, 144

Jewish mysticism and, 407n15

Jung and, 143

leap in being, 66, 115–16

modernity as viewed by, xvi, 24

publications of, 407–8n19

reflective-philosophical path of, as 
truth quest starting point, 117

reputation of, 112, 407n17

scholarship of, 112–13

on truth quest, 2
Volksfront (South Africa), 345

Wai’anae community (Hawai‘i), 350

Wakan Tanka, 107–9, 114, 115, 267, 
269–70

Wakea, 350

Walker, Liz, 354

walking, human development of, 157–58

Walking Buffalo, Chief, 279

Wasson, R. Gordon, 286, 326, 426n4, 
428n28, 430n19, 430–31n22, 431n25

Wasson, Valentina, 426n4, 428n28

Waterberg Mountains, 138–39

water discipline, 88, 88n
Watson, James D., 289

Wealth of Nations, The (Smith), 48–49

Weather Underground, 369

Weber, Max, 30

Weinberg, Paul, 170

Weissner, Polly, 420n16

Weizmann, Chaim, 434n29

Wells, Robin, 57

Wells, Spencer, 413n2

Wendt, W. E., 421n4

werewolves, 237, 260, 266–67

West, the
as cognicentric, 289

hallucinogens feared/disrespected 
in, 262, 283–84, 290–91, 294

individualism as viewed in, 207

“killer apps” responsible for 
dominance of, 26

moral/political crisis in, 333–34

shamanism disrespected in, 262

sharing ethos reemerging in, 206

spiritual revival in, 258–59

West Bank (Palestine), 87

Westhuizen, Jan van der (“Oom Jan”), 
16–17

What Is Zen? (Suzuki), 320–21

Whitehead, Alfred North, 317

White Hole in Time (Russell), xvii
whole, good of the, 62, 311, 351–52, 368

whole person, the, 119–20

autonomy loss and feelings of, 51

Greek ideal of, 120–21, 243, 310–13, 
316–17

holotropic experiences and, 293

in Jungian psychology, 123–24, 
243–44

in kibbutzim, 83

as mandala quadrant, 118 fig.
Mandela and, 344–45

moral autonomy of, 241

in Native American cultures, 121–23

practical applications, 388–89

in San Bushman culture, 241

shaman as, 270–73

See also individuation



464 Future  Primal

wilderness
ancestral relationship with, 161–63, 

415–16n16

beauty of, 278, 279, 280

boundary crossing into, 242, 
265–70, 330

civilization vs., 329–30

degradation of, 4, 337

healing through contact with, 
273–74, 425–26nn12–14

human origins in, 6–7, 296–97, 337

indigenous views of, 110–11, 269–70

inner, 144, 330

politics and, 280–81

primal vs. Liberal views of, 33

shamanism and, 262, 296–97, 
306–7, 339

See also nature
wilderness ecology, 219

wilderness immersion, 89–90, 261, 
274–81, 350, 426n15

Wilderness Leadership School, 144, 274

wilderness rapture, 280

Williams, Chester, 345

Wilmsen, Edwin, 170, 193–94, 197, 
417–18nn36–37

Wilson, Bill, 295–96

Wilson, E. O., 61, 273, 398n2

Windhoek (Namibia), 13–14

Wishard, William van Dusen, xii
witches, 265

Wolin, Sheldon, 436n3

Women Like Meat (Biesele), 183

women’s movement, 369

work ethic, 26, 30

World Bank, 403n43

World Conference on Hunter Gatherers 
(1978), 191

World Health Organization, 273

World War I, 433n22

World War II, 343–44

World Wildlife Federation, 14

/Xam people, 8, 15, 136, 172, 177, 225, 233, 
236–37, 268, 336, 413n49

Xhosa language, 171

Xhosa people, 67, 342–43

!Xo Bushmen, 162–63, 252

Xumu, 300

Yakima Indians, 214–15

Yaqui shamanism, 287–88

Yehuda, Ben, 433n22

Yesh Gvul (There’s a Limit), 435n32

YHWH, 115
yin/yang dynamic, 242

yoga, 423–24n37

Yom Kippur War (1973), 92–95

youth rebellion (1960s), 290–91, 369

Zen Buddhism, 320–21

Zerzan, John, 191–92

Zionism, 70, 71–72, 81, 82, 84, 96–97, 
356–57, 406n11, 433–34nn21–23, 
434n29

Zohar, 404n2

Zoroastrianism, 428–29n33

Zulu language, 171



465

Louis G. Herman is a professor of political science at the University of 
Hawai‘i–West O‘ahu (UHWO). He was born in an orthodox Jewish com-
munity in apartheid South Africa, and his earliest memories were of “wil-
derness rapture”— intoxication with the rugged beauty of the South African 
bushveld and coastline. At age twelve his family moved to England, where he 
received a science education that culminated in degrees in medical sciences 
and the history and philosophy of science at Cambridge University. Disil-
lusioned with academia, he gave up a medical career, sought out his “tribal” 
roots, moved to an Israeli kibbutz, and volunteered for military service in 
a combat infantry unit. His wartime experience confronted him with two 
hard realities. One was the long-ignored, obvious fact that Arabs were also 
indigenous to the land; the other was the absurdity of war as a long-term 
solution to political conflict. He felt compelled to start over, to return to the 
Socratic question “How should we live?”

After studying political philosophy at the Hebrew University and com-
pleting his PhD at the University of Hawai‘i, he found that the two tracks of 
his search, the personal and the political, led him back to southern Africa, 
the birthplace of modern humanity. His search increasingly converged on 
the wisdom of the oldest culture on earth, the San Bushmen. Future Primal 
represents the culmination of this search.

For the past twenty years, Herman has been at UHWO developing a  
political science curriculum and pedagogy based on the principles of the 

about the author



466 Future  Primal

primal truth quest. Also, he is co–executive producer and principal investi-
gator for a feature-length documentary on the issues raised in Future Primal. 
The film is a joint UHWO/Earthrise production with Craig and Damon Fos-
ter, inspired by The Great Dance, their award-winning documentary on the 
last of the nomadic San Bushman hunter-gatherers.









new world library is dedicated to publishing books and other media 

that inspire and challenge us to improve the quality of our lives and the 

world. 

We are a socially and environmentally aware company, and we strive to embody 

the ideals presented in our publications. We recognize that we have an ethical 

responsibility to our customers, our staff members, and our planet. 

We serve our customers by creating the finest publications possible on personal 

growth, creativity, spirituality, wellness, and other areas of emerging importance. We 

serve New World Library employees with generous benefits, significant profit shar-

ing, and constant encouragement to pursue their most expansive dreams.

As a member of the Green Press Initiative, we print an increasing number 

of books with soy-based ink on 100 percent postconsumer-waste recycled paper. 

Also, we power our offices with solar energy and contribute to nonprofit organi-

zations working to make the world a better place for us all.

Our products are available
in bookstores everywhere.

For our catalog, please contact:

New World Library 
14 Pamaron Way

Novato, California 94949

Phone: 415-884-2100 or 800-972-6657

Catalog requests: Ext. 50

Orders: Ext. 52

Fax: 415-884-2199

Email: escort@newworldlibrary.com

To subscribe to our electronic newsletter, visit 
www.newworldlibrary.com




	Copyright page
	Contents
	Foreword
	Introduction
	Part I. Where Are We?
	Chapter 1. The Truth Quest
	Chapter 2. Abandonment of the Quest — A Path with No Heart
	Chapter 3. Recovery of the Quest, Part I — Anamnesus: Searching with My Life
	Chapter 4. Recovery of the Quest, Part II — Politics of Mystery
	Part II. Where Do We Come From?
	Chapter 5. Out of Wilderness
	Chapter 6. Lost Worlds
	Chapter 7. Primal Politics
	Chapter 8. "If You Don't Dance, You Die"
	Chapter 9. Boundary Crossing
	Chapter 10. The Outer Reaches of Inner Wilderness
	Chapter 11. The Primal Polis: Socrates as Shaman
	Part III. Where Should We Be Going?
	Chapter 12. Our Primal Future
	Epilogue. A Tao of Politics
	Appendix. Future Primal Toolkit
	Acknowledgments
	Endnotes
	Index
	About the Author

