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Indigenous Bodies, Civilized
Selves, and the Escape from the
Earth
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Prelude: Walking Wisdom

About a half century ago a friend of mine who later became an
anthropologist, Thomas “Tim” Buckley (1942–2015), was apprenticed to
and adopted as a nephew by Harry Roberts (1906–81), a Yurok spiritual
teacher, in northern California. Among the many things he learned, as
Buckley put it, Roberts

taught us that when we walk, we can feel the earth pushing back, supporting us. We talk about
loving the earth. But we can also feel the earth loving us. Pay attention. Pay attention to the
stability and the reliability of the earth. You can say “love.” Harry would never use that word.
But I use it.1

Buckley learned a whole different awareness of our place on earth. I now
feel these words from my friend’s uncle when walking, I feel how one’s
energy is immediately participant in one’s surroundings—including those
that extend beneath us into the earth—through step-wise resistance, as well:
walking within the earth rather than upon it.

Recently I meditated on a question of how humanity can make a
difference in the downward trends of the biosphere. I soon visualized Atlas



holding the entire world on his shoulders (in the ancient myth he held the
celestial spheres, but ← 47 | 48 → I was visualizing the modern
misconception that he held the earth up). As my vision continued, mighty
Atlas put the earthly globe down from his shoulders, and lay on it on his
back (as with a kind of exercise ball), stretching. The image was humorous,
but I allowed the process to continue. Atlas began walking on the globe,
leaving an enormous “foot print,” and I saw our human relation to the earth
as that seemingly crushing domination.

Still in my vision, I realized that the human needed to be put into
perspective for the good of the earth, and so Atlas began to get smaller as the
earth got larger. As the process progressed I became Atlas walking the earth,
increasingly grasping the smallness of the human in relation to the great
globe, progressively feeling the sustaining power of the earth upon my
walking feet in each step. Things clarified: The earth holds us; we, in our
“titanic” myths of ego and machine power, do not hold it. The extrapolation
of the human to titanic proportions—to Atlas holding the world or the
celestial spheres, as though they depend on his power—is a delusion that
only speaks to our arrogant attempts to escape the laws of creation. Through
our fascination with the myth of the machine, we ignore how those laws also
include “the earth pushing back, supporting us … the earth loving us.”

From the Philosophy of the Earth to Escape from
the Earth: Up, Up, and Away!

I will show throughout this chapter that history needs to be understood as
involving a problematic interplay between the long-term legacy of human
evolution, still tempered into the human body today, and the shorter-term
heritage of civilization from its beginnings to the present. Each of us lives in
a tension between our Indigenous bodies and our civilized selves, between
the philosophy of the earth and that which I characterize as “the philosophy
of escape from the earth.” The standard story of civilization is one of linear
upward progress, a story that I will contest with an alternative philosophy of
history that I have developed, picturing history instead as a set of concentric
circles.

One simple way to view the gap between first ways foragers and civilized
and modern ways is through the opposed worldviews of the philosophy of



the earth versus the philosophy of escape from the earth. Humans evolved
into being as foragers under the guidance of the philosophy of the earth. We
evolved into humanity through the close attunement to circumambient life,
an outlook folklorist and philosopher John Stuart-Glennie characterized as
panzoonism, belief in the living powers of all things. In this sense we are
children of the earth, forged from the ← 48 | 49 → combined practical and
reverential attunement to it, as I put it in coining the term sustainable
wisdom in 2013:

Though we may think ourselves modern, we retain Pleistocene bodies … and Pleistocene needs,
bodied into being over our longer two million year evolution. What Shepard termed “the sacred
game,” the dramatic interplay of predator and prey, reminds us of that older evolutionary story,
wherein [humanity] emerges into being wide-eyed in wonder at circumambient life, a child of
the earth foraging for edible, sensible, thinkable, and sustainable wisdom.2

Through the domestication of plants and animals, and through permanent
settlements, the rise of agriculture and civilization marked a radical
transition toward a new outlook, one built on an idea of controlling nature
toward human ends, but which I term the philosophy of escape from the
earth.

Let us consider a few of the countless variations of the linear progress
extrapolation graph: a line from the bottom left, ever so slightly beginning to
lift, then the upswing of the slope, and finally “up, up, and away”—things
get progressively better. One version shows not much happening for the last
2 million years, a slight lift in the past 50,000 years, an upswing in the past
10,000 years with agriculture and then cities, and then “up, up, and away”
with the Industrial Revolution. Thanks to Western civilization in the modern
era, as the story goes, things begin to go up exponentially and continue to
elevate globally. Those peoples colonized, enslaved or exterminated by
imperializing, industrial civilization would of course view this story quite
differently.

A variant graph I came across traced the evolution of the most significant
inventions, with the Bronze Age to the Iron Age showing a slight lift, and
the trajectory escalating in post-medieval Europe. Between 1281 and 1600
only gunpowder and magnetism are listed. Unfortunately this graph left out
the mechanical clock, which Lewis Mumford called “the key machine of the
modern industrial age.” And that is not to mention the novel, which Czech
novelist Milan Kundera claimed as one of the most important inventions of
the modern era, opening up a new inner landscape. Nevertheless the



trajectory through plastics, airplanes, radar, computers, and atomic energy
still resulted in a happy “up, up and away” exponential ending—literally—
with its last listed item: space travel.3

Computational power versus human brain power represents another
variant of the civilization-as-ascending-progress story. One can imagine this
graph, imbued with the utopian visions of the futurists, artificial intelligence
advocates, and other technophiles, having the same trajectory. By about
2023 the human brain is supposed to be surpassed by computers. And to
those who might worry about the possibility of gradual absorption of one’s
mind by the devices that ← 49 | 50 → take one and one’s children
completely into their screens: not to worry. By 2045, according to futurist
Ray Kurzweil, the machine will be doing better than all of humanity
combined. Paradise, the Promised Land, will bring deliverance as the
singularity: “The Singularity will allow us to transcend these limitations of
our biological bodies and brains– … There will be no distinction, post-
Singularity, between human and machine.”4 I can think of some distinctions
Kurzweil neglects: the machine will likely not be put out of work by
automation, poor people will not be absorbed into singularity elites, and
world devouring capitalism is not likely to divert sufficient profits or
develop a “seven generations capitalism” model to heal the biosphere.

If living were simply computation, we could even go further and
completely “upload” ourselves from this world, to total electronic virtuality,
and finally be done with the earth. But living is so much more than the
schizoid model of the machine. Notice how these pro-progress scenarios
make no mention of the conditions required to support and sustain complex
organic life. Such views ignore how the earth itself is generative, not
reducible to the model of the machine. Earthiness is simply assumed as
something to be transcended through power and technical control; as though
human embodiment is inferior to disembodied cyberspace, and quantified
electronic information is superior to the palpable poetic wonder of the
variescent earth. Philosopher and physicist Charles Peirce coined the term
variescence to claim that the universe is not governed completely by
immutable law, but that there is a real element of spontaneity through which
new variety can come into being. It implied that laws of nature evolve, and
that evolution itself can evolve.5

Here is a final variant from historian Henry Adams’ 1909 essay, “The
Rule of Phase Applied to History” (Figure 3.1), with the same slope going



“up, up and away.” Adams was trying to map the increase in power over
time, and he saw how the invention of the steam engine around 1800
radically increased power, and precision as an instrument of power.

Though the slope of his graph is similar to the others, Adams realized
what none of the people in his age, and virtually none of the technophile,
technomaniacs of our age consider: that the increase in power is more than
simply machines or technology, it includes the context of the social
institutions surrounding it. Thus as power in machines increases,
corresponding increases in the controls provided by social institutions are
required. Adams intuited what Lewis Mumford later spelled out: the idea
that power can be reduced to technological functions independent of human
culture is an illusion that misses how technology is a human production
requiring human purposes in mind, rather than an autonomous realm with
rules of its own that we simply have to come into accord with.6 ← 50 | 51 →





Figure 3.1: Henry Adams, the increase in power over time.  
Source: H. Adams, “The Rule of Phase Applied to History.” in H. Adams & B. Adams, The
Degradation of the Democratic Dogma (New York, NY: Macmillan, 1919), 267–311.

Along with the above described trajectory upward slope comes
population explosion, with its devastations as well, including climate
change. Consider that our most intimate relationship with the environment is
through daily food. Civilization is based on a fundamental alteration of food,
the “agricultural revolution,” and its population exploding consequences
have never ended. The so-called “Green revolution,”—both the use of
phosphate fertilizers and the introduction of high yield wheat developed by
Norman Borlaug—from about 1948 on, amped up the agricultural revolution
and its population explosion into a much greater extrapolation upward,
especially in India and Pakistan. Borlaug was credited with “saving lives,”
but the radical increases in population (in India and Pakistan especially) and
the resultant threats of malnutrition and resource depletion were also direct
consequences.

Between 1970 and 2018 human population doubled, from a little over 3.5
billion to over 7.7 billion people. In roughly the same time period, between
1970 and 2014, there was a global average decline of 60 percent of
vertebrate species ← 51 | 52 → populations, and regionally an 89 percent
decline in Central and South America. Almost 44% of children in Pakistan
today are stunted, physically and mentally, due to malnutrition. That is over
28 million children. In 2015–2016 a third global coral bleaching event
occurred (the first two were in 1998 and 2010), due to very warm El Niño
ocean temperatures, and was the longest, most widespread, and most
damaging thus far, with severe threats to the Australian Great Barrier Reef as
well as many others. Numerous scenarios of unsustainability puncture the
happy “up, up, and away” ascent of the myth of progress, and raise the
question of the role of science and technology as manifestations, not of
progress, but of a ruinously self-destructive logic.

Modern science and technology emerged as a vast social construction, an
outlook that the universe is an enormous machine, a grand clockwork,
embodying what Lewis Mumford characterized in his two-volume book as
the “myth of the machine.”7 This false myth—that the machine is an
autonomous force independent of human purpose—has not prevented
science from discovering countless arrays of precise natural facts and natural
constructions, and of transforming the world, but in its classic form it stunts



the reality of science, of nature and sociality. It undervalues or excludes
elements of reality that do not fit the reductionist machine-like
characteristics.8

Despite the vast achievements and transformations of the earth brought
about by science and technology, Charles Peirce claimed that the “scientific
realist” framework in which science emerged harbors illogical assumptions
ultimately at odds with realism and with the continued development of
science. As a logician and practicing scientist Peirce challenged science to
come to terms with a more comprehensive living universe, alive in still
active creation and a reasonableness energizing into being.9

The upsurge of quantifying precision (in money and its measures and in
mechanized manufacture and science) symbolized by the mechanical clock,
led to a skewed worldview where quantity displaced the qualitative aspects
of experience, where the model of the mechanical machine displaced the
model of organic life. These changes reflected the transformation of Western
and now global consciousness toward one that I characterize as mechanico-
centric, as I will describe later.

Nevertheless, it must be admitted that genuine progress in the sciences
and technology not only exists, but that the practices of science and
technology are absolutely requisite for addressing the very problems of
unsustainability to which they may have contributed. The emerging
scientific concept of the Anthropocene, for example, draws the long record
of climate and life into awareness to reveal the significant human-influenced
impacts on global ecosystems, and impact now on a potential sixth major
period of extinctions. ← 52 | 53 →

So, how can we reconcile the facts of true progress in modern civilization
with the genuine increases in unsustainability? How can we reconcile
sustainable wisdom with unsustainable folly? Ecological philosopher Paul
Shepard suggested the direction: “The tools we have invented for
communicating our ideas and carrying information have actually impaired
our memories. We must begin by remembering beyond history.”10

Remembering beyond history involves remembering the evolutionary
trajectory that created the human body—not simply as some proto-utilitarian
calorie counter, as too many biological accounts would have it, but as a
creature alive to the moment practically, aesthetically, spiritually, and
socially.



The intelligible wild habitat, engaged through a ritual participatory
attitude that Shepard has characterized as “the sacred game,” nurtured the
evolution of humans through attunement given to it. By “the sacred game,”
Shepard meant the primal importance of the relationship between predator
and prey, the wild other and the human, in actual hunting and gathering
practices. And it retains a central significance as well in the varied activities
of life, including ritual, parenting, individual and clan identity, and as a
mode of imagination and thought, wherein the wild other is a focal source of
attunement.

Ethnographic accounts provide substantial evidence that wild animals and
plants held a central place in the practical and imaginative lives of human
foragers. The accounts also depict a “participation attitude,” a consciousness
of being passionately attuned to the ecological intelligence of the community
of life.11 This participation attitude, synonymous with what has been called
animism (perhaps more aptly called panzoonism) involves a relational
consciousness, thoroughly involved in its living and signifying habitat. In
this relational outlook, things are not inanimate substances, but rather
animate signs through which one finds clues and cues for living. The bodies
we evolved into, including psyche and self, were nourished by the
omnivorous engagement with the wild other in the sacred game.

It makes great sense to live in an ongoing dialogue with the intelligible
signs of the habitat, and to respect the potential wisdom it can impart. As
biologist Robin Wall Kimmerer puts it,

To be native to a place we must learn to speak its language … Learning the grammar of animacy
could well be a restraint on our mindless exploitation of land … [it can] remind us of the
capacity of others as our teachers, as holders of knowledge, as guides. Imagine walking through
a richly inhabited world of birch people, bear people, rock people, beings we think of and
therefore speak of as persons worthy of our respect, of inclusion in a peopled world. … Imagine
the access we would have to different perspectives, the things we might see through other eyes,
the wisdom that surrounds us.12 ← 53 | 54 →

In other work, I have argued that the increased, prolonged, unmatured
characteristics of neoteny that distinguish humans from other primates may
require attunement to wild, mature nature in order for humans to achieve
their own maturity.13 The “native state” of the plastic human mind as it
evolved into being involves the rationality derived from the animal and plant
minds to which it is omnivorously attuned, and through which it can find its
own maturity. Rationality is not simply a product of human consciousness,
but, as Peirce claimed, it is that “to which experience and reflexion would



tend indefinitely to make human approval conform.”14 Animal minds can be
focused, attentive, and experiential, and plants and fungi reveal health
promoting, symbiotic social networks, a “quasi-mind,” if you will.15

If humans are supposed to be more reflective creatures, that reflectivity
was originally likely expressive reflectivity, ritually based, something like
entrained, affirmative thought. Dancing an animal or tracking an animal, for
example, puts you in its habits of mind, and puts those habits of mind into
human social forms. Tracking involves literally a minute logic, a complex
syntax of a micro-landscape involved in any given track, as well as a
capacity for entrainment: it is a practical science and art.

Human plasticity and neoteny, together with progressively cooperative
social behaviors, required increased intersociality involving the social mind
of the living habitat as its food for thought, literally and metaphorically. This
capacity to find maturity through attunement to “the generalized wild other”
(to paraphrase George Herbert Mead’s term “the generalized other”) was
diminished in the transformation effected by domestication, settlement, and
civilization. Its last outpost, so to speak, was nascent science, which,
unfortunately, has remained too long under the spell of the machine, the
“generalized mechanical other.” Yet Peirce’s view of rationality and mind
opens the scientific door to the rationality to be found in wild nature, not
simply as the object of scientific investigation, but as profoundly formative
of the mind of science.

With the advent of agriculture and civilization, human societies turned
from the wild other as a central role model to other humans, and, in the
modern era, they have turned progressively to machine mediated interaction
and machine models of mind. When humans start to treat other neotenous,
unmatured primates, that is, other humans, as ultimate role models, the loss
of wild attunement represents a tragic escape from the informing philosophy
of the earth that nurtured us into being and that remains tempered into the
human body, psyche, and developmental needs.

In short, the rise of agriculturally based civilizations globally introduced a
radical departure from the conditions that sustained the emergence of ← 54 |
55 → anatomically modern humans. The civilized self contracted from the
centrality of direct engagement with wild nature to a progressively
domesticated, human dominant outlook. From its very beginnings, the
civilized self embarked on a new direction, that of the philosophy of escape
from the earth, a journey that continues unabated and even amplified to the



present day. Framing this journey as progress apparently still convinces most
people that escaping the earth is a worthy way of living.

The Contractions of Mind
The Primeval State of Man, was Wisdom, Art, and Science.

—William Blake16

Most philosophies of history since the Enlightenment assume progress.
Hegel’s dialectical model takes an idea as eventually giving rise to a counter-
position, and a third “synthesis” as providing a resolution of those contrasts
and a new, more comprehensive phase. Comte also took a three-part view of
history, understanding it as a progression from an original theological or
fictitious state, to a more abstract outlook of a metaphysical state, to a third
and final scientific or positive state. I have devised a new philosophy of
history with a different three-part approach to understanding human
development, taking civilization not as a linear advance of progress, but
rather as a progress in precision, paradoxically counteracted by a regression
in mind: history as a contraction of mind.17

I describe three stages in the contraction of mind: 1) animate mind as the
evolved outlook of foraging life; 2) anthropocentric mind as representing the
contracting transformation of consciousness produced by agriculturally-
based civilization; 3) mechanico-centric mind as representing a further
contraction from human-centered to a machine-centered consciousness,
produced by the rise of modern civilization and the mechanical scientific
worldview. Hence, this progressive contraction is marked by a turn from
original practical and reverential attunement to the living earth in hunting
and gathering societies, or animate mind, to a narrower focus of
anthropocentric mind beginning with the development of early civilizations,
where the human element became central and the wild devalued. And it
moves to an even more narrow focus of mechanico-centric mind, expanding
out of late medieval Europe and the development of modern science, where
the machine became model of the ultimate, the objectivist filter through
which the world is to be understood and made to fit.

The two million years of foraging through which we evolved were the
bodying forth and shaping of what I term animate mind. As Figure 3.2
illustrates, animate ← 55 | 56 → mind is that evolutionary mindset



reverentially and practically attuned to circumambient life, attuned to the
animate earth.18

Figure 3.2: The Contractions of Mind.  
Source: Author.



The development of agriculturally-based civilization marked a
contraction, a progressive contraction from our relation to the living earth
(the life and habitat around us and our relation to the wild significant other
as key in human outlook and beliefs) to the human as the primary significant
other, and, eventually to the human elevated as a divine other. In that
process, we walled ourselves off from the wild with agriculture and
civilization. We domesticated animals and plants to human purposes, that is,
to anthropocentric purposes. We achieved progress in precision, in farming
and animal husbandry, in city building and architecture, ← 56 | 57 → in
bureaucratic organization of military, laboring, and scribal institutions, even
as direct attunement to the animate earth receded.

Long before the modern clockwork universe, in the thousands of years in
which cities first came into being, new ways of consciousness emerged in a
transformation of humans into city-living, civilized beings. The city center
became the virtual, and indeed, the sacred pivot of the universe in many
cultures, even as the wild habitat lost significance.

The advent of civilization brought with it the rise of the spectator
attitude, an attitude in which the human spectacle took center stage. Even
well before the first cities, about 10,000 BCE, hunter gatherers on the verge
of domestication and agriculture at Göbekli Tepe in Southern Turkey created
the first known monumental complex, centered around Megalithic stones
shaped in a human T form, 4–5 meters (13–16 feet) tall, and weighing
between 5 to10 tons. Some have arms and fingers. Animals are also incised
on them, including boars, foxes, serpents, etc. As archaeologist Ian Hodder
noted:

There are lions, deer, and cattle, and also scorpions and all sorts of things. These are on the
human (forms). And, so the human has become central. And I think that is the most important
shift that we see. Because it’s only when humans become central to the natural world and
become able to dominate animals that they can domesticate animals.19

As excavator Klaus Schmidt put it, “First came the temple, then the city.”
Humans created a ritual self-reflection in the first monumental temples,
though still heavily adorned with the imprint of the animal.20

With the rise of cities thousands of years later, the temple and palace
become the axis mundi, embodying the city as the pivot of the world, and the
king as its semi-divine or divine apex. The “celestial spheres” of the night
sky become the personified spectacle of the Greek Titan Atlas, condemned



by Olympian Zeus to hold them aloft. Monotheism later projects a
transcendent divinity “out of this world.”

The course of civilization was to “elevate” engagement toward
spectatorship, and away from participation; toward a drama of a
transcendent, supernatural realm beyond nature, and away from the living
and immanent cosmos; toward “mind” and its conceptions of gods, and away
from the direct touch of the earth. The mind of civilization puts the human
drama into the foreground, early on this is done through conceptions of gods
and divine kings, prophets, saviors, and enlightenment, and later through
myths of materialism and machines as ultimate, as providing the
fundamental lessons to be learned.

Basic to civilization since its beginnings in the domestication of animals
and plants has been the attempt to control nature. The technologies of
agriculture ← 57 | 58 → sought to wall in the wild through domesticated
confinement, in order to provide the populace with sustainable food and the
sustainable sociality, arts, and crafts of the city. It has been, from the very
beginning, literally a dream of paradise, in the original meaning of the Old
Iranian word *paridayda or “walled enclosure.” Modern civilization has
continued this dream through the idea of progress, invoking science and
technology as means to assure total control over nature. But this dream has,
from its inception, been a delusion. Far from controlling nature, humans
have been consuming it in an unsustainable Malthusian-like trajectory, the
limits of which are being breached in our time. The contraction to
anthropocentric mind with the development of civilization and its later phase
of the moral revolution/axial age, which I will describe below, and further
contraction to mechanico-centric mind in the modern era, unnecessarily
denied the enduring and ultimately sustainable conditions implied by our
evolutionary legacy and tempered into the human body.

The population fed by agriculture repeatedly grew beyond limits due to
the systemic conditions of agricultural settlement itself, causing a cycle of
ever-increasing expansion. The social conditions invoked by agricultural
civilization not only introduced monumental architecture and precise
technologies, but also led to hierarchical domination, animal confinement,
imperial expansion, and overwork. As civilizing humans depopulated their
imaginations of wild animals and plants and replaced them progressively
with human models, civilization introduced new forms of dehumanization in
mass-killing warfare and slavery. Just as animals and plants had been



confined through domestication, humans found new forms to confine
humans within the walled enclosures of cities, even as religions increasingly
began to promise otherworldly paradise.

Let us not forget the costs of civilization that are often overlooked by
those not aware of the anthropological and archaeological findings.
Philosopher Thomas Hobbes described the state of nature as: “the life of
man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short.”21 The actual state of nature, of
animate mind, was one of profound sociality, and virtually the reverse of
Hobbes’ depiction, which was more a description of the state of civilization.
With the advent of civilization, nutrition declined significantly and the
human body with it. Agriculturally based civilizations universally
diminished human diets by contracting the wide range of foods to one or
more primary grains such as wheat, barley, or rice. Average heights dropped
four to six inches in the old world as well as the new, and people worked
much longer hours to sustain themselves.22 The height increases in people of
industrialized societies in the last 150 years are only a return to what they
were before agriculture. Intensive agriculture and irrigation also tended to
devastate landscapes—for example, those desert storms one sees in Iraq
occur in what once was called “the fertile crescent.” ← 58 | 59 →

Civilization also institutionalized the military bureaucracy and mass-
killing warfare. By contrast, traditional tribal warring, though deadly, was
also typically ritually bounded and did not involve mass genocide. Western
Civilization—though it brutally conquered much of the world through
imperial ambition and chauvinistic hubris and is a valid target of criticism—
can also be seen as simply continuing the kind of dynamics found in
civilizations wherever they originally formed such as in old world
Mesopotamia, Egypt, the Indus Valley or China, or in the new world
civilizations such as the Inca of Peru or the Aztec of Mexico.

The conditions of city living brought about the advent and proliferation of
literacy, which was both a technology of increased precision in record
keeping and communication, and a mind-altering instrument in the
development of anthropocentric mind. Literacy was a key ingredient in the
original bodying forth of bureaucratic mind. Written accounts served not
only practical purposes of accounting, but also served politically legitimating
and sacred purposes, as well as metaphysical outlooks. A good example of
the appearance of the literate mind is the expression in Babylonian
astronomy of the sky and its celestial phenomena as “the heavenly writing,”



embodying both a scientific astronomy and religious metaphysics. Later the
“religions of the book” inscribed a deity even further removed from the
earth, transcendent rather than imminent, in “heaven,” as Christianity would
have it, rather than in the heavens.

By the time of what John Stuart-Glennie termed “the moral revolution”
and Karl Jaspers later called “the axial age” (the period roughly centered
around 500–600 BCE and its legacy), the emerging world religions have
stemmed from cities and are centered on human morality and transcendence
from the earth. Human prophets have become the focal points, and wild
nature has been either devalued or, more so in the West, is no longer an
element of religion. This period marks a second phase of the development of
anthropocentric mind. Religion shifts from custom to conscience, and the
reflective mind takes center stage in religion, philosophy, and early science.
This revolutionary period roughly 2500 years ago across civilizations
brought forth new ideas exemplified by the ancient Chinese and Greek
philosophers, Buddha, and Judaism (with its later offshoots of Christianity
and Islam). These ideas continue to influence the way a large part of the
world lives today. Most commentators on this period, the rise of what Robert
Bellah called the “theoretic attitude,”23 view it as a positive elevation of
humanity, as the time when, as Jaspers said, “Man, as we know him today,
came into being.”24

Clearly, a group that includes Confucius, Buddha, Socrates and Jesus
represents models of virtue and wisdom worthy of the deepest respect.
Interestingly, none of these four wrote their own texts, rather their legacies
depend on posthumous writings about them. Their outlooks, at least as later
codified and canonized ← 59 | 60 → by other people in written texts,
especially between 200 BCE and 200 CE, tend to center on concerns of
human morality, and they are clearly exemplars of the moral revolution.25

Yet from the perspective I am outlining here, they can also be seen as
representatives of anthropocentric mind, rooted in the human point of view,
contracted from the attunement to the animate earth. In place of the wisdom
to be gained through the lessons of the sustaining earth, wisdom is now
rooted in human philosophical and religious practices of reciprocity, self-
examination, detachment, renunciation.

Socrates said that the unexamined life is not worth living, and Buddha
showed the path to transcend desire and the suffering of the world through
ascetic renunciation. The reflective, negating mind came to the foreground in



such ideas, and that is why most commentators celebrate it. But what of the
passionate, affirming mind, practically and religiously immersed in life that
surrounds it, rather than idealizing a reflective detaching from it? What of
the animate mind that evolved into being in love with the earth and its
lessons, bodying forth in and through the philosophy of the earth, alive in the
wonder? What if the acknowledgment of the wonder is primary and
reflection is secondary, in the sense that humans, first and foremost, are
engaged participants in the sacred game of life, and they are spectators only
secondarily? That is what my diagram of the concentric circles of mind
implies: that we are primally evolved as engaged and passionate participants
with bounded secondary capacities for reflective, spectatorial consciousness.
More simply, the affirming “Yes!” comes before the questioning “No.” The
undoing of that balance in the course of history, treating the secondary
reflective and rationalizing mind as though primary, as though it were the
basis for living, was an unsustainable mistake whose consequences are now
becoming both clear and unavoidable.26

The religions of the book still today inform 4 billion humans on the earth
and can enter into the interactions of everyday life. The global calendar is
one example, informing global civilization that the date is the solar year such
and such, a date based on the approximate birth of Jesus. The inscription of
these histories have provided codification of beliefs, legitimized as sacred
history, which are also manifestations of literate consciousness, of
worldviews that metaphorically view the world in book form. In the
religions of the book, for example, moral life is understood based on lessons
from fixed, unrepeatable points of human history. Religious life is based on
an anthropocentric outlook whose model is sacred writing, whether a
celestial imprint literally, as in earlier Babylonian culture, divine signs
appearing in celestial phenomena, or as the later divinely inspired sacred
texts appearing in Judaic, Christian, and Muslim cultures, which, with its
origins in Judaism, perhaps retained the Babylonian imprint. ← 60 | 61 →

David Abram has written on the disconnection from the animate earth
brought about by the progressively abstract development of the alphabet in
his book, The Spell of the Sensuous. At the Sustainable Wisdom conference
he gave an example of how with 10 years of Torah study, a close student of
the hidden meanings of the Hebrew words could come to realize that the
name of the Creator is living breath. But think about it: Would you rather
labor for ten years confined in a room as a spectator buried in a book to



realize reflectively that the creator is living breath, or would you rather
spend that ten years sensually immersed in that living breath as wild nature,
participating in it and as it?

Abram claims that the Greek alphabet, derived from the Phoenician
alphabet, lost the last vestiges of pictorial animacy, but that the Hebrew
version, which was also derived from the Phoenician, still retains them. That
may well be, yet Greek science maintained a learning relationship to nature
continuous with Babylonian science, which is absent in Judaism, where the
“moral revolution” described by Stuart-Glennie narrowed the focus of
religion to the human relations with a transcendent God. The triumph of the
“theoretic attitude,” of greater reflectiveness came at the cost of perceptive
learning relationships with the living habitat as a centerpiece of religion, a
process already begun with the earlier civilizational religions.

Religion became, less so in the East but especially so in the West,
deranged from the creating cosmos, which is neither a God concept nor life-
transcending Nirvana, nor inscribed sacred history, but the living spontaneity
of psycho-spiritual-physical ongoing creation. The limited human mind, now
anthropocentrically fixed on its concept of the ultimate as a transcendent
mind quality, seeks to control nature instead of learning from it, especially in
the western variants of the religions of the book, but also in Greek science.

Even though the traditions stemming from ancient Greek science took
nature as a source of learning, knowledge (or epistêmê) gave way to
technique (technê) in the rise of modern science and technology. To control
the cosmos, through supernatural religious mind or technical knowledge, as
though the cosmos could be reduced to mind, is the drama that took root
some 2,500 years ago. Yet the cosmos cannot be controlled, but only
participated in: for it is the primal drama of creation, the oldest drama out of
which, through affirmative attunement to the wonder, humanity and human
religion emerged.

The Mechanical Worldview as Contraction

If civilization was the advent of anthropocentric mind, contracted from
immersion in the wild habitat to a domesticated one marked by the figure of
the human in ← 61 | 62 → buildings and beliefs, then the modern world
represents a new phase of contracted consciousness, that of “mechanico-



centric mind” as dominant worldview, and centered in the rational
mechanical elements of mind and projections which represented them,
beginning with the clock. Though manifest originally in the largely human
bureaucratic machine that was civilization, a new configuration re-appeared
in the late medieval period that would heighten the centrality of the non-
human elements of the machine, exhibited first in the invention of the
mechanical clock.

We might speak of a kind of crypto- “divine birth” in some Northern
European Benedictine Monastery in the 1270s: the appearance of the
mechanical clock, which soon spread both as machine and as symbol. It was
first developed as an aid to rationally ordering the seven daily prayer times
in the monastery, later diffused into towns and workplaces. Max Weber
suggests in his book, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, that
it was as if with the advent of the reformation the virtue of ascetic rationality
within the doors of monastery had been let loose, and everyone had to
practice ascetic rationality. Taking off from that metaphor, we might say that
it was the mechanical clock and its discipline of uniform rational precision
that exited those monastery walls.

The clock expanded from being a marker of prayer time in the monastery,
to the town clock, to the ubiquitous regulator of time, work discipline, and
capitalism.27 By the 17th century, clock culture had grown such that the great
astronomer Kepler could say, “I do not see the heavens as a divine, live
being but as a kind of clockwork.”28 Scientific materialism was born of the
clock, and remains encapsulated by its machine-as-metaphor legacy.
Descartes and Hobbes each saw the human body as an apparatus. The
machine, as a precise, though limited, projection of the rational portion of
mind, had come to define mind itself. We developed a clockwork universe,
incredibly vast, yet whose quantification of time and space comes with costs:
The universe for our foraging ancestors was alive, and alive with wonder
and meaning. For us, it is inanimate clockwork, or some updated machine
metaphor, to which we are reducible, or, euphemistically, “uploadable.”

The objectivist machine metaphor was a powerful factor in the massive
spread of the machine in modern life, in precision renderings of the world
picture. But the world is far more than the limited metaphor allows it to be.
The machine metaphor turns out to be a form of confinement. The great
progress in precision came at the cost of cutting off other realities which did
not fit its precise but limited perspective, as well as removing ourselves from



them: the “milk of human kindness,” of capacities for empathic relation and
parenting, for deep awareness, spontaneously alive to the present, for
imaginative projection and poetic wonder, for the palpable touch of organic
life. These are the still living legacies of our evolution into humankind, too
often denigrated and devalued by the rational-mechanical bureaucratic
mindset. ← 62 | 63 →

The modern worldview of the machine, and earlier human-centric
worldview of civilization, emerged out of a vast prehistoric legacy vastly
different, yet also still powerfully significant today. The waves of dispersals
of earlier humans, and finally anatomically modern humans, over the globe
found their way into various habitats that required attunement to the
specifics of the local habitat. But in all these ways of living there remained
the constant of foraging and the common elements it required, which were
continuous learning relations through attunement to habitat in practical and
reverential ways, as well as progressively inclusive sociality, from parenting
to foraging to ritual life. And, it is out of these common elements that the
very capacity for symboling, for communicating through symbolic signs in
ritual, language, and art, originally emerged.

Consider the implications of these three phases of consciousness. The
living cosmos embodied as the animate earth is one of ongoing creation in
the perspective of animate mind, involving being attuned to the living earth
as participants: a participation consciousness. As a Wemindji Cree Native
Canadian man quoted by anthropologist Tim Ingold put it, life is
“continuous birth,” and in Ingold’s words, “incipient, forever on the verge of
the actual … One is continually present as witness to that moment, always
moving like the crest of a wave, at which the world is about to disclose itself
for what it is.”29 It’s like riding a wave, immersed in the flow that is ever
bodying forth; it is ongoing creation. So, your outlook is that of immersion
in a living process, in which I am an active participant in the ongoing wave
of insurgent life.

With the contraction to “anthropocentric mind,” the world becomes a
spectacle: the spectacle of the palace, the spectacle of the walled city, the
spectacle of the new divine kingship and its rigid political and religious
hierarchies. And I? Who am I in that? If I am not the king I am a spectator of
the great drama of civilization with its sacred kings, prophets, and texts.
Religion turns from the attunement to the living wild other in ongoing



creation, to texts set in a fixed historical past that mark the sacred: religions
of the book.

With the advent of the modern mechanico-centric era, the universe is a
machine, contracted to the projection of the automatic functions of the
human psyche. And who am I in that? I am but the ghost in the machine, that
Cartesian dualistic separation of spectral mental consciousness from matter.
Again, the mechanico-centric mind and its scientific-technical outlooks
provided precise abstract accounts of the world, contributing many positive
achievements to modern life, from improved transportation, utilities, and
communication to the multitude of scientific discoveries. It opened up
unprecedented powers, but often without knowing what their sustainable
limits should be. It assumed that its abstract map was the actual concrete
landscape. ← 63 | 64 →

The contractions to anthropocentric and mechanico-centric mind were
accompanied by the sense that they were progressive expansions, upward
and onward, for the good of humanity. With hindsight we can begin to see
how they were instead the ballooning expansion of the human ego,
boundlessly seeking escape from the earth. We went from a philosophy of
the earth and animate mind—our long legacy of foraging—to a philosophy,
ever since civilization began, of escape from the earth. And today, for the
very first time since civilization began, we are presented with the dilemma
of how to come up with limits across the board which can offset that
murderous and suicidal global destruction now underway.

Conclusion: Refinding the Philosophy of the Earth
Upon the vast, incomprehensible pattern of some primal morality greater than ever the human
mind can grasp, is drawn the little, pathetic pattern of man’s moral life and struggle, pathetic,
almost ridiculous.

—D. H. Lawrence30

Far from the “up, up, and away” story of unfettered progress, also known as
our unsustainable world, the loss of the touch of the earth was part of the
progressive confinement of mind. Unfettered progress has come with
devastating consequences to panzoa (all life), increasingly manifest in
dwindling wildlife, acidifying oceans, dying corals, shrinking resources of



water, and many other indicators as we careen into a cascading manifestation
of suicidal unsustainability.

In the modern era, technology has been invoked as a partner in the rise of
democracy and means to new freedom and leisure, yet it was also a
collaborator in genocidal imperialism, industrial dehumanization, modern
totalitarianism, and capitalizing global biocide. The myth of the machine
today, specifically of its scientific and technological institutions and
ideological elements, is that its continued expansion will automatically be
good for humanity, and that its continued development will inherently
provide solutions, as though on their own rather than as projections of
human purposes and human prejudices.

The attempt to control nature was, in effect, an attempt to transcend the
laws of creation. Consider the words of “Darwin’s bulldog,” as he was
known, the early advocate of Darwin’s theory of evolution, T. H. Huxley:

Let us understand, once for all, that the ethical progress of society depends, not on imitating the
cosmic process, still less in running away from it, but in combating it. It may seem an audacious
proposal thus to pit the microcosm against the macrocosm and to set man to subdue nature to his
higher ends; but I venture to think that the great intellectual difference between the ancient times
with which we have been ← 64 | 65 → occupied and our day, lies in the solid foundation we
have acquired for the hope that such an enterprise may meet with a certain measure of success.31

It has become increasingly obvious that the combating of cosmos has not
been an evolutionary advance, but rather an ongoing march toward disaster.
It has now become evident that the dream of transcendence, of paradisiacal
escape from the earth through technology or religion, was delusional; it was
simply a violation of the laws of creation. The clash against the cosmos,
depicted as the magnificent march of progress, speaks of the overweening
pride of the unmatured primate, glorying in the power of its “higher” brain
functions.

Contracted to anthropocentrism with the advent of civilization and later
phase of the moral revolution, contracted even further in the modern phase
of mechanico-centrism, modernizing humanity naively believed that its
upper brain, and its rational mechanical instruments and institutions, its
science and technology, its materialistic economics, blessed in many cases
by its etherealized religions, was sufficient to overpower nature. But, the
animate earth is far deeper, richer, more sustaining, tempered, and complex
than that callow mindset could comprehend.



The contractions of mind brought about through the rise of mechanico-
centric mind in the modern era, and of anthropocentric mind in the rise of
civilization and its second phase of the moral revolution, represent apparent
progress in rational precision. But, simultaneously they are regressive in that
they disregard the realities of the wild earth, in terms of limits as well as
modalities of awareness, in terms of subjective experience, and in bodying
forth participation mind, or what D. H. Lawrence called “affirmative mind,”
as insignificant. What was glorified as expansive “progress” actually
involved a progressive confinement, the loss of the touch of the earth. The
contractions of mind outline not simply the progress in forms of technical
precision, but also the regressive retreat from reality that came to picture the
world as a schizoid, feelingless machine.

The escape from the earth has always promised liberation, many times
attaining it in the short run, only to lose it in the long run that has begun to
come better into focus. Though the modern outlook, through science, has
been coming around to better appreciate the sustainable outlooks of first
ways peoples in terms of sustainable practices better rooted in ecological
mind, there remains a disconnect when it comes to the possibilities of
sustainable wisdom. What those peoples do through sustainable practices
may look good, but what they believe remains suspect to the modern mind.

The maximizing ideology of the machine which dominates the modern
worldview is not only suicidally unsustainable generally (which is, from
another point of view, a dark kind of definition of the successful escape from
the earth), but is an inadequate framework for science itself, as thinkers such
as philosopher ← 65 | 66 → and practicing scientist Peirce and also
Mumford argued. It is as though science wants to let the facts speak, but
because it is still dominated by the myth of the machine, by so-called
“scientific materialism” that is not adequate to the broader vision required by
science, it is not developed sufficiently to allow the voice of the earth to
speak through facts not format-able to the grid of the machine. We never left
the earliest sphere of animate mind attuned to animate earth, but only denied
it, and real progress may involve realizing our original evolutionary
relationship to the earth still holds the tempered wisdom through which to
reimage a sustainable earth. If so, a renewed philosophy of the earth, honed
from the wisdom imparted by the earth as primal model rather than the
abstraction of the machine, may yet speak to the further developments of
science and society.



What then is the relationship of the animate earth, as source of animate
mind, to science and to the greater universe in general? In brief, animate
mind provides a means to open the contracted mechanico-centric worldview
and its science to a broader conception of the universe as living creation, a
conception of an animate universe that must yet do justice to the
requirements of science. Such an outlook is suggested by the unlikely source
of arch-logician and scientist Peirce, who already showed over a century ago
precisely a rigorous, yet broadened conception of science that in effect
reactivates the missing ingredients of animate mind.32

Peirce rejected the scientific worldview of necessitarianism, of the
clockwork universe moving with the necessity of a clock. He showed the
irreducible element of spontaneity in the development of variescence,
something scientific positivism then and now could not account for, and
argued for the continuing evolution of laws, including physical laws. And, in
the further development of his semiotic realism, he challenged science to
come to terms with a more comprehensive living universe, alive in still
active creation and a reasonableness energizing into being.

Peirce’s scientific theory of reality involved a kind of logical
extrapolation of “seven generations” thinking, to an “unlimited community
of inquiry” capable of self-corrective learning into the horizon of the future,
a theory ineradicably rooted in a broad social principle not limited to
humans:

It seems to me that we are driven to this, that logicality inexorably requires that our interests
shall not be limited. They must not stop at our own fate, but must embrace the whole
community. This community, again, must not be limited, but must extend to all races of beings
with whom we can come into immediate or mediate intellectual relation. It must reach, however
vaguely, beyond this geological epoch, beyond all bounds. He who would not sacrifice his own
soul to save the whole world, is, as it seems to me, illogical in all his inferences, collectively.
Logic is rooted in the social principle.33 ← 66 | 67 →

Panzooinism, the ongoing livingness of things, as the source and legacy
of sustainable wisdom, may yet have something to say, not as an
inadequately framed conception of nature in reductionist versions of science
and technology, but as a guidepost to what it means to re-attune
contemporary civilization to the laws, limits, and poetic wonder of the
variescent earth. The task, as I see it, is not to jettison the legacies of the
modern mechanico-centric mind and older anthropocentric mind, including
the lessons of the moral revolution and the modern scientific outlook, but to
optimize them by returning them to their limited place in the larger



framework of animate mind attuned to the animate earth. The false myth of
history as “up, up, and away” linear progress reveals a more contradictory
history as a paradoxical progressive regression, whose contractions have
masked what was there all along. Although it remains as an eclipsed reality
today, it begins to come into view: the relation to the sustaining properties of
the earth, with its limits and possibilities, is the key to long-term human
flourishing.

Optimistic Epilogue

So let’s be optimistic, like the legendary climatologist and former NASA
scientist James Lovelock, the founder of “the Gaia hypothesis,” the scientific
idea that the earth is a self-regulating homeostatic system. When asked over
50 years ago, in 1965, by Shell Oil Company what the year 2000 would be
like, he broke from the optimistic “up, up, and away” futuristic accounts of
technology given by other experts and told Shell that the environment “will
be worsening then to such an extent that it will seriously affect their
business.”34 His concerns with the environment have continued into the
present. In an interview in 2008, he predicted things would be getting very
bad in 20 years (by 2028):

There have been seven disasters since humans came on the earth, very similar to the one that’s
just about to happen. I think these events keep separating the wheat from the chaff. And,
eventually we’ll have a human on the planet that really does understand it and can live with it
properly. That’s the source of my optimism.35

That human who really does understand it and can live with it properly is not
simply a phantasm of the future. It is the still living legacy of those who live
and have lived by the philosophy of the earth, aware of the need for self-
controlling, sustainable limits on one’s culture at all levels of institutions and
beliefs, as well as that legacy still living in our evolved Pleistocene bodies
today. It is the realization that the earth was not put here for humans, as the
philosophy of the escape from the earth believes, but that it is a great and
marvelous gift out of which humans ← 67 | 68 → bodied forth to serve its
continued flourishing. This is the worldview we honored for most of human
history, and it is the legacy that surviving Indigenous cultures can still teach
us.
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Civilization, in my opinion, has already begun the cascade to collapse
that Lovelock described, one that a 2014 NASA research project depicted in
similar dark outlines, illustrating the role of economic inequality in the
decline.36 Technology alone, the Deus ex Machina “god out of the machine,”
will not save us at this late date. I do not think it likely that global
civilization can sufficiently awaken technically, mentally, or spiritually to
face the looming catastrophic consequences now taking shape of the tragic
delusion of escape from the earth. Quite the opposite, I am sad to say. But I
am sure that animate mind, inclusive of the more limited outlooks which
grew out of balance in the course of civilization, will continue to nurture the
human spirit of those attuned to it. There is good reason to hope in the
sustainable wisdom of the earth, or, as Harry Roberts put it, “the earth
pushing back, supporting us … the earth loving us.”

Discussion Questions

What is the philosophy of the Earth? How does the advent of agriculture and
civilization represent a departure from the philosophy of the earth?

What is meant by the contrast between “the philosophy of the earth” and
“the philosophy of escape from the earth?”

What does the idea of history as a “contraction of mind” rather than simple
progress mean?

What do “animate mind,” “anthropocentric mind,” and “mechanico-centric
mind” mean?
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