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FOREWORD

SIX YEARS AGO, in 1989, I set out across the country on my own search for wisdom. In the course of my travels, I interviewed and worked with more than two hundred psychologists, philosophers, physicians, scientists, and mystics who claimed to have the answers I was after. By the time I wrote What Really Matters: Searching for Wisdom in America, it was clear to me that Ken Wilber was in a category by himself. He is, I believe, far and away the most cogent and penetrating voice in the recent emergence of a uniquely American wisdom.

It has been nearly twenty years since Ken Wilber published The Spectrum of Consciousness. Written when he was twenty-three, it established him, almost overnight, as perhaps the most comprehensive philosophical thinker of our times. Spectrum, which Wilber wrote in three months after dropping out of graduate school in biochemistry, made the case that human development unfolds in waves or stages that extend beyond those ordinarily recognized by Western psychology. Only by successfully navigating each developmental wave, Wilber argued, is it possible first to develop a healthy sense of individuality, and then ultimately to experience a broader identity that transcends—and includes—the personal self. In effect, Wilber married Freud and the Buddha—until then divided by seemingly irreconcilable differences. And this was just the first of his many original contributions.

The title of this book is deceptively breezy. A Brief History of Everything delivers just what it promises. It covers vast historical ground, from the Big Bang right up to the desiccated postmodern present. Along the way, it seeks to make sense of the often contradictory ways that human beings have evolved—physically, emotionally, intellectually, morally, spiritually. And for all its breadth, the book is remarkably lean and compact.

Indeed, what sets A Brief History of Everything apart both from Spectrum and from Wilber’s eleven subsequent books is that it not only extends the ideas advanced in those earlier works, but presents them now in a simple, accessible, conversational format. Most of Wilber’s books require at least some knowledge of the major Eastern contemplative traditions and of Western developmental psychology. A Brief History is addressed to a much broader audience—those of us grappling to find wisdom in our everyday lives, but bewildered by the array of potential paths to truth that so often seem to contradict one another—and to fall short in fundamental ways. For those readers who want still more when they finish this book, I recommend Wilber’s recent opus, Sex, Ecology, Spirituality, which explores many of the ideas here in more rigorous detail.

No one I’ve met has described the path of human development—the evolution of consciousness—more systematically or comprehensively than Wilber. In the course of my journey, I ran into countless people who made grand claims for a particular version of the truth they were promoting. Almost invariably, I discovered, they’d come to their conclusions by choosing up sides, celebrating one set of capacities and values while excluding others.

Wilber has taken a more embracing and comprehensive approach, as you will soon discover. In the pages that follow, he lays out a coherent vision that honors and incorporates the truths from a vast and disparate array of fields—physics and biology; the social and the systems sciences; art and aesthetics; developmental psychology and contemplative mysticism—as well as from opposing philosophical movements ranging from Neoplatonism to modernism, idealism to postmodernism.

What Wilber recognizes is that a given truth-claim may be valid without being complete, true but only so far as it goes, and this must be seen as part of other and equally important truths. Perhaps the most powerful new tool he brings to bear in A Brief History is his notion that there are four “quadrants” of development. By looking at hundreds of developmental maps that have been created by various thinkers over the years—maps of biological, psychological, cognitive, and spiritual development, to name just a few—it dawned on Wilber that they were often describing very different versions of “truth.” Exterior forms of development, for example, are those that can be measured objectively and empirically. But what Wilber makes clear is that this form of truth will only take you so far. Any comprehensive development, he points out, also includes an interior dimension—one that is subjective and interpretive, and depends on consciousness and introspection. Beyond that, Wilber saw, both interior and exterior development take place not just individually, but in a social or cultural context. Hence the four quadrants.

None of these forms of truth, he argues in a series of vivid examples, can be reduced to another. A behaviorist, to take just a single case, cannot understand a person’s interior experience solely by looking at his external behavior—or at its physiological correlates. The truth will indeed set you free, but only if you recognize that there are many kinds of truth.

A Brief History of Everything operates on several levels. It’s the richest map I’ve yet found of the world we live in, and of men and women’s place in it. In the dialectic of progress, Wilber suggests, each stage of evolution transcends the limits of its predecessor, but simultaneously introduces new ones. This is a view that both dignifies and celebrates the ongoing struggle of any authentic search for a more conscious and complete life. “No epoch is finally privileged,” Wilber writes. “We are all tomorrow’s food. The process continues, and Spirit is found in the process itself, not in any particular epoch or time or place.”

At another level, Wilber serves in A Brief History as a demystifier and a debunker—a discerning critic of the teachers, techniques, ideas, and systems that promise routes to encompassing truth, but are more commonly incomplete, misleading, misguided, or distorted. Too often we ourselves are complicit. Fearful of any change and infinitely capable of self-deception, we are too quick to latch on to simple answers and quick fixes, which finally just narrow our perspective and abort our development.

Wilber’s is a rare voice. He brings to the task both a sincere heart and a commitment to truth. He widens his lens to take in the biggest possible picture, but he refuses to see all the elements as equal. He makes qualitative distinctions. He values depth. He’s unafraid to make enemies, even as he is respectful of many voices. The result is that A Brief History of Everything sheds a very original light, not just on the cosmic questions in our lives, but on dozens of confusing and unsettling issues of our times—the changing roles of men and women; the continuing destruction of the environment; diversity and multiculturalism; repressed memory and childhood sexual abuse; and the role of the Internet in the information age—among many others.

I cannot imagine a better way to be introduced to Ken Wilber than this book. It brings the debate about evolution, consciousness, and our capacity for transformation to an entirely new level. More practically, it will save you many missteps and wrong turns on whatever wisdom path you choose to take.

TONY SCHWARTZ


PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

A BRIEF HISTORY OF EVERYTHING is one of the most popular books I have written, which is heartening in that it contains a good deal of the integrative vision that I have tried to develop. “Integrative” simply means that this approach attempts to include as many important truths from as many disciplines as possible—from the East as well as the West, from premodern and modern and postmodern, from the hard sciences of physics to the tender sciences of spirituality. As one critic put it, this integrative approach “honors and incorporates more truth than any approach in history.” I would obviously like to believe that is true, but you can best be the judge of that as you read the following pages.

And even if it were true, so what? What does an “integrative approach” even mean? And what does it have to do with me in today’s world? Well, let’s have a quick look at what it might mean in business, science, and spirituality.

Scholars of the many and various human cultures—premodern, modern, and postmodern—have increasingly been struck by their rich diversity: the beautiful, multicultural, many-hued rainbow of humanity, with multiple differences in religion, ethics, values, and beliefs. But many scholars have also been struck by some of the similarities of these cultures as well. Certain patterns in language, cognition, and human physiology, for example, are quite similar wherever they appear. Humans everywhere have the capacity to form images, symbols, and concepts, and although the contents of those concepts often vary, the capacity is universal. These universal and cross-cultural patterns tell us some very important things about the human condition, because if you have found something shared by most or even all humans, you have probably found something of profound significance.

What if we took all of these common patterns and put them together? What kind of picture would we get?

This would be very much like the human Genome Project (the complete mapping of the genes of human DNA), except that this would be a type of human Consciousness and Culture Project: the mapping of all those cultural capacities that humans everywhere have access to. This would give us a rather extraordinary map of human potentials, a great map of human possibilities. And it would further help us to recognize any of those potentials that we—that you and I—might not yet be fulfilling. It would be a map of our own higher stages of growth and a map of our own greater opportunities.

You might be surprised to know that a good deal of this Consciousness and Culture Project has in fact been completed. The result of the research of thousands of workers from around the world, the Consciousness and Culture Project has already disclosed a profound range of higher states of consciousness, stages of growth, patterns of spirituality, and forms of science that often dwarf the more restricted versions sanctioned in our present culture of scientific materialism, on the one hand, and, on the other, the postmodern celebration of surfaces.

As you will see, these greater potentials and possibilities are a crucial ingredient in the bigger picture that is presented in the following pages—a bigger picture that is a kind of “theory of everything.” A “theory of everything” is just that: if we assume that all the world’s cultures have important but partial truths, then how would all of those truths fit together into a richly woven tapestry, a unity-in-diversity, a multicolored yet single rainbow?

And once that rainbow is clear, how does it apply to me? Perhaps very simply: a more accurate, comprehensive map of human potentials will directly translate into a more effective business, politics, medicine, education, and spirituality. On the other hand, if you have a partial, truncated, fragmented map of the human being, you will have a partial, truncated, fragmented approach to business, medicine, spirituality, and so on. In garbage, out garbage.

Thus, no matter what your field of endeavor, a “theory of everything” will likely make it much more effective. So it is not surprising that this more comprehensive map of human possibilities has seen an explosion of interest in virtually all fields, including politics, business, education, health care, law, ecology, science, and religion. For those interested in some of these recent applications, see A Theory of Everything—An Integral Vision for Business, Politics, Science, and Spirituality.

But the basics are all here, in this volume, which will give you all that you need of this comprehensive map to see if it is useful for you. And although this comprehensive map might sound complex, once you get the hang of it—as I will try to show in the following pages—it is surprisingly simple and easy to use, and by the time you finish reading, you will have all the tools you need to begin applying it if you wish.

One last point: the whole idea of a more comprehensive map is to enrich, not deny, your own present understanding. Some people are threatened by a more integral approach, because they imagine that it somehow means that what they are doing now is wrong. But this would be like a great French chef being threatened by Mexican cooking. We are simply adding new styles, not condemning those that already exist. I love French cooking, but I also like Mexican. They are not going to cease being what they are if both are fully appreciated. Most of the resistance to an integral approach comes from French chefs who despise Mexican cooking—an attitude that is perhaps less than helpful.

And so, in the following pages, you will find an international style of “cooking”—a universal smorgasbord of human possibilities, all arrayed as a shimmering rainbow, an extraordinary spectrum of your own deeper and higher potentials. This map is simply an invitation to explore the vast terrain of your own consciousness, the almost unlimited potentials of your own being and becoming, the nearly infinite expanse of your own primordial awareness, and thus arrive at that place which you have never left: your own deepest nature and your own original face.


A NOTE TO THE READER

IN DOUGLAS ADAMS’S Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, a massive supercomputer is designed to give the ultimate answer, the absolute answer, the answer that would completely explain “God, life, the universe, and everything.” But the computer takes seven and a half million years to do this, and by the time the computer delivers the answer, everybody has forgotten the question. Nobody remembers the ultimate question, but the ultimate answer the computer comes up with is: 42.

This is amazing! Finally, the ultimate answer. So wonderful is the answer that a contest is held to see if anybody can come up with the question. Many profound questions are offered, but the final winner is: How many roads must a man walk down?

“God, life, the universe, and everything” is pretty much what this book is about, although, of course, the answer is not quite as snappy as “42.” It deals with matter, life, mind, and spirit, and the evolutionary currents that seem to unite them all in a pattern that connects.

I have written this book in a dialogue format—questions and answers. Many of these dialogues actually occurred, but most have been written specifically for this book. The questions are real enough—they are the questions I have most often been asked about my books in general and my most recent book in particular (Sex, Ecology, Spirituality). But there is no need whatsoever to have read that or any of my books: the following topics are interesting in themselves, I believe, and the dialogues demand no previous or specialized knowledge in these areas. (Scholars interested in references, bibliography, notes, and detailed arguments can consult Sex, Ecology, Spirituality.)

The first chapters deal with the material cosmos and the emergence of life. What drove chaos into order? How did matter give rise to life? What currents are afoot in this extraordinary game of evolution? Is there a “spirit” of ecology? Does it really matter?

The middle chapters explore the emergence of mind or consciousness, and we will follow the evolution of this consciousness through five or six major stages in human development, from foraging to horticultural to agrarian to industrial to informational. What was the status of men and women in each of those stages? Why did some of those stages emphasize the male, and some the female, gender? Does this shed any light on today’s gender wars? Are the same currents at work in human evolution as in the cosmic game at large? How does past human development relate to today’s human problems? If we do not remember the past, are we condemned to repeat it?

We will then look to the Divine Domain and how it might indeed be related to the creative currents in matter and life and mind. How and why did religion historically give way to psychology? Used to be, if you were inwardly disturbed and agitated and seeking answers, you talked to a priest. Now you talk to a psychiatrist—and they rarely agree with each other. Why? What happened? Do they both perhaps have something important to tell us? Should they perhaps be not feuding but kissing cousins?

In our own lives, to whom do we turn for answers? Do we look to Adams’s supercomputer for ultimate answers? Do we look to religion? politics? science? psychologists? gurus? your psychic friend? Where do we finally place our ultimate trust for the really important questions? Does this tell us something? Is there a way to tie these various sources together? to have them each speak their own truths in ways that balance and harmonize? Is this even possible in today’s splintered world?

The last chapters deal with flatland—with the collapse of the richly textured Kosmos into a flat and faded one-dimensional world, the bleak and monochrome world of modernity and postmodernity. But we will do so not simply with an eye to condemning the modern world, but rather in an attempt to discover the radiant Spirit at work, even in our own apparently God-forsaken times. Where is God, and where the Goddess, in these shallow waters?

How many roads must we each walk down? There might be an answer to this after all, for wonder continues to bubble up, and joy rushes to the surface, with release in the recognition and liberation in the awakening. And we all know how to wonder, which speaks in the tongues of that God within, and inexplicably points home.

K.W.

Boulder, Colorado

Spring 1995


INTRODUCTION

Q: Is there any sex in Sex, Ecology, Spirituality?

KW: With diagrams, actually.

Q: You’re kidding.

KW: I’m kidding. But yes, sexuality is one of the main themes, and especially its relation to gender.

Q: Sex and gender are different?

KW: It’s common to use “sex” or sexuality to refer to the biological aspects of human reproduction, and “gender” to refer to the cultural differences between men and women that grow up around the sexual or biological differences. The sexual differences are usually referred to as male and female, and the cultural differences as masculine and feminine. And while male and female might indeed be given biologically, masculine and feminine are in large part the creation of culture.

Q: So the trick is to decide which characteristics are sex and which are gender.

KW: In a sense, yes. The sexual differences between male and female, because they are primarily biological, are universal and cross-cultural—males everywhere produce sperm, females produce ova, females give birth and lactate, and so on. But the differences between masculine and feminine are created and molded primarily by the different cultures in which the male and female are raised.

And yes, part of the turmoil between the sexes nowadays is that, while male/female differences are biological and universal—and therefore can’t really be changed very much—nonetheless masculine and feminine are in many ways the product of culture, and these roles can indeed be changed in at least some significant ways. And we, as a culture, are in the difficult and tricky process of trying to change some of these gender roles.

Q: For example?

KW: Well, while it’s true that, on average, the male body is more muscular and physically stronger than the female, it does not follow that masculine therefore must mean strong and assertive and feminine must mean weak and demure. And we are in a transition period where masculine and feminine roles are being redefined and re-created, which has thrown both men and women into a type of rancorous sniping at each other in various types of gender wars.

Part of the problem is that, whereas masculine and feminine roles can indeed be redefined and refashioned—a long-overdue and much-needed refurbishing—nonetheless male and female characteristics cannot be changed much, and in our attempt to level the differences between masculine and feminine, we are dangerously close to trying to erase the differences between male and female. And while the former is a fine idea, the latter is impossible. And the trick is to know the difference, I suppose.

Q: So some of the differences between men and women are here to stay, and some need to be changed?

KW: It seems so. As we continue to investigate the differences between men and women, related to both sex and gender, there are indeed certain differences, even in the cultural domain, that crop up again and again across cultures. In other words, not only certain sex differences, but certain gender differences tend to repeat themselves cross-culturally.

It’s as if the biological sex differences between men and women are such a strong basic platform that these biological differences tend to invade culture as well, and thus tend to show up in gender differences also. So, even though gender is culturally molded and not biologically given, nonetheless certain constants in masculine and feminine gender tend to appear across cultures as well.

Q: Even a decade ago, that was a rather controversial stance. Now it seems more commonly accepted.

KW: Yes, even the radical feminists now champion the notion that there are, generally speaking, very strong differences between the male and female value spheres—that is, in both sex and gender. Men tend toward hyperindividuality, stressing autonomy, rights, justice, and agency, and women tend toward a more relational awareness, with emphasis on communion, care, responsibility, and relationship. Men tend to stress autonomy and fear relationship, women tend to stress relationship and fear autonomy.

Carol Gilligan’s and Deborah Tannen’s work has been central here, of course, but it’s amazing that, in the span of just a decade or so, as you say, most orthodox researchers and most feminist researchers are now in general agreement about certain fundamental differences in the male and female value spheres. This is also central to the new field of study known as “evolutionary psychology”—the effects of biological evolution on psychological traits.

And the tricky part now is: how to acknowledge these differences without using them, once again, to disenfranchise women. Because as soon as any sort of differences between people are announced, the privileged will use those differences to further their advantage. You see the problem?

Q: Yes, but it seems the opposite is now occurring. It seems that these differences are being used to demonstrate that men are rather inherently insensitive slobs and testosterone mutants who “just don’t get it.” The message is, men should be more sensitive, more caring, more loving, more relational. What you call the male value sphere is everywhere under attack. The message is, why can’t a man be more like a woman?

KW: Yes, it’s a certain amount of “turnabout is fair play.” Used to be that women were defined as “deficient men”—“penis envy” being the classic example. Now men are being defined as “deficient women”—defined by the feminine characteristics that they lack, not by any positive attributes that they possess. Both approaches are unfortunate, I think, not to mention demeaning to both genders.

The tricky part, as I started to suggest, is how to do two very difficult things: one, to reasonably decide just what are the major differences between the male and female value spheres (à la Gilligan), and then, two, to learn ways to value them more or less equally. Not to make them the same, but to value them equally.

Nature did not split the human race into two sexes for no reason; simply trying to make them the same seems silly. But even the most conservative theorists would acknowledge that our culture has been predominantly weighted to the male value sphere for quite some time now. And so we are in the delicate, dicey, very difficult, and often rancorous process of trying to balance the scales a bit more. Not erase the differences, but balance them.

Q: And these differences have their roots in the biological differences between male and female?

KW: In part, it seems so. Hormonal differences, in particular. Studies on testosterone—in the laboratory, cross-culturally, embryonically, and even on what happens when women are given testosterone injections for medical reasons—all point to a simple conclusion. I don’t mean to be crude, but it appears that testosterone basically has two, and only two, major drives: fuck it or kill it.

And males are saddled with this biological nightmare almost from day one, a nightmare women can barely imagine (except when they are given testosterone injections for medical purposes, which drives them nuts. As one woman put it, “I can’t stop thinking about sex. Please, can’t you make this stop?”) Worse, men sometimes fuse and confuse these two drives, with fuck it and kill it dangerously merging, which rarely has happy consequences, as women are more than willing to point out.

Q: And the female equivalent?

KW: We might point to oxytocin, a hormone that tends to flood the female even if her skin is simply stroked. Oxytocin has been described as the “relationship drug”; it induces incredibly strong feelings of attachment, relationship, nurturing, holding, touching.

And it’s not hard to see that both of these, testosterone and oxytocin, might have their roots in biological evolution, the former for reproduction and survival, the latter for mothering. Most sexual intercourse in the animal kingdom occurs in a matter of seconds. During intercourse, both parties are open to being preyed upon or devoured. Brings new meaning to “dinner and sex,” because you are the dinner. So it’s slam-bam-thank-you-ma’am. None of this sharing feelings, and emoting, and cuddling—and that about sums up men. Mr. Sensitive—the man, the myth, the weenie—is a very, very recent invention, and it takes men a bit of getting used to, we might say.

But the sexual requirements of mothering are quite different. The mother has to be constantly in tune with the infant, twenty-four hours a day, especially alert to signs of hunger and pain. Oxytocin keeps her right in there, focused on the relationship, and very, very attached. The emotions are not fuck it or kill it, but continuously relate to it, carefully, diffusely, concernfully, tactilely.

Q: So Mr. Sensitive is a gender role that is at odds with the sex role?

KW: In some ways, yes. That doesn’t mean men can’t or shouldn’t become more sensitive. Today, it’s an imperative. But it simply means men usually have to be educated to do so. It’s a role they have to learn. And there are many reasons why this role should be learned, but we have to cut men some slack as they grope toward this strange new landscape.

But likewise for women. Part of the new demands of being a woman in today’s world is that she has to fight for her autonomy, and not simply and primarily define herself in terms of her relationships. This, of course, is the great call of feminism, that women begin to define themselves in terms of their own autonomy and their own intrinsic worth, and not merely in terms of relationship to an Other. Not that relationships should be devalued, but that women find ways to honor their own mature self and not merely resort to self-abnegation in the face of the Other.

Q: So both men and women are working against their biological givens?

KW: In some ways, yes. But that is the whole point of evolution: it always goes beyond what went before. It is always struggling to establish new limits, and then struggling just as hard to break them, to transcend them, to move beyond them into more encompassing and integrative and holistic modes. And where the traditional sex roles of male and female were once perfectly necessary and appropriate, they are today becoming increasingly outmoded, narrow, and cramped. And so both men and women are struggling for ways to transcend their old roles, without—and this is the tricky part—without simply erasing them. Evolution always transcends and includes, incorporates and goes beyond.

And so, males will always have a base of testosterone drivenness—fuck it or kill it—but those drives can be taken up and worked into more appropriate modes of behavior. Men will always, to some degree, be incredibly driven to break limits, push the envelope, go all out, wildly, insanely, and in the process bring new discoveries, new inventions, new modes into being.

And women, as the radical feminists insist, will always have a base of relational being, oxytocin to the core, but upon that base of relational being can be built a sturdier sense of self-esteem and autonomy, valuing the mature self even as it continues to value relationships.

So for both men and women, it’s transcend and include, transcend and include. And we are at a point in evolution where the primary sex roles—hyperautonomy for men and hyperrelationship for women—are both being transcended to some degree, with men learning to embrace relational being and women learning to embrace autonomy. And in this difficult process, both sexes appear to be monsters in the eyes of the other, which is why a certain kindness on both sides is so important, I think.

Q: Now you said that our society has been male-oriented for some time, and that a certain balancing of the books seems to be in order.

KW: This is what is generally meant by the “patriarchy,” a word which is always pronounced with scorn. The obvious and perhaps naive solution is to simply say that men imposed the patriarchy on women—a nasty and brutal state of affairs that easily could have been different—and therefore all that is now required is for men to simply say, “Oops, excuse me, didn’t mean to crush and oppress you for five thousand years. What was I thinking? Can we just start over?”

But, alas, it is not that simple, I don’t believe. It appears there were certain inescapable circumstances that made the “patriarchy” an unavoidable arrangement for an important part of human development, and we are just now reaching the point where that arrangement is no longer necessary, so that we can begin, in certain fundamental ways, to “deconstruct” the patriarchy, or more charitably balance the books between the male and female value spheres. But this is not the undoing of a brutal state of affairs that could easily have been otherwise; it is rather the outgrowing of a state of affairs no longer necessary.

Q: Which is a very different way of looking at it.

KW: Well, if we take the standard response—that the patriarchy was imposed on women by a bunch of sadistic and power-hungry men—then we are locked into two inescapable definitions of men and women. Namely, men are pigs and women are sheep. That men would intentionally want to oppress half of the human race paints a dismal picture of men altogether. Testosterone or not, men are simply not that malicious in the totality of their being.

But actually, what’s so altogether unbelievable about this explanation of the patriarchy is that it paints an incredibly flattering picture of men. It says that men managed to collectively get together and agree to oppress half of the human race, and more amazingly, they succeeded totally in every known culture. Mind you, men have never been able to create a domineering government that lasted more than a few hundred years; but according to the feminists, men managed to implement this other and massive domination for five thousand—some say one hundred thousand—years. Those wacky guys, gotta love ’em.

But the real problem with the “imposition theory”—men oppressed women from day one—is that it paints a horrifyingly dismal picture of women. You simply cannot be as strong and as intelligent and oppressed. This picture necessarily paints women basically as sheep, as weaker and/or stupider than men. Instead of seeing that, at every stage of human evolution, men and women co-created the social forms of their interaction, this picture defines women primarily as molded by an Other. These feminists, in other words, are assuming and enforcing precisely the picture of women that they say they want to erase. But men are simply not that piggy, and women not that sheepy.

So one of the things I have tried to do, based on more recent feminist scholarship, is to trace out the hidden power that women have had and that influenced, co-created, the various cultural structures throughout our history, including the so-called patriarchy. Among other things, this releases men from being defined as schmucks, and releases women from being defined as duped, brainwashed, and herded.

Q: In various writings, you have traced five or six major epochs of human evolution, and you examine the status of men and women in each of those stages.

KW: Yes, one of the things we want to do, when looking at the various stages of human consciousness evolution, is also to look at the status of men and women at each of those stages. And that allows certain important conclusions to stand out, I believe.

Q: So this approach involves what, exactly? In general terms.

KW: What we want to do is first, isolate the biological constants that do not change much from culture to culture. These biological constants appear very simple and even trivial, such as: men on average have an advantage in physical strength and mobility, and women give birth and lactate. But those simple biological differences turn out to have an enormous influence on the types of cultural or gender differences that spring up around them.

Q: For example?

KW: For example, what if the means of subsistence in your particular culture is horse and herding? As Janet Chafetz points out, women who participate in these activities have a very high rate of miscarriage. It is to their Darwinian advantage not to participate in the productive sphere, which is therefore occupied almost solely by men. And indeed, over 90 percent of herding societies are “patriarchal.” But oppression is not required to explain this patriarchal orientation. The evidence suggests, on the contrary, that women freely participated in this arrangement.

If, on the other hand, we fall into the naive and reflex action, and assume that if women in these societies weren’t doing exactly what the modern feminist thinks they should have been doing, then those women must have been oppressed, then off we go on the men-are-pigs, women-are-sheep chase, which is horribly degrading to both sexes, don’t you think?

Nobody is denying that some of these arrangements were very difficult, gruesome even. But what we find is that when the sexes are polarized or rigidly separated, then both sexes suffer horribly. The evidence suggests, in fact, that the patriarchal societies were much harder on the average male than on the average female, for reasons we can discuss if you like. But ideology and victim politics don’t help very much in this particular regard. Trading female power for female victimhood is a self-defeating venture. It presupposes and reinforces that which it wishes to overcome.

Q: So you said we want to do two things, and the first was look at the universal biological differences between the sexes.

KW: Yes, and second, to look at how these constant biological differences played themselves out over the five or six stages of human cultural evolution. The general point is that, with this approach, we can isolate those factors that historically led to more “equalitarian” societies—that is, societies that gave roughly equal status to the male and female value spheres. They never equated male and female; they balanced them. And thus, in our present-day attempts to reach a more harmonious stance, we will have a better idea about just what needs to be changed, and what does not need to be changed.

So perhaps we can learn to value the differences between the male and female value spheres. Those differences, even according to the radical feminists, appear to be here for good—but we can learn to value them with more equal emphasis. How to do so is one of the things we might want to talk about.

The Scope of These Discussions

Q: The human stages of development are part of a larger project of looking at evolution in general. And in all sorts of domains—physical, mental, cultural, spiritual—ranging from subconscious to self-conscious to superconscious. You have done this in a dozen books, from The Spectrum of Consciousness to The Atman Project to Up from Eden to Sex, Ecology, Spirituality. What we want to do is go over these ideas—about the evolution of consciousness, spiritual development, the role of men and women, ecology, and our place in the Kosmos—and see if we can discuss them in a simple and brief fashion. See if we can make them more accessible.

KW: We could start with the rather amazing fact that there seems to be a common evolutionary thread running from matter to life to mind. Certain common patterns, or laws, or habits keep repeating themselves in all those domains, and we could begin by looking at those extraordinary patterns, since they seem to hold the secrets of evolution.

Q: You have also looked at the higher stages of consciousness evolution itself, stages that might best be called spiritual.

KW: Yes. This takes up various themes suggested by Schelling, Hegel, Aurobindo, and other evolutionary theorists East and West. The point is that, according to these luminaries, evolution is best thought of as Spirit-in-action, God-in-the-making, where Spirit unfolds itself at every stage of development, thus manifesting more of itself, and realizing more of itself, at every unfolding. Spirit is not some particular stage, or some favorite ideology, or some specific god or goddess, but rather the entire process of unfolding itself, an infinite process that is completely present at every finite stage, but becomes more available to itself with every evolutionary opening.

And so yes, we can look at the higher stages of this evolutionary unfolding, according to the world’s great wisdom traditions—the higher or deeper stages where Spirit becomes conscious of itself, awakens to itself, begins to recognize its own true nature.

These higher stages are often pictured as mystical or “far out,” but for the most part they are very concrete, very palpable, very real stages of higher development—stages available to you and to me, stages that are our own deep potentials.

Q: You found that the world’s great spiritual traditions fall into two large and very different camps.

KW: Yes, if we look at the various types of human attempts to comprehend the Divine—both East and West, North and South—what we find are two very different types of spirituality, which I call Ascending and Descending.

The Ascending path is purely transcendental and otherworldly. It is usually puritanical, ascetic, yogic, and it tends to devalue or even deny the body, the senses, sexuality, the Earth, the flesh. It seeks its salvation in a kingdom not of this world; it sees manifestation or samsara as evil or illusory; it seeks to get off the wheel entirely. And, in fact, for the Ascenders, any sort of Descent tends to be viewed as illusory or even evil. The Ascending path glorifies the One, not the Many; Emptiness, not Form; Heaven, not Earth.

The Descending path counsels just the opposite. It is this-worldly to the core, and it glorifies the Many, not the One. It celebrates the Earth, and the body, and the senses, and often sexuality. It even identifies Spirit with the sensory world, with Gaia, with manifestation, and sees in every sunrise, every moonrise, all the Spirit a person could ever want. It is purely immanent and is often suspicious of anything transcendental. In fact, for the Descenders, any form of Ascent is usually viewed as evil.

Q: One of the things we want to discuss is the history of the “war” between the Ascenders and the Descenders. They are each the devil in the other’s eyes.

KW: Yes, it’s at least a two-thousand-year-old war, often brutal and always rancorous. In the West, from the time roughly of Augustine to Copernicus, we have a purely Ascending ideal, otherworldly to the core. Final salvation and liberation could not be found in this body, on this Earth, in this lifetime. I mean, your present life could be okay, but things got really interesting once you died. Once you went otherworldly.

But then, with the rise of modernity and postmodernity, we see a complete and profound reversal—the Ascenders were out, the Descenders were in.

Q: You call this “the dominance of the Descenders,” which is another major topic we will cover. You point out that the modern and postmodern world is governed almost entirely by a purely Descended conception, a purely Descended worldview.

KW: Yes, the idea that the sensory and empirical and material world is the only world there is. There are no higher or deeper potentials available to us—no higher transcendental stages of consciousness evolution, for example. There is merely what we can see with our senses or grasp with our hands. It is a world completely bereft of any sort of Ascending energy at all, hollow of any transcendence. And, in fact, as is usually the case with Descenders, any sort of Ascent or transcendence is looked upon as being misguided at best, evil at worst.

Q: But the point, I take it, is to integrate and include the best of both the Ascending and the Descending paths, yes?

KW: Yes. They both have some very important things to teach us, I believe.

Q: On the other hand, when they are divorced from each other, or when they try to deny each other, certain limited, partial, and oppressive schemes tend to result.

KW: I believe that is true. We all know the downsides of the merely Ascending path: it can be very puritanical and oppressive. It tends to deny and devalue and even repress the body, the senses, life, Earth, sexuality, and so forth.

The Descending path, on the other hand, reminds us that Spirit can be joyously found in body, sex, Earth, life, vitality, and diversity. But the Descending path, in and by itself, has its own limitations. If there is no transcendence at all, then there is no way to rise above the merely sensory; no way to find a deeper, wider, higher connection between us and all sentient beings. We are merely confined to the sensory surfaces, the superficial facades, which separate us much more than join and unite us. Without some sort of transcendence or Ascent, we have only the Descended world, which can be shallow, alienated, and fragmented.

Q: You call the merely Descended world “flatland.”

KW: Flatland, yes. We moderns and postmoderns live almost entirely within this purely Descended grid, this flat and faded world of endless sensory forms, this superficial world of drab and dreary surfaces. Whether with capitalism or Marxism, industrialism or ecopsychology, patriarchal science or ecofeminism—in most cases, our God, our Goddess, is one we can register with our senses, see with our eyes, wrap with feelings, worship with sensations, a God we can sink our teeth into, and that exhausts its form.

Whether or not we consider ourselves spiritual, we flatlanders worship at the altar of the merely Descended God, the sensory Goddess, the sensational world, the monochrome world of simple location, the world you can put your finger on. Nothing higher or deeper for us than the God that is clunking around in our visual field.

Q: You have pointed out that the great Nondual traditions, East and West, attempt instead to integrate both the Ascending and the Descending paths.

KW: Yes, to balance both transcendence and immanence, the One and the Many, Emptiness and Form, nirvana and samsara, Heaven and Earth.

Q: “Nonduality” refers to the integration of Ascending and Descending?

KW: That’s right.

Q: So that is another point we want to discuss—the currents of Ascending and Descending spirituality, and how those currents can be integrated in our own daily lives.

KW: I think that is important, because, again, both paths have incredibly important things to teach us. It is in the union of the Ascending and the Descending currents that harmony is found, and not in any war between the two. It seems that only when Ascending and Descending are united can both be saved. And if we—if you and I—do not contribute to this union, then it is very possible that not only will we destroy the only Earth we have, we will forfeit the only Heaven we might otherwise embrace.
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The Pattern That Connects

Q: So we’ll start the story with the Big Bang itself, and then trace out the course of evolution from matter to life to mind. And then, with the emergence of mind, or human consciousness, we’ll look at the five or six major epochs of human evolution itself. And all of this is set in the context of spirituality—of what spirituality means, of the various forms that it has historically taken, and the forms that it might take tomorrow. Sound right?

KW: Yes, it’s sort of a brief history of everything. This sounds altogether grandiose, but it’s based on what I call “orienting generalizations,” which simplifies the whole thing enormously.

Q: An orienting generalization is what, exactly?

KW: If we look at the various fields of human knowledge—from physics to biology to psychology, sociology, theology, and religion—certain broad, general themes emerge, about which there is actually very little disagreement.

For example, in the sphere of moral development, not everybody agrees with the details of Lawrence Kohlberg’s moral stages, nor with the details of Carol Gilligan’s reworking of Kohlberg’s scheme. But there is general and ample agreement that human moral development goes through at least three broad stages.

The human at birth is not yet socialized into any sort of moral system—it is “preconventional.” The human then learns a general moral scheme that represents the basic values of the society it is raised in—it becomes “conventional.” And with even further growth, the individual may come to reflect on his or her society and thus gain some modest distance from it, gain a capacity to criticize it or reform it—the individual is to some degree “postconventional.”

Thus, although the actual details and the precise meanings of that developmental sequence are still hotly debated, everybody pretty much agrees that something like those three broad stages do indeed occur, and occur universally. These are orienting generalizations: they show us, with a great deal of agreement, where the important forests are located, even if we can’t agree on how many trees they contain.

My point is that if we take these types of largely-agreed-upon orienting generalizations from the various branches of knowledge—from physics to biology to psychology to theology—and if we string these orienting generalizations together, we will arrive at some astonishing and often profound conclusions, conclusions that, as extraordinary as they might be, nonetheless embody nothing more than our already-agreed-upon knowledge. The beads of knowledge are already accepted: it is only necessary to string them together into a necklace.

Q: And so in these discussions we will build toward some sort of necklace.

KW: Yes, in a sense. In working with broad orienting generalizations, we can suggest a broad orienting map of the place of men and women in relation to Universe, Life, and Spirit. The details of this map we can all fill in as we like, but its broad outlines really have an awful lot of supporting evidence, culled from the orienting generalizations, simple but sturdy, from the various branches of human knowledge.

The Kosmos

Q: We’ll follow the course of evolution as it unfolds through the various domains, from matter to life to mind. You call these three major domains matter or cosmos, life or the biosphere, and mind or the noosphere. And all of these domains together you call the “Kosmos.”

KW: Yes, the Pythagoreans introduced the term “Kosmos,” which we usually translate as cosmos. But the original meaning of Kosmos was the patterned nature or process of all domains of existence, from matter to mind to God, and not merely the physical universe, which is usually what both “cosmos” and “universe” mean today.

So I would like to reintroduce this term, Kosmos. And, as you point out, the Kosmos contains the cosmos (or the physiosphere), the bios (or biosphere), psyche or nous (the noosphere), and theos (the theosphere or divine domain).

So, for example, we might haggle about where exactly it is that matter becomes life—or cosmos becomes bios—but as Francisco Varela points out, autopoiesis (or self-replication) occurs only in living systems. It is found nowhere in the cosmos, but only in the bios. It’s a major and profound emergent—something astonishingly novel—and I trace several of these types of profound transformations or emergents in the course of evolution in the Kosmos.

Q: So in these discussions we’re not interested in just the cosmos, but the Kosmos.

KW: Yes. Many cosmologies have a materialistic bias and prejudice: the physical cosmos is somehow supposed to be the most real dimension, and everything else is explained with ultimate reference to this material plane. But what a brutal approach that is! It smashes the entire Kosmos against the wall of reductionism, and all the domains except the physical slowly bleed to death right in front of your eyes. Is this any way to treat a Kosmos?

No, I think what we want to do is Kosmology, not cosmology.

Twenty Tenets: The Patterns That Connect

Q: We can begin this Kosmology by reviewing the characteristics of evolution in the various realms. You have isolated twenty patterns that seem to be true for evolution wherever it occurs, from matter to life to mind.

KW: Based on the work of numerous researchers, yes.

Q: Let’s give a few examples of these twenty tenets to show what’s involved. Tenet number 1 is that reality is composed of whole/parts, or “holons.” Reality is composed of holons?

KW: Is that far out? Is this already confusing? No? Well, Arthur Koestler coined the term “holon” to refer to an entity that is itself a whole and simultaneously a part of some other whole. And if you start to look closely at the things and processes that actually exist, it soon becomes obvious that they are not merely wholes, they are also parts of something else. They are whole/parts, they are holons.

For instance, a whole atom is part of a whole molecule, and the whole molecule is part of a whole cell, and the whole cell is part of a whole organism, and so on. Each of these entities is neither a whole nor a part, but a whole/part, a holon.

And the point is, everything is basically a holon of some sort or another. There is a two-thousand-year-old philosophical squabble between atomists and wholists: which is ultimately real, the whole or the part? And the answer is, neither. Or both, if you prefer. There are only whole/parts in all directions, all the way up, all the way down.

There’s an old joke about a King who goes to a Wiseperson and asks how it is that the Earth doesn’t fall down. The Wiseperson replies, “The Earth is resting on a lion.” “On what, then, is the lion resting?” “The lion is resting on an elephant.” “On what is the elephant resting?” “The elephant is resting on a turtle.” “On what is the . . . ?” “You can stop right there, Your Majesty. It’s turtles all the way down.”

Turtles all the way down, holons all the way down. No matter how far down we go, we find holons resting on holons resting on holons. Even subatomic particles disappear into a virtual cloud of bubbles within bubbles, holons within holons, in an infinity of probability waves. Holons all the way down.

Q: And all the way up, as you say. We never come to an ultimate Whole.

KW: That’s right. There is no whole that isn’t also simultaneously a part of some other whole, indefinitely, unendingly. Time goes on, and today’s wholes are tomorrow’s parts. . . .

Even the “Whole” of the Kosmos is simply a part of the next moment’s whole, indefinitely. At no point do we have the whole, because there is no whole, there are only whole/parts forever.

So the first tenet says that reality is composed neither of things nor processes, neither wholes nor parts, but whole/parts, or holons—all the way up, all the way down.

Q: So reality is not composed of, say, subatomic particles.

KW: Yikes. I know that approach is common, but it is really a profoundly reductionistic approach, because it is going to privilege the material, physical universe, and then everything else—from life to mind to spirit—has to be derived from subatomic particles, and this will never, never work.

But notice, a subatomic particle is itself a holon. And so is a cell. And so is a symbol, and an image, and a concept. What all of those entities are, before they are anything else, is a holon. So the world is not composed of atoms or symbols or cells or concepts. It is composed of holons.

Since the Kosmos is composed of holons, then if we look at what all holons have in common, then we can begin to see what evolution in all the various domains has in common. Holons in the cosmos, bios, psyche, theos—how they all unfold, the common patterns they all display.

Q: What all holons have in common. That is how you arrive at the twenty tenets.

KW: Yes, that’s right.

Agency and Communion

Q: So tenet 1 is that the Kosmos is composed of holons. Tenet 2 is that all holons share certain characteristics.

KW: Yes. Because every holon is a whole/part, it has two “tendencies” or two “drives,” we might say—it has to maintain both its wholeness and its partness.

On the one hand, it has to maintain its own wholeness, its own identity, its own autonomy, its own agency. If it fails to maintain and preserve its own agency, or its own identity, then it simply ceases to exist. So one of the characteristics of a holon, in any domain, is its agency, its capacity to maintain its own wholeness in the face of environmental pressures which would otherwise obliterate it. This is true for atoms, cells, organisms, ideas.

But a holon is not only a whole that has to preserve its agency, it is also a part of some other system, some other wholeness. And so, in addition to having to maintain its own autonomy as a whole, it simultaneously has to fit in as a part of something else. Its own existence depends upon its capacity to fit into its environment, and this is true from atoms to molecules to animals to humans.

So every holon has not only its own agency as a whole, it also has to fit with its communions as part of other wholes. If it fails at either—if it fails at agency or communion—it is simply erased. It ceases to be.

Transcendence and Dissolution

Q: And that is part of tenet number 2—each holon possesses both agency and communion. You call these the “horizontal” capacities of holons. What about the “vertical” capacities of holons, which you call “self-transcendence” and “self-dissolution”?

KW: Yes. If a holon fails to maintain its agency and its communions, then it can break down completely. When it does break down, it decomposes into its subholons: cells decompose into molecules, which break down into atoms, which can be “smashed” infinitely under intense pressure. The fascinating thing about holon decomposition is that holons tend to dissolve in the reverse direction that they were built up. And this decomposition is “self-dissolution,” or simply decomposing into subholons, which themselves can decompose into their subholons, and so on.

But look at the reverse process, which is the most extraordinary: the building-up process, the process of new holons emerging. How did inert molecules come together to form living cells in the first place?

The standard neo-Darwinian explanation of chance mutation and natural selection—very few theorists believe this anymore. Evolution clearly operates in part by Darwinian natural selection, but this process simply selects those transformations that have already occurred by mechanisms that absolutely nobody understands.

Q: For example?

KW: Take the standard notion that wings simply evolved from forelegs. It takes perhaps a hundred mutations to produce a functional wing from a leg—a half-wing will not do. A half-wing is no good as a leg and no good as a wing—you can’t run and you can’t fly. It has no adaptive value whatsoever. In other words, with a half-wing you are dinner. The wing will work only if these hundred mutations happen all at once, in one animal—and also these same mutations must occur simultaneously in another animal of the opposite sex, and then they have to somehow find each other, have dinner, a few drinks, mate, and have offspring with real functional wings.

Talk about mind-boggling. This is infinitely, absolutely, utterly mind-boggling. Random mutations cannot even begin to explain this. The vast majority of mutations are lethal anyway; how are we going to get a hundred nonlethal mutations happening simultaneously? Or even four or five, for that matter? But once this incredible transformation has occurred, then natural selection will indeed select the better wings from the less workable wings—but the wings themselves? Nobody has a clue.

For the moment, everybody has simply agreed to call this “quantum evolution” or “punctuated evolution” or “emergent evolution”—radically novel and emergent and incredibly complex holons come into existence in a huge leap, in a quantum-like fashion—with no evidence whatsoever of intermediate forms. Dozens or hundreds of simultaneous nonlethal mutations have to happen at the same time in order to survive at all—the wing, for example, or the eyeball.

However we decide these extraordinary transformations occur, the fact is undeniable that they do. Thus, many theorists, like Erich Jantsch, simply refer to evolution as “self-realization through self-transcendence.” Evolution is a wildly self-transcending process: it has the utterly amazing capacity to go beyond what went before. So evolution is in part a process of transcendence, which incorporates what went before and then adds incredibly novel components. The drive to self-transcendence thus appears to be built into the very fabric of the Kosmos itself.

Four Drives of All Holons

Q: And that is the fourth “drive” of all holons. So we have agency and communion, operating “horizontally” on any level, and then “vertically” we have the move to a higher level altogether, which is self-transcendence, and the move to a lower level, which is self-dissolution.

KW: Yes, that’s right. Because all holons are whole/parts, they are subjected to various “pulls” in their own existence. The pull to be a whole, the pull to be a part, the pull up, the pull down: agency, communion, transcendence, dissolution. And tenet 2 simply says that all holons have these four pulls.

So that’s an example of how the twenty tenets start. There is nothing magical about the number “twenty.” These are just some of the common patterns I have focused on. The rest of the twenty tenets look at what happens when these various forces play themselves out. The self-transcending drive produces life out of matter, and mind out of life. And the twenty tenets simply suggest some of these types of common patterns found in the evolution of holons wherever they appear—matter to life to mind, to maybe even higher stages. Maybe even spiritual stages, yes?

Q: So there is indeed some sort of unity to evolution.

KW: Well, it certainly seems so. The continuous process of self-transcendence produces discontinuities, leaps, creative jumps. So there are both discontinuities in evolution—mind cannot be reduced to life, and life cannot be reduced to matter; and there are continuities—the common patterns that evolution takes in all these domains. And in that sense, yes, the Kosmos hangs together, unified by a single process. It is a universe, one song.

Creative Emergence

Q: That one song you call Spirit-in-action, or God-in-the-making, which is a point I want to come back to later. But for now, tenet number 3 states simply: Holons emerge.

KW: Yes. As we were saying, evolution is in part a self-transcending process—it always goes beyond what went before. And in that novelty, in that emergence, in that creativity, new entities come into being, new patterns unfold, new holons issue forth. This extraordinary process builds unions out of fragments and wholes out of heaps. The Kosmos, it seems, unfolds in quantum leaps of creative emergence.

Q: Which is why one level cannot be reduced to its lower components, or why a holon cannot be reduced to its subholons.

KW: Yes. I mean, you can analyze the whole into its constituent parts, and that’s a completely valid endeavor. But then you have parts, not the whole. You can take a watch apart and analyze its parts, but they won’t tell you the time of day. It’s the same with any holon. The wholeness of the holon is not found in any of its parts, and that puts an end to a certain reductionistic frenzy that has plagued Western science virtually from its inception. Particularly with the systems sciences, the vivid realization has dawned: we live in a universe of creative emergence.

Q: Although there are still reductionists around, the tide does seem to have turned. You hardly have to explain anymore why reductionism, in and by itself, is “bad.” And nonreductionism means, in some sense, that the Kosmos is creative.

KW: Amazing, isn’t it? As “ultimate categories”—which means concepts that we need in order to think about anything else at all—Whitehead listed only three: creativity, one, many. (Since every holon is actually a one/many, those categories really come down to: creativity, holons.)

But the point is, as Whitehead put it, “The ultimate metaphysical ground is the creative advance into novelty.” New holons creatively emerge. Creativity, holons—those are some of the most basic categories that we need to think of before we can think about anything else at all!

So yes, that’s tenet 3: holons emerge. And each holon has these four basic capacities—agency, communion, self-dissolution, self-transcendence—and so off we go, creating a Kosmos.

Q: This gets a little ahead of the story, so I don’t want to pursue it too much right now. But you link creativity and Spirit.

KW: Well, what is creativity but another name for Spirit? If, as Whitehead said, creativity is an ultimate—you have to have it before you can have anything else—what is an “ultimate metaphysical ground” if not Spirit? For Spirit, I also use the Buddhist term “Emptiness,” which we can talk about. But Spirit or Emptiness gives rise to form. New forms emerge, new holons emerge—and it’s not out of thin air.

We already saw that many scientists agree that self-transcendence (or novel emergence) is built into the very fabric of the universe. By any other name, what is that self-transcending creativity? Spirit, yes? We are obviously talking in very general terms here, but so far it appears that we have: Spirit, creativity, holons.

Q: There has also been a recent warming in some scientific circles to a more spiritual or idealistic reading of creation.

KW: In a certain sense. The Big Bang has made Idealists out of almost anybody who thinks. First there was absolutely nothing, then Bang! Something. This is beyond weird. Out of sheerest Emptiness, manifestation arises.

This is a bit of a nightmare for traditional science, because it puts a time limit on the chance mutations that were supposed to explain the universe. Remember the thousand monkeys and Shakespeare—an example of how chance could give rise to the ordered universe?

Q: Given enough time, the randomly typing monkeys would manage to type out a Shakespeare play.

KW: Given enough time! One computation showed that the chance for monkey power to produce a single Shakespeare play was one in ten thousand million million million million million million. So maybe that would happen in a billion billion years. But the universe doesn’t have a billion billion years. It only has twelve billion years.

Well, this changes everything. Calculations done by scientists from Fred Hoyle to F. B. Salisbury consistently show that twelve billion years isn’t even enough to produce a single enzyme by chance.

In other words, something other than chance is pushing the universe. For traditional scientists, chance was their salvation. Chance was their god. Chance would explain all. Chance—plus unending time—would produce the universe. But they don’t have unending time, and so their god fails them miserably. That god is dead. Chance is not what explains the universe; in fact, chance is what the universe is laboring mightily to overcome. Chance is exactly what the self-transcending drive of the Kosmos overcomes.

Q: Which is another way of saying that self-transcendence is built into the universe, or, as you put it, self-transcendence is one of the four drives of any holon.

KW: Yes, I think so. There is a formative drive, a telos, to the Kosmos. It has a direction. It is going somewhere. Its ground is Emptiness; its drive is the organization of Form into increasingly coherent holons. Spirit, creativity, holons.

Q: Now the “religious creationists” have made quite a big deal out of this. They say it fits with the Bible and Genesis.

KW: Well, they have seized upon the increasingly obvious truth that the traditional scientific explanation does not work very well. Creativity, not chance, builds a Kosmos. But it does not follow that you can then equate creativity with your favorite and particular God. It does not follow that into this void you can postulate a God with all the specific characteristics that make you happy—God is the God of only the Jews, or only the Hindus, or only the indigenous peoples, and God is watching over me, and is kind, and just, and merciful, and so on. We have to be very careful about these types of limited and anthropomorphic characteristics, which is one of the reasons I prefer “Emptiness” as a term for Spirit, because it means unbounded or unqualifiable.

But the fundamentalists, the “creationists,” seize upon these vacancies in the scientific hotel to pack the conference with their delegates. They see the opening—creativity is an absolute—and they equate that absolute with their mythic god, and they stuff this god with all the characteristics that promote their own egoic inclinations, starting with the fact that if you don’t believe in this particular god, you fry in hell forever, which is not exactly a generous view of Spirit.

So it is a good idea to start simple, I think, and be very careful. There is a spiritual opening in the Kosmos. Let us be careful how we fill it. The simplest is: Spirit or Emptiness is unqualifiable, but it is not inert and unyielding, for it gives rise to manifestation itself: new forms emerge, and that creativity is ultimate. Emptiness, creativity, holons.

Let’s leave it there for the time being, okay? We can come back to this topic as things unfold.

Holarchy

Q: Fair enough. So we just looked at tenet number 3, “Holons emerge.” Tenet number 4 is: Holons emerge holarchically. Holarchy?

KW: Koestler’s term for natural hierarchy. Hierarchy today has a very bad reputation, mostly because people confuse dominator hierarchies with natural hierarchies.

A natural hierarchy is simply an order of increasing wholeness, such as: particles to atoms to cells to organisms, or letters to words to sentences to paragraphs. The whole of one level becomes a part of the whole of the next.

In other words, natural hierarchies are composed of holons. And thus, said Koestler, “hierarchy” should really be called “holarchy.” He’s absolutely right. Virtually all growth processes, from matter to life to mind, occur via natural holarchies, or orders of increasing holism and wholeness—wholes that become parts of new wholes—and that’s natural hierarchy or holarchy.

Q: It’s the dominator hierarchies that freak people out.

KW: With good reason, yes. When any holon in a natural holarchy usurps its position and attempts to dominate the whole, then you get a pathological or dominator hierarchy—a cancerous cell dominates the body, or a fascist dictator dominates the social system, or a repressive ego dominates the organism, and so on.

But the cure for these pathological holarchies is not getting rid of holarchy per se—which isn’t possible anyway—but rather in arresting the arrogant holon and integrating it back into the natural holarchy, or putting it in its rightful place, so to speak. The critics of hierarchy—their names are legion—simply confuse these pathological holarchies with holarchies in general, and so they toss the baby with the bathwater.

Q: They claim in getting rid of hierarchies they are being holistic, because everything is treated equally and thus joined together.

KW: It appears to be just the opposite. The only way you get a holism is via a holarchy. When holists say “the whole is greater than the sum of its parts,” that means the whole is at a higher or deeper level of organization than the parts alone—and that’s a hierarchy, a holarchy. Separate molecules are drawn together into a single cell only by properties that supersede the molecules alone—the cell is holarchically arranged. And without holarchy, you simply have heaps, not wholes. You are a heapist, not a holist.

Q: But many feminists and many ecophilosophers claim that any sort of hierarchy or “ranking” is oppressive, even fascist. They say that all such value ranking is “old paradigm” or “patriarchal” or oppressive, and it ought to be replaced with a linking, not a ranking, worldview. They’re very aggressive with this point; they hurl rather harsh accusations.

KW: This is a bit disingenuous, because you can’t avoid hierarchy. Even the antihierarchy theorists that you mention have their own hierarchy, their own ranking. Namely, they think linking is better than ranking. Well, that’s a hierarchy, a ranking of values. But because they don’t own up to this, then their hierarchy becomes unconscious, hidden, denied. Their hierarchy denies hierarchy. They have a ranking system that says ranking is bad.

Q: You call this a “performative contradiction.”

KW: Yes, the point is that the antihierarchy stance is self-contradictory. These theorists have a hierarchy; it’s just hidden or concealed. With this stealth hierarchy they attack all other hierarchies, and they claim that they themselves are “free” of all that nasty ranking. So they rancorously denounce others for doing precisely what they themselves are doing. It’s an altogether unpleasant affair.

Q: But hierarchy has been put to many abuses, as you yourself have explained at length.

KW: Yes, and in that regard I very much agree with these critics. But the point is not to get rid of hierarchies or holarchies altogether—that’s impossible. Trying to get rid of ranking is itself a ranking. Denying hierarchy is itself a hierarchy. Precisely because the Kosmos is composed of holons, and holons exist holarchically, you can’t escape these nested orders. Rather, we want to tease apart natural holarchies from pathological or dominator holarchies.

Q: So holarchies really are inescapable.

KW: Yes, because holons are inescapable. All evolutionary and developmental patterns proceed by holarchization, by a process of increasing orders of wholeness and inclusion, which is a type of ranking by holistic capacity. This is why the basic principle of holism is holarchy: the higher or deeper dimension provides a principle, or a “glue,” or a pattern, that unites and links otherwise separate and conflicting and isolated parts into a coherent unity, a space in which separate parts can recognize a common wholeness and thus escape the fate of being merely a part, merely a fragment.

So linking is indeed important, but linking is itself set within ranking and holarchy, and can exist only because of holarchy, which provides the higher or deeper space in which the linking and joining can occur. Otherwise heaps, not wholes.

And when a particular holon usurps its position in any holarchy—when it wants to be only a whole, and not also a part—then that natural or normal holarchy degenerates into a pathological or dominator holarchy, which by any other name is illness, pathology, disease—whether physical, emotional, social, cultural, or spiritual. And we want to “attack” these pathological hierarchies, not in order to get rid of hierarchy per se, but in order to allow the normal or natural hierarchy to emerge in its place and continue its healthy growth and development.

The Way of All Embrace

Q: Okay, here is what we have so far. The Kosmos is composed of holons, all the way up, all the way down. All holons have four fundamental capacities—agency and communion, transcendence and dissolution. Holons emerge. Holons emerge holarchically.

KW: Yes, those are the first four tenets.

Q: So now we have tenet 5: Each emergent holon transcends but includes its predecessor(s).

KW: For example, the cell transcends—or goes beyond—its molecular components, but also includes them. Molecules transcend and include atoms, which transcend and include particles. . . .

The point is that since all holons are whole/parts, the wholeness transcends but the parts are included. In this transcendence, heaps are converted into wholes; in the inclusion, the parts are equally embraced and cherished, linked in a commonality and a shared space that relieves each of the burden of being a fragment.

And so yes, evolution is a process of transcend and include, transcend and include. And this begins to open onto the very heart of Spirit-in-action, the very secret of the evolutionary impulse.
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The Secret Impulse

Q: The secret impulse of evolution?

KW: A molecule transcends and includes atoms. Transcends, in that it has certain emergent or novel or creative properties that are not merely the sum of its components. This is the whole point of systems theory and holism in general, that new levels of organization come into being, and these new levels cannot be reduced in all ways to their junior dimensions—they transcend them. But they also include them, because the junior holons are nonetheless components of the new holon. So, transcends and includes.

Q: So the higher has the essentials of the lower, plus something extra.

KW: Yes, that’s another way of putting it, which Aristotle first pointed out—all of the lower is in the higher but not all of the higher is in the lower, which is what invariably establishes hierarchy or holarchy. Cells contain molecules, but not vice versa. Molecules contain atoms, but not vice versa. Sentences contain words, but not vice versa. And it is this not vice versa that establishes a hierarchy, a holarchy, an order of increasing wholeness.

Higher and Lower

Q: There is so much bitter argument over a level being “higher” or “lower” than another. And yet you have suggested a simple rule for establishing higher and lower in any sequence.

KW: Well, take any evolutionary development, say, atoms to molecules to cells to organisms. This is a sequence of increasing wholeness, increasing holons, each of which transcends and includes its predecessor. Now if, in a type of thought experiment, you “destroy” any particular type of holon, then all of the higher holons will also be destroyed, but none of the lower holons will be destroyed. And this simple thought experiment can help you spot what is higher, and what is lower, in any sequence.

So, for example, if you destroyed all the molecules in the universe, then all of the higher levels—cells and organisms—would also be destroyed. But none of the lower holons—atoms and subatomic particles—none of them would be destroyed.

Q: Yes, I see. So “higher” and “lower” organization is not merely a relative “value judgment.”

KW: That’s right. It truly is not an invention of patriarchal obnoxiousness or fascist ideology. If you destroy any particular type of holon, then all of the higher holons are also destroyed, because they depend in part on the lower holons for their own components. But the lower holons can get along perfectly well without the higher: atoms can exist just fine without molecules, but molecules cannot exist without atoms. A simple rule, but it helps us see what is higher, and what is lower, in terms of any holarchy.

This rule works for any developmental sequence, for any holarchy—moral development, language acquisition, biological speciation, computer programs, nucleic acid translations. It works by virtue of the simple way that wholes depend upon parts, but not vice versa. And “not vice versa,” as we were saying, is holarchy, or an order of increasing wholeness.

Q: This is how you demonstrate that the biosphere is higher than the physiosphere.

KW: Yes, if you destroy the biosphere—that is, if you destroy all life forms—then the cosmos or physiosphere could and would still exist. But if you destroy the physiosphere, the biosphere is instantly destroyed as well. This happens because the biosphere transcends and includes the physiosphere, and not vice versa. And so yes, the physiosphere is a lower level of structural organization than the biosphere. That is the meaning of higher and lower organization. And the bios is higher, the cosmos is lower.

Q: In the same way, the noosphere is higher than the biosphere.

KW: In exactly the same way. The noosphere begins with the capacity to form any mental images, and this capacity begins with certain mammals, such as horses. But for this example, I’ll confine the noosphere to more highly developed minds and human cultural productions, just to show what’s involved—we get the same results either way.

The biosphere existed perfectly well for millions of years before human minds showed up, before the noosphere emerged. And if you destroyed that noosphere, the biosphere would and could still exist. But if you destroy the biosphere, then you destroy all human minds as well, because the biosphere is a part of the noosphere—and not vice versa. So yes, the biosphere is a lower level of structural organization than the noosphere. The noosphere transcends and includes the biosphere, it is not merely a part of the biosphere. That’s reductionism.

Q: So the physiosphere is part of the higher wholeness of the biosphere, which is part of the higher wholeness of the noosphere, and not the other way around.

KW: Yes.

Depth and Span

Q: But why do so many people picture it backward?

KW: Probably because people confuse size or span with depth. And people think that great span means great depth, and this is precisely backward.

Q: So what exactly do “depth” and “span” refer to?

KW: The number of levels in any holarchy is referred to as its depth, and the number of holons on any given level is referred to as its span.

Q: So if we say atoms have a depth of one, then molecules have a depth of two, cells a depth of three.

KW: Yes, along those lines. Exactly what we want to call a “level” is somewhat arbitrary. It’s like a three-story house. We can count each floor as a level, which is what we usually do, so the house would have a depth of three—three levels. But we could also count each step in the stairs as a level. Maybe there are twenty steps between floors—we would then say that the house has sixty levels, or a depth of sixty.

But the point is that, although these scales are relative or arbitrary, the relative placements are not arbitrary. Whether we say the house has three levels or sixty levels, the second floor is still higher than the first floor. As long as we use the same relative scale, then no problems arise, just as we can use Fahrenheit or Celsius to measure water temperature, as long as we are consistent.

So we could say quarks have a depth of one, atoms a depth of two, crystals a depth of three, molecules a depth of four, and so on. The depth is real, no matter what relative scale we decide to use.

Q: So depth and span.

KW: What confuses people is that evolution actually produces greater depth and less span on succeeding levels. And people tend to confuse collective bigness or size or span with depth, and so they get the order of significance totally backward.

Q: Evolution produces greater depth, less span. That is actually tenet number 8 (we’re skipping some of them). So could you give an example of this tenet?

KW: There are fewer organisms than cells; there are fewer cells than molecules; there are fewer molecules than atoms; there are fewer atoms than quarks. Each has a greater depth, but less span.

The reason, of course, is that because the higher transcends and includes the lower, there will always be less of the higher and more of the lower, and there are no exceptions. No matter how many cells there are in the universe, there will always be more molecules. No matter how many molecules in the universe, there will always be more atoms. No matter how many atoms, there will always be more quarks.

So the greater depth always has less span than its predecessor. The individual holon has more and more depth, but the collective gets smaller and smaller. And since many people think bigger is better, they tend to confuse the direction of significance, they invert the order of being. They turn reality on its head and end up worshipping bigger as better.

Q: A holon transcends and includes its predecessors—it has greater depth—but the population size of the greater depth becomes smaller. The so-called pyramid of development.

KW: Yes. Figure 2-1 is from Ervin Laszlo’s Evolution: The Grand Synthesis, which is generally considered to be a clear and accurate summary of the modern scientific view of evolution, such as it is. But you can see the pyramid of evolution very clearly. Where matter is favorable, life emerges; where life is favorable, mind emerges. (I would add, where mind is favorable, Spirit emerges.)
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FIGURE 2-1. The realms of evolution.

From Ervin Laszlo, Evolution: The Grand Synthesis (Boston: Shambhala, 1987), p. 55.

In the diagram, you can actually see that the vertical depth becomes greater, but the horizontal span becomes less. Interestingly, the perennial philosophy reached the same conclusion, in its own way.

Q: The perennial philosophy being . . . ?

KW: We might say it’s the core of the world’s great wisdom traditions. The perennial philosophy maintains that reality is a Great Holarchy of being and consciousness, reaching from matter to life to mind to Spirit. Each dimension transcends and includes its junior dimension in a nested holarchy, often represented by concentric circles or spheres. This “transcend and include” is indicated in figure 2-2.

Each level includes its predecessor and then adds its own emergent qualities, qualities that are not found in the previous dimension. So each succeeding dimension is “bigger” in the sense of greater embrace, greater depth. And we will see that an individual holon’s identity actually expands to include more and more of the Kosmos—precisely as shown in figure 2-2.

But since the actual span of the succeeding holons becomes less and less—the number of holons at each higher level becomes smaller—then this same diagram is often drawn in exactly the opposite fashion, as in figure 2-3. Greater depth means fewer holons reach that depth—means less span—and so the actual population size becomes smaller and smaller, as indicated in figure 2-3, which is the perennial philosophy’s version of the pyramid of development.
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FIGURE 2-2. Greater depth.

Q: So we need to remember both of these progressions—greater depth, less span.

[image: f0054-01]

FIGURE 2-3. Less span.

KW: Yes. In discussing evolution, perhaps we can keep both of these diagrams in mind. The first diagram indicates “transcend and include”—an actual increase in embrace, inclusion, identity, enfolding—which gets “larger” in the sense of “deeper”: it contains or enfolds more and more levels or dimensions of reality internal to it, as part of its very makeup, its very being, its compound individuality, and so it is more significant: it signifies or indicates that more and more of the Kosmos is internal to it, just as a molecule internally contains atoms, actually enfolds them in its own being.

But the second diagram reminds us that the number of holons that actually realize these deeper dimensions becomes smaller and smaller. Figure 2-2 is depth, figure 2-3 is span. The one gets bigger, the other gets smaller. Greater depth, less span.

Kosmic Consciousness

Q: But the highest level—Spirit. Isn’t Spirit everywhere? It’s not a level, it’s everywhere.

KW: Each level transcends and includes its predecessor. Spirit transcends all, so it includes all. It is utterly beyond this world, but utterly embraces every single holon in this world. It permeates all of manifestation but is not merely manifestation. It is ever-present at every level or dimension, but is not merely a particular level or dimension. Transcends all, includes all, as the groundless Ground or Emptiness of all manifestation.

So Spirit is both the highest “level” in the holarchy, but it’s also the paper on which the entire holarchy is written. It’s the highest rung in the ladder, but it’s also the wood out of which the entire ladder is made. It is both the Goal and the Ground of the entire sequence. I think this will become more obvious as we proceed.

Q: I don’t want to get ahead of the story, but this also leads to an environmental ethics.

KW: Yes, the point of a genuine environmental ethics is that we are supposed to transcend and include all holons in a genuine embrace. Because human beings contain matter and life and mind, as components in their own makeup, then of course we must honor all of these holons, not only for their own intrinsic worth, which is the most important, but also because they are components in our own being, and destroying them is literally suicidal for us. It’s not that harming the biosphere will eventually catch up with us and hurt us from the outside. It’s that the biosphere is literally internal to us, is a part of our very being, our compound individuality—harming the biosphere is internal suicide, not just some sort of external problem.

So we can have a profoundly ecological view without being merely ecological, or reducing everything to the simple biosphere. We need an approach that transcends and includes ecology—precisely because the noosphere transcends and includes the biosphere, which transcends and includes the physiosphere. We don’t need an approach that simply privileges ecology in a regressive flattening to one-dimensional life, to the flatland web of life.

Q: But many ecophilosophers and ecofeminists refer to mystical oneness with all nature, to what Bucke called “cosmic consciousness,” where all beings are seen in an equal light, with no hierarchy at all, no higher or lower, just the great web of life.

KW: Yes, that type of mystical experience of equality is common in the higher stages of human development, and it is important to honor that.

But there are two very different issues here. Human identity can indeed expand to include the All—let’s call it Kosmic consciousness, the unio mystica—just as in figure 2-2. Individual identity expands to Spirit and thus embraces the Kosmos—transcends all, includes all. And that is fine. But the number of humans actually realizing that supreme identity is very, very small. In other words, this very great depth has a very small span. As always, greater depth, less span.

But in that experience, the conscious identity is indeed an identity with the All, with the Kosmos. And in that identity, all beings, high or low, sacred or profane, are indeed seen to be perfect manifestations of Spirit, precisely as they are—no lower, no higher. The ultimate depth is an ultimate oneness with the All, with the Kosmos.

But this realization is not given equally to all beings, even though all beings are equally manifestations of Spirit. This realization is the result of a developmental and evolutionary process of growth and transcendence.

And the web-of-life theorists usually focus on the equality of being and miss the holarchy of realization. They think that because an ant and an ape are both perfect manifestations of the Divine—which they are—then there is no difference in depth between them, which is reductionistic in the most painful fashion.

So we want our environmental ethics to honor all holons without exception as manifestations of Spirit, and also, at the same time, be able to make pragmatic distinctions in intrinsic worth, and realize that it is much better to kick a rock than an ape, much better to eat a carrot than a cow, much better to subsist on grains than on mammals.

If you agree with those statements, then you are acknowledging gradations in depth, gradations in intrinsic value—you are acknowledging a holarchy of value. Many ecophilosophers agree with those statements, but they can’t say why, because they have a hierarchy that denies hierarchy—they have only the flatland web of life and bioequality, which is not only self-contradictory, it paralyzes pragmatic action and cripples intrinsic values.

The Spectrum of Consciousness

Q: Okay, I very much want to come back to all of that (in Part Three), but we need to stay on course. We were talking about the direction of evolution, the telos of the Kosmos, which is not random chance, but directionality.

KW: Evolution has a direction, yes, a principle of order out of chaos, as it is commonly phrased. In other words, a drive toward greater depth. Chance is defeated, depth emerges—the intrinsic value of the Kosmos increases with each unfolding.

Q: That’s actually tenet 12, which is the last tenet I want to discuss. In that tenet, you give various indicators of directionality in evolution, which I’ll just list. Evolution has a broad and general tendency to move in the direction of: increasing complexity, increasing differentiation/integration, increasing organization/structuration, increasing relative autonomy, increasing telos.

KW: Yes, those are some of the typically accepted—that is, scientifically accepted—directions of evolution. This doesn’t mean that regression and dissolution don’t occur—they do (dissolution is one of the four capacities of any holon). And it doesn’t mean that every short-term development must follow those directions. As Michael Murphy says, evolution meanders more than it progresses. But over the long haul, evolution has a broad telos, a broad direction, which is particularly obvious with increasing differentiation—an atom to an amoeba to an ape!

But all of those scientific descriptions can generally be summarized as: the basic drive of evolution is to increase depth. This is the self-transcending drive of the Kosmos—to go beyond what went before, and yet include what went before, and thus increase its own depth.

Q: Now you also tie this in with consciousness. Because you add, “the greater the depth of a holon, the greater its degree of consciousness.”

KW: Yes. Consciousness and depth are synonymous. All holons have some degree of depth, however minor, because there is no bottom. And with evolution, depth becomes greater and greater—consciousness becomes greater and greater. However much depth atoms have, molecules have more. And cells have more depth than molecules. And plants have more than cells. And primates more than plants.

There is a spectrum of depth, a spectrum of consciousness. And evolution unfolds that spectrum. Consciousness unfolds more and more, realizes itself more and more, comes into manifestation more and more. Spirit, consciousness, depth—so many words for the same thing.

Q: Since depth is everywhere, consciousness is everywhere.

KW: Consciousness is simply what depth looks like from the inside, from within. So yes, depth is everywhere, consciousness is everywhere, Spirit is everywhere. And as depth increases, consciousness increasingly awakens, Spirit increasingly unfolds. To say that evolution produces greater depth is simply to say that it unfolds greater consciousness.

Q: You use “unfolds and enfolds.”

KW: Spirit is unfolding itself in each new transcendence, which it also enfolds into its own being at the new stage. Transcends and includes, brings forth and embraces, creates and loves, Eros and Agape, unfolds and enfolds—different ways of saying the same thing.

So we can summarize all this very simply: because evolution goes beyond what went before, but because it must embrace what went before, then its very nature is to transcend and include, and thus it has an inherent directionality, a secret impulse, toward increasing depth, increasing intrinsic value, increasing consciousness. In order for evolution to move at all, it must move in those directions—there’s no place else for it to go!

Q: The general point being . . . ?

KW: Well, several. For one, because the universe has direction, we ourselves have direction. There is meaning in the movement, intrinsic value in the embrace. As Emerson put it, we lie in the lap of immense intelligence, which by any other name is Spirit. There is a theme inscribed on the original face of the Kosmos. There is a pattern written on the wall of Nothingness. There is a meaning in its every gesture, a grace in its every glance.

We—and all beings as such—are drenched in this meaning, afloat in a current of care and profound value, ultimate significance, intrinsic awareness. We are part and parcel of this immense intelligence, this Spirit-in-action, this God-in-the-making. We don’t have to think of God as some mythic figure outside of the display, running the show. Nor must we picture it as some merely immanent Goddess, lost in the forms of her own production. Evolution is both God and Goddess, transcendence and immanence. It is immanent in the process itself, woven into the very fabric of the Kosmos; but it everywhere transcends its own productions, and brings forth anew in every moment.

Q: Transcends and includes.

KW: Indeed. And we are invited, I believe, to awaken as this process. The very Spirit in us is invited to become self-conscious, or even, as some would say, superconscious. Depth increases from subconscious to self-conscious to superconscious, on the way to its own shocking recognition, utterly one with the radiant All, and we awaken as that oneness.

What do you think? Is that crazy? Are the mystics and sages insane? Because they all tell variations on this same story, don’t they? The story of awakening one morning and discovering that you are one with the All, in a timeless and eternal and infinite fashion.

Yes, maybe they are crazy, these divine fools. Maybe they are mumbling idiots in the face of the Abyss. Maybe they need a nice understanding therapist. Yes, I’m sure that would help.

But then, I wonder. Maybe the evolutionary sequence really is from matter to body to mind to soul to spirit, each transcending and including, each with a greater depth and greater consciousness and wider embrace. And in the highest reaches of evolution, maybe, just maybe, an individual’s consciousness does indeed touch infinity—a total embrace of the entire Kosmos—a Kosmic consciousness that is Spirit awakened to its own true nature.

It’s at least plausible. And tell me: is that story, sung by mystics and sages the world over, any crazier than the scientific materialism story, which is that the entire sequence is a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying absolutely nothing? Listen very carefully: just which of those two stories actually sounds totally insane?

I’ll tell you what I think. I think the sages are the growing tip of the secret impulse of evolution. I think they are the leading edge of the self-transcending drive that always goes beyond what went before. I think they embody the very drive of the Kosmos toward greater depth and expanding consciousness. I think they are riding the edge of a light beam racing toward a rendezvous with God.

And I think they point to the same depth in you, and in me, and in all of us. I think they are plugged into the All, and the Kosmos sings through their voices, and Spirit shines through their eyes. And I think they disclose the face of tomorrow, they open us to the heart of our own destiny, which is also already right now in the timelessness of this very moment, and in that startling recognition the voice of the sage becomes your voice, the eyes of the sage become your eyes, you speak with the tongues of angels and are alight with the fire of a realization that never dawns nor ceases, you recognize your own true Face in the mirror of the Kosmos itself: your identity is indeed the All, and you are no longer part of that stream, you are that stream, with the All unfolding not around you but in you. The stars no longer shine out there, but in here. Supernovas come into being within your heart, and the sun shines inside your awareness. Because you transcend all, you embrace all. There is no final Whole here, only an endless process, and you are the opening or the clearing or the pure Emptiness in which the entire process unfolds—ceaselessly, miraculously, everlastingly, lightly.

The whole game is undone, this nightmare of evolution, and you are exactly where you were prior to the beginning of the whole show. With a sudden shock of the utterly obvious, you recognize your own Original Face, the face you had prior to the Big Bang, the face of utter Emptiness that smiles as all creation and sings as the entire Kosmos—and it is all undone in that primal glance, and all that is left is the smile, and the reflection of the moon on a quiet pond, late on a crystal clear night.
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All Too Human

Q: The superconscious is a little ahead of our story! We have basically just covered evolution up to the emergence of human beings, the blossoming of the noosphere. You point out that each of the major stages of the evolution of human consciousness also follows the twenty tenets. So there is an overall continuity to evolution, from physiosphere to biosphere to noosphere.

KW: Which makes sense, doesn’t it? And as evolution moves into the noosphere, then—based on the work of numerous researchers, such as Jean Gebser, Pitirim Sorokin, Robert Bellah, Jürgen Habermas, Michel Foucault, Peter Berger, to name a few—we can outline the predominant “worldviews” of the various epochs of human development. These stages, these worldviews, may be summarized as archaic, magic, mythic, rational, and existential.

Q: Which you also correlate with the major stages of technological/economic development.

KW: Yes, which are: foraging, horticultural, agrarian, industrial, and informational. (You can see these on figure 5-2.)

Q: In each of those stages, you outline the types of economic production, the worldview, the modes of technology, the moral outlook, the legal codes, the types of religion . . .

KW: And here is where we also begin to look at the status of men and women in each of those stages. Because the relative status of men and women has varied tremendously across these stages, and the idea is to search for various factors that contributed to these changes.

Q: Which includes the “patriarchy.”

KW: Well, yes. Based on the exciting work of recent feminist researchers, such as Kay Martin, Barbara Voorhies, Joyce Nielsen, and Janet Chafetz, we can fairly well reconstruct the relative status of men and women in each of these five or so major evolutionary stages of human development.

If we pull all of these sources together, we have: the five or six major stages of techno-economic evolution, as outlined, for example, by Gerhard Lenski; the relative status of men and women in each of those stages, as outlined by Chafetz and Nielsen and others; and the correlation with worldviews, as outlined by Gebser and Habermas.

Using these sources—and numerous others we needn’t go into—we can reach some fairly sturdy conclusions about the relative status of men and women in each of these stages, and, more important, we can isolate the factors that contributed to these differences in status.

Foraging

Q: Let’s give a few examples here, to see exactly what you mean.

KW: In foraging societies (also called hunting and gathering), the roles of men and women were sharply delineated and sharply separated. Men, indeed, did most of the hunting, and women most of the gathering and child rearing. An astonishing 97 percent of foraging societies follow that rather rigid pattern.

But because there were few possessions—the wheel hadn’t even been invented—there was little emphasis placed on either the male or female value sphere. Men’s work was men’s work, and women’s work was women’s, and never the twain shall cross—there were very strong taboos about that, especially about menstruating women—but that didn’t seem to be parlayed into any major sort of difference in status.

Because of this, these societies are eulogized by some feminists, but none of those feminists, I think, would really enjoy the rigidity of the gender roles. Um, just the opposite, I think.

Q: These societies emerged when?

KW: Foraging societies first emerged somewhere between a million and four hundred thousand years ago. As Habermas points out, what separated the first humans from apes and hominids was not an economy or even tools, but rather the invention of the role of the father—what he calls “the familialization of the male.” By participating in both the productive hunt and the reproductive family, the father bridged these two value spheres, and marked off the beginning point of specifically human evolution. Since the pregnant female did not participate in the hunt, this job fell to the male, whether he wanted it or not (mostly not, I would guess).

But with the familialization of the male, we would see the beginning of the single, great, enduring, and nightmarish task of all subsequent civilization: the taming of testosterone.

Fuck it or kill it, but now in service of the family man. This is very funny, don’t you think? In any event, the tribal structure has this family or kinship lineage, and different tribes, with different kinship lineages, have very, shall we say, testy relations with each other. You are on the fucking side or you are on the killing side.

The “carrying capacity” of these early foraging tribes was around forty people. The average life span, Lenski reports, was around 22.5 years. We are, of course, talking about the original tribal structure, and not about indigenous peoples today, who have been subjected to hundreds of thousands of years of further types of various development. But the basic tribal structure itself means a small group based specifically on kinship lineage, and a foraging tribe means one whose subsistence is based on pre-agriculture hunting and gathering.

The ecomasculinists (deep ecologists) are particularly fond of this period.

Q: They like these societies because they were ecologically sound.

KW: Some primal tribal societies were ecologically sound, and some definitely were not. Some tribes practiced cut and slash and burn, and some were responsible for the extinction of numerous species. As Theodore Roszak points out in The Voice of the Earth, a “sacred” outlook toward nature did not in any way guarantee an ecologically sound culture.

Men and women, everywhere and at all times, have despoiled the environment, mostly out of simple ignorance. Even the highly revered Mayan culture disappeared largely through depleting the surrounding rain forests. Modernity’s ignorance about the environment is much more serious, simply because modernity has many more powerful means to destroy the environment. Tribal ignorance, on the other hand, was usually milder; but ignorance is ignorance, and is certainly nothing to emulate. The lack of means in foraging societies does not simply equate with the presence of wisdom.

So it’s true that some people today eulogize the primal tribal societies because of their “ecological wisdom” or their “reverence for nature” or their “nonaggressive ways.” But I don’t think the evidence supports any of those views in a sweeping and general fashion. Rather, I eulogize the primal tribal societies for entirely different reasons: We are all the sons and daughters of tribes. The primal tribes are literally our roots, our foundations, the basis of all that was to follow, the structure upon which all subsequent human evolution would be built, the crucial ground floor upon which so much history would have to rest.

Today’s existent tribes, and today’s nations, and today’s cultures, and today’s accomplishments—all would trace their lineage in an unbroken fashion to the primal tribal holons upon which a human family tree was about to be built. And looking back on our ancestors in that light, I am struck with awe and admiration for the astonishing creativity—the original breakthrough creativity—that allowed humans to rise above a given nature and begin building a noosphere, the very process of which would bring Heaven down to Earth and exalt the Earth to Heaven, the very process of which would eventually bind all peoples of the world together in, if you will, one global tribe.

But in order for that to occur, the original, primal tribes had to find a way to transcend their isolated tribal kinship lineages: they had to find a way to go trans-tribal, and agriculture, not hunting, provided the means for this new transcendence.

Horticultural

Q: So foraging eventually gave way to agriculture. You point out that there are two very different types of farming cultures—horticultural and agrarian.

KW: Yes, horticultural is based on a hoe or simple digging stick. Agrarian is based on a heavy, animal-drawn plow.

Q: Sounds like a very small distinction.

KW: It is actually quite momentous. A digging stick or simple hoe can be used quite easily by a pregnant woman, and thus mothers were as capable as fathers of doing horticulture. Which they did. In fact, about 80 percent of the foodstuffs in these societies were produced by women (the men still went off and hunted, of course). Small surprise, then, that about one-third of these societies have female-only deities, and about one-third have male-and-female deities, and women’s status in such societies was roughly equal with men’s, although their roles were still, of course, sharply separated.

Q: These were matriarchal societies.

KW: Well, matrifocal. Matriarchal strictly means mother-ruled or mother-dominant, and there have never been any strictly matriarchal societies. Rather, these societies were more “equalitarian,” with roughly equal status between men and women; and many such societies did indeed trace ancestry through the mother, and in other ways have a “matrifocal” arrangement. As I said, about one-third of these societies had female-only deities, particularly the Great Mother in her various guises, and conversely, virtually every known Great Mother society is horticultural. Almost any place you see the Great Mother religion, you know there is a horticultural background. This began roughly around 10,000 BCE in both the East and West.

Q: This is often the favorite period of the ecofeminists.

KW: Yes, these societies and a few maritime ones. Where the ecomasculinists love the foraging societies, the ecofeminists are quite fond of horticultural, Great Mother societies.

Q: Because they lived in harmony with the seasonal currents of nature, and in other ways were ecologically oriented.

KW: Yes, as long as you performed that annual ritual human sacrifice to keep the Great Mother happy and the crops growing, all was well with nature. Average life expectancy, according to Lenski’s research, was about twenty-five years, which is pretty natural as well.

You see, it’s the same problem as with the ecomasculinists, who eulogize the previous foraging tribes because they were supposed to be in touch with unadulterated nature. But what is “unadulterated nature”? The ecofeminists claim that these early farming societies were living with the seasonal currents of nature, in touch with the land, which was pure nature not interfered with by humans. But the ecomasculinists vociferously condemn farming of any sort as the first rape of nature, because you are no longer just gathering what nature offers; you are planting, you are artificially interfering with nature, you are digging into nature and scarring her face with farming technology, you are starting to rape the land. The heaven of the ecofeminists is the beginning of hell according to the ecomasculinists.

So yes, the ecomasculinists maintain, horticulture belongs to the Great Mother, and it was under the auspices of the Great Mother that the horrible crime of farming began, the massive crime that tore into the earth and first established human arrogance over the ways of the gentle giant of nature. And eulogizing this period is simply human arrogance at its very worst, the argument goes.

Q: You don’t eulogize either foraging or horticultural, it seems.

KW: Well, evolution keeps moving, yes? Who are we to point to one period and say everything past that period was a colossal error, a heinous crime? According to whom, exactly? If we really are in the hands of the Great Spirit or the Great Mother, do we really think She doesn’t know what She’s doing? Tell you the truth, that seems like arrogance to me.

In any event, we’re three or four major technological epochs down the line, and I doubt evolution will run backward for us.

Q: You refer often to “the dialectic of progress.”

KW: Yes, the idea is that every stage of evolution eventually runs into its own inherent limitations, and these may act as triggers for the self-transcending drive. The inherent limitations create a type of turmoil, even chaos, and the system either breaks down (self-dissolution) or escapes this chaos by evolving to a higher degree of order (self-transcendence)—so-called order out of chaos. This new and higher order escapes the limitations of its predecessor, but then introduces its own limitations and problems that cannot be solved on its own level.

In other words, there is a price to be paid for every evolutionary step forward. Old problems are solved or defused, only to introduce new and sometimes more complex difficulties. But the retrogressive Romantics—whether the ecomasculinists or the ecofeminists—simply take the problems of the subsequent level and compare them with the accomplishments of the previous level, and thus claim everything has gone downhill past their favorite epoch. This is pretty perverse.

I think we all want to honor and acknowledge the many great accomplishments of past cultures the world over, and attempt to retain and incorporate as much of their wisdom as we can. But the train, for better or worse, is in motion, and has been from day one, and trying to drive by looking only in the rear-view mirror is likely to cause even worse accidents.

Q: You point out that our epoch, too, will only pass.

KW: No epoch is finally privileged. We are all tomorrow’s food. The process continues. And Spirit is found in the process itself, not in any particular epoch or time or place.

Agrarian

Q: I want to come back to that in a moment. We were talking about horticultural societies and the eventual shift to agrarian. Even though both are farming, this shift from hoe to plow was actually momentous.

KW: Quite extraordinary. Where a digging stick can easily be handled by a pregnant woman, an animal-drawn plow cannot. As Joyce Nielsen and Janet Chafetz have pointed out, those women who attempt to do so suffer significantly higher rates of miscarriage. In other words, it was to women’s Darwinian advantage not to plow. And thus, with the introduction of the plow, a massive, absolutely massive shift in culture began.

First, virtually all of the foodstuffs were now produced solely by men. Men didn’t want to do this, and they did not “take away” or “oppress” the female workforce in order to do so. Both men and women decided that heavy plowing was male work.

Women are not sheep; men are not pigs. This “patriarchy” was a conscious co-creation of men and women in the face of largely brutal circumstances. For the men, this certainly was no day at the beach, and was not nearly as much fun as, gosh, big-game hunting, which men had largely to give up. Furthermore, according to researchers such as Lenski and Chafetz, the men in these “patriarchal” societies had it considerably worse than the women, according to any number of objective “life quality” scales, starting with the fact that men alone were conscripted for defense, and men alone were asked to put life in jeopardy for the State. The idea that the patriarchy was an ole boys’ club that was nothing but fun, fun, fun for men is based on rather poor research infected with much ideology, it seems.

For what we really learn from these various societies is that when the sexes are heavily polarized—that is, when their value spheres are sharply divided and compartmentalized—then both sexes suffer horribly.

Q: Which is what happened with the patriarchy?

KW: The polarization of the sexes, yes. Agrarian societies have the most highly sexually polarized structure of any known societal type (along with herding). This was not a male plot, nor a female plot for that matter, but was simply the best that these societies could do under the technological form of their organization at that time.

Thus, when men began to be virtually the sole producers of foodstuffs, then—no surprise—the deity figures in these cultures switched from female-oriented to almost exclusively male-oriented. Over 90 percent of agrarian societies, wherever they appear, have solely male primary deities.

Q: In Sex, Ecology, Spirituality you say, “Where females work the field with a hoe, God is a Woman; where males work the field with a plow, God is a Man.”

KW: Well, that’s a quick summary, yes. God and Goddess might have more profound and more transpersonal meanings—which we can talk about later—but for the average mode of human consciousness at that time, those mythic images usually represented much more prosaic realities. They represented, in many cases, the bedrock techno-economic realities of the given society: who put food on the table.

Q: Where God is a Man—this is one of the meanings of “patriarchy.”

KW: Yes, and patriarchy, father rule, is correctly named. And here we briefly touch base with Marx: Because of the social relations that began to organize themselves around the basic forces of production—in this case, the plow—men then began to dominate the public sphere of government, education, religion, politics. And women dominated the private sphere of family, hearth, home. This division is often referred to as male production and female reproduction. Agrarian societies began to arise around 4000–2000 BCE, in both East and West, and this was the dominant mode of production until the industrial revolution.

Just as far-reaching was the fact that advanced farming created a massive surplus in foodstuffs, and this freed a great number of individuals—a great number of males—to pursue tasks other than food-gathering and food-creating, and now on a very large scale. That is, farming technology freed some men from production, but women were still largely tied to reproduction. This allowed a series of highly specialized classes to arise: men that could devote their time, not just to subsistence endeavors, but to extended cultural endeavors. Mathematics was invented, writing was invented, metallurgy—and specialized warfare.

The production of a surplus freed men, under the “kill it” part of testosterone, to begin building the first great military Empires, and across the globe, beginning around 3000 BCE, came the Alexanders and Caesars and Sargons and Khans, massive Empires that, paradoxically, began unifying disparate and contentious tribes into binding social orders. These mythic-imperial Empires would, with the rise of rationality and industrialization, give way to the modern nation-state.

And likewise, with agrarian farming a class of individuals would be freed to ponder their own existence. And thus, with these great agrarian cultures came the first sustained contemplative endeavors, endeavors that no longer located Spirit merely in the biosphere “out there” (magical, foraging to early horticultural) and not merely in the mythic Heavens “up there” (mythology, late horticultural to early agrarian), but rather located Spirit “in here,” through the door of deep subjectivity, the door of interior awareness, the door of meditation and contemplation. And thus arose the great axial sages, whose . . .

Q: Axial?

KW: Karl Jaspers’s term for this incredibly significant period in history, beginning around the sixth century BCE in both East and West, a period that produced the great “axial sages,” Gautama Buddha, Lao Tzu, Parmenides, Socrates, Plato, Patanjali, Confucius, the sages of the Upanishads, and so forth.

Q: All men.

KW: Well, agrarian is always all men. And one of the great tasks of spirituality in the postmodern world is to complement and balance this male-oriented spirituality with its correlative female forms. We don’t want to simply toss out everything these great wisdom traditions have to teach us, because that would be catastrophic. It would be like saying we refuse to use the wheel because a man invented it.

But indeed, virtually all of these great traditions arose in an atmosphere where men spoke to God directly and women spoke to God only through their husbands.

Industrial

Q: I want to come back to that issue of male and female spirituality, because it involves what you call “Ascending” and “Descending” spirituality, or God and Goddess spirituality, and how we might balance these two approaches.

But first, to finish with agrarian and the shift to industrial. How does this relate to “modernity”?

KW: Both “modernity” and “postmodernity” are used in a bewildering variety of ways. But “modernity” usually means the events that were set in motion with the Enlightenment, from Descartes to Locke to Kant, and the concomitant technical developments, which moved from feudal agrarian with a mythic worldview to industrialization and a rational worldview. And “postmodernity” usually means, in the broadest sense, the whole sweep of post-Enlightenment developments, which also includes postindustrial developments.

Q: So we are at the beginning of modernity, the shift from agrarian to industrialization. . . .

KW: Industrialization, for all of its horrors and all of its nightmarish secondary effects, was first and foremost a technological means to secure subsistence not from human muscle working on nature, but from machine power working on nature. As long as agrarian societies demanded physical human labor for subsistence (plowing), those societies inevitably and unavoidably placed a premium on male physical strength and mobility. No known agrarian society has anything even vaguely resembling women’s rights.

But within a century of industrialization—which removed the emphasis on male physical strength and replaced it with gender-neutral engines—the women’s movement emerged for the first time in history on any sort of large scale. Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Women was written in 1792; it is the first major feminist treatise anywhere in history.

It is not that all of a sudden, women became smart and strong and determined after a million years of oppression, dupedom, and sheepdom. It is that the social structures had evolved, for the first time in history, to a point that physical strength did not overwhelmingly determine power in culture. Biology was no longer destiny when it came to gender roles. Within a mere few centuries—a blink in evolutionary time—women had acted with lightning speed to secure legal rights to own property, to vote, and to “be their own persons,” that is, to have a property in their own selves.

Q: The data seem to support this view, correct?

KW: The empirical evidence presented by the feminist researchers that I mentioned indicates that, as Chafetz puts it, the status of women in late industrial societies is higher than in any other surplus-producing society in history—including the horticultural.

Women who vocally condemn late industrial (and informational) society and glowingly eulogize Great Mother horticultural societies seem to be out of touch with a good deal of evidence, or they very selectively choose a few nice items about yesterday and ignore the rest of yesterday’s nightmare, and compare that “Eden” with nothing but the very worst of modernity. This is a very suspect endeavor.

None of which means further gains aren’t required in today’s world, for both men and women. Remember, the polarization of the sexes is brutally hard on each. Men and women both need to be liberated from the horrendous constraints of agrarian polarization. Industrialization began this liberation, began to expand gender roles beyond biological givens—transcend and include—but we need to continue developing this freedom and transcendence.

Q: For example?

KW: For example, when men are no longer automatically expected to be the primary producers and the primary defenders, we might see the average life expectancy of men rise a little bit more toward the female level. And see women less restricted to roles involving merely reproduction, or home and hearth. The brutalities were equal and shared, so the liberation will be equally shared and beneficial, I think. If anything, the men have more to gain, which is why, in the United States, polls consistently showed that a majority of men favored the Equal Rights Amendment but a majority of women opposed it, so it didn’t pass, unfortunately.

Q: What about industrialization and the ecocrisis? Surely that is one of the major downsides of modernity, of the “dialectic of progress.”

KW: Indeed. But it’s an extremely tricky situation. The primary cause of any ecological devastation is, as we were saying, simple ignorance. It is only with scientific knowledge of the biosphere, of the precise ways in which all holons in the biosphere are interrelated, including the biological holons of the human being—it is only with that knowledge that men and women can actually attune their actions with the biosphere. A simple or sacred respect for nature will not do. A sacred outlook on nature did not prevent numerous tribes from despoiling the environment out of simple and innocent ignorance, and did not prevent the Mayans from devastating the rain forests, and it will not prevent us from doing the same thing, again out of ignorance.

Roszak points out that it is modern science, and modern science alone—the ecological sciences and systems sciences, for example—that can directly show us how and why our actions are corroding the biosphere. If the primal tribes knew that by cut and burn they would ruin their habitat and endanger their own lives—if they actually knew that with a scientific certainty—then they would at least have thought about it a little more carefully before they began their biodestruction. If the Mayans knew that in killing the rain forests they were killing themselves, they would have stopped immediately, or at least paused considerably. But ignorance is ignorance; whether innocent or greedy, sacred or profane, ignorance destroys the biosphere.

Q: But the means have changed.

KW: That’s the second point, indeed. Ignorance backed by primal or tribal technology is capable of inflicting limited damage. You can only do so much damage to the biosphere with a bow and arrow. An atomic bomb is something else. The same ignorance backed by industry is capable of killing the entire world. So we have to separate those two issues—the ignorance and the means of inflicting that ignorance—because with modernity and science we have, for the first time in history, a way to overcome our ignorance, at precisely the same time that we have created the means to make this ignorance absolutely genocidal on a global scale.

Q: So it’s good news, bad news.

KW: The predicament of modernity, yes. Finally, we know better. At the same time, if we don’t act on this knowledge, then finally, we all die. Brings new meaning to the Confucian curse, “May you live in interesting times.”
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