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IN SEARCH OF HUMAN NATURE

What is wrong with the West’s ‘scientific’ picture of what and who we are? Was
Thomas Hobbes right to sum up human life as ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish,
and short’? In this magisterial new work, biologist Mary Clark delves deep into
the roots of human nature, offering a timely re-evaluation of the basic attributes
all humans share.

In Search of Human Nature offers a wide-ranging and holistic view of
human nature from all perspectives: biological, historical and sociological. Clark
takes the most recent data from disparate fields — paleontology, primatology,
ethology, genetics, neurosciences, physiology, anthropology, linguistics, ecolog-
ical psychology, archacology, mythology, fine arts, history and conflict
resolution — and weaves them together with clarifying anecdotes and thought-
provoking images to challenge outmoded Western beliefs with hopeful new
insights. Beginning with the distortions intrinsic to analogizing human
behaviour with that of ‘intelligent” machines, Clark tackles an astonishing array
of problems, from how environment and experience shape the brain to the ways
we think about identity, meaning and conflict, to peaceful processes for healing
and adaptive social change.

Ending with modern-day examples of successfully changing communities, I
Seavch of Human Nature ofters a firmly grounded reason to be optimistic about
humankind’s future.

Mary E. Clark was formerly Drucie French Cumbie Chair in Conflict
Resolution at George Mason University. Her previous books include
Contemporary Biology and Ariadne’s Thread: The Search for New Modes of
Thinking.



‘In Search of Human Nature suggests a major paradigm shift in how we

think about human nature and identity ... Clark’s work deserves to be seri-
ously considered by a world in crisis.’

Michelle LeBaron,

George Mason University

‘The author performs a truly valuable intellectual service to us all. What

she is saying about the “cooperative” basis of human nature is absolutely
right. A very readable, well-written book ... Splendid.’

John Ziman,

University of Bristol

‘Mary Clark has created an important synthesis. She has woven together a

wide range of disciplines and, with wisdom and savvy, has created a
tapestry in which we can see ourselves anew.’

John Todd,

University of Vermont

‘Clark’s book represents a major contribution ... Her emphasis on the need

to balance the twin human needs for bonding and autonomy sets the stage

for a celebration of planet-wide diversity-in-community as humans learn to

listen to one another and come up with problem solving behaviour instead
of endless power struggles.’

Elise Boulding,

Professor Emerita of Sociology, Dartmouth College

‘Are there things natural about people, immutable aspects of human nature,

that destine social violence and preclude harmony with nature? Can we

choose our technological and organizational trajectory or have we lost

control of our future? Mary E. Clark explores the full range of discipline

related theories, pits them against each other, uncovers hidden assumptions,

and identifies contradictions. Her thoughtful synthesis keeps the options
open for constructively exercising human will.’

Richard B. Norgaard, Professor of Energy and

Resources and of Agricultural and Resource Economics,

University of California at Berkeley

‘Mary Clark has a genius for explaining complex issues in clear and simple

terms ... She is, as ever, brilliantly creative and right on the money in her

much-needed critique of evolutionary psychology and biological deter-
minism.’

Niles Eldredge,

American Museum of Natural History, New York
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This book is fondly dedicated to John W. Burton, an
Australian curmudgeon and brilliant pioneer theorist — and
practitioner — of conflict resolution. John, you have been
the beacon that focused my efforts, told me where to search
and what to look for. Your intuitive guidance has been

incredibly valuable. Thank you enormously!
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A WORD TO THE READER

This book came to be written because my students, along with many others,
were searching for answers to the seemingly overwhelming problems that we
human beings have created on our planet. The psychological exhaustion they
experienced at the enormity of these problems was followed by despair at their
seeming inevitability. Students enrolled in a course called Our Global Future at
San Diego State, which dealt in depth with those problems, regularly would say
at the end, “Well, you’ve shown us all the problems, but none of the solutions.”
My quip in reply was usually, “Now you know the problems, you’ve become
part of the solution.” It was a lame answer, a cop-out, and I knew it.

Another frequent comment that expressed their feelings of hopelessness was,
“You just can’t change human nature.” They really believed human history was
being inexorably driven by a set of biologically grounded, rather nasty behavioral
traits. Their belief was grounded in the whole Western world view that most had
been immersed in since birth. History focussed on powerful men constantly
engaged in violent struggles with each other. It never mentioned peaceful soci-
eties, nor the lives of women. Economics painted a world of perpetual scarcity
where competition was inevitable — and was also the only route to more efficient
utilization of resources. It never explored successful societies that had managed
their resources in common, without undue competition.

In science, Darwin’s innocuous phrase “survival of the fittest” was turned
into a biological war of all-against-all, an idea made concrete by the invention of
the concept of the “selfish gene.” Psychology and political science, both
obedient to Enlightenment philosophy, mistook emotions as unfortunate left-
over animal traits in need of being tightly controlled by a stern, paternalistic
Reason. And the whole of science, for 200 years or more, has been grounded in
a linear view of causes-and-effects analogous to those found in machines. All
entities, even human nature, and all events, from the evolution of the universe
to the behavior of modern societies, could ultimately be understood by
dissecting them into smaller and smaller pieces.

Though the cracks in all these assumptions are now evident and growing
wider daily, the institutions based on them — especially their view of an individu-
alistic, self-centered, naturally aggressive and competitive human nature —
reinforce these beliefs in people’s everyday lives. Western society begins its
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A WORD TO THE READER

indoctrination early, in school. Kids are surrounded by competition; they see it
in the classroom, on TV, in sports. They are taught early to want and consume
for status, that income “counts.” And every textbook they use incorporates and
reinforces these assumptions. Politicians tacitly assume them in arguing public
policy. In fact, the whole political process is couched in a “win/lose” frame-
work. Conflicts are settled by votes, not violence, but though the tools are
different, the logic of the process is the same.

My professional life has spanned two supposedly disparate disciplines: biology
and contflict resolution. I was forced to bring them together, to look long and
hard at how Western assumptions about human nature had affected bozh disci-
plines. I began twelve years ago to explore the growing cracks being opened up
by maverick thinkers in many disciplines while teaching a course I called Mind
and Conflict in a graduate program at George Mason University. It was to be the
beginning of this book, of building a new “theory of human nature.”

It has proved to be a hugely difficult task, far harder than I had supposed. I
already knew most of the central ideas I wanted to address. One problem was
that there was just too much information on each topic, much of it pertinent
but specialized and complex. But even more problematic was the sequence of
chapters. Each piece of the story only made sense in relation to the whole
picture of human nature that was forming in my head. How could the reader be
helped to make sense of all the pieces as they were presented separately?

This book is, like every book of its kind, a compromise between detailed
arguments and an overall gestalt, a coherent whole story. The many years it
took to write were needed to arrive at the best compromise I could manage.
Imagine a huge table onto which someone has dumped a million-piece jigsaw
puzzle, and your task is to sort them out, to put them into seemingly likely
categories, then try to fit each group together without losing sight of the
connections among all the groups. Meantime, as you are working, people keep
creating (in the form of new books and articles) more pieces to be slotted in.
You also realize that some pieces do not belong at all — or worse, that there are
two or more alternative pieces for one spot in the puzzle, supposedly only one
of which can be correct, though they all make sense.

The pieces represent the ideas, hypotheses, facts, data, arguments, and inter-
pretations generated about human nature by thousands of scholars and
philosophers and other creative thinkers. Some pieces are historical, others
scientific. Some are logical arguments, others are hunches, insights, myths, and
personal stories. The one thing they have in common is they all say something,
some opinion or observation or parable, about the nature of “human nature.”

In a single book, I could not possibly consider every piece, nor discuss every
point of disagreement. I had to make choices. I had to start, tentatively, with
my own broad outline of what was my “best guess” about human nature, based
on over seventy years of lived experience, much reading, and some thirty years
of teaching in two disciplines in several universities in three countries. The more
I have read since, the more convinced I’ve become that my “best guess” is
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A WORD TO THE READER

pretty close to who we really are, certainly much closer than the rather
unpleasant Hobbesian view on which so much of Western society’s self-image is
based.

I make no claims as to the picture of human nature I present being the
complete story. Very likely, that will forever be beyond our species’ capability.
No one mind can grasp and organize all there is to know and say about human
nature — which is what makes us such an endlessly fascinating subject. Rather,
what I offer here is a more optimistic working model of “Who We Think We
Are”, or perhaps I should say, “Who I Think We Are”. It is one that, while
certainly incomplete and imperfect, I believe opens up many new approaches to
solving the multiple crises that beset us as the new millennium gets underway.

With regard to the style of this work, I have tried to avoid the specialized
jargon largely understood only by experts in particular disciplines. For the sake
of readability, I have not presented every side of controversial topics. The side
(or sides) I do present I have consciously selected. My goal has been to produce
a single coherent picture that makes sense as a whole, not to argue over details
of every point along the way. This of course means my picture is biased. But to
think usefully about anything at all necessitates that kind of selecting. For the
evidence I do present, there are bibliographic citations and, from time to time
in the notes, a brief discussion of alternative viewpoints. To humanize the text I
have also incorporated concrete examples about real people, as well as personal
anecdotal information, to give flesh-and-blood to my story.

I trust my readers will find themselves stimulated to reflect further on their
own ideas about human nature. I believe that the social adjustments needed to
correct some of the worst of our self-inflicted threats can only come about
through a big change in the gestalt with which we view ourselves and the
world. It will only happen successfully through participatory dialogue among a
consciously aware citizenry — in every part of the globe — where we mutually
discover new ways of “seeing” ourselves that, in turn, open up new directions
and goals for human society to pursue in the future. To entice you into this
huge tome, I will tell you now that I believe our true natures are far more
lovable and positive than we in the West currently believe them to be. There is
indeed great hope for us after all. Overleaf I offer quotations from two very
different, both highly eminent, contemporary thinkers who share my optimism.
Their words set the stage for what is to follow.

Xviil



It is still my firm conviction that human nature is essentially
compassionate, gentle. That is the predominant feature of human
nature.... I believe that our underlying or fundamental nature is
gentleness, and intelligence is a later development. And I think
that if human ability, that human intelligence, develops in an
unbalanced way, without being properly counterbalanced with
compassion, then it can become destructive. It can lead to
disaster.

But, I think it’s important to recognize that if human conflicts
are created by misuse of human intelligence, we can also utilize
our intelligence to find ways and means to overcome these
conflicts. When human intelligence and human goodness or affec-
tion are used together, all human actions become constructive.

His Holiness, The Dalai Lama (1988: 54, 55)

Modernism has cultivated a widespread belief that humans are by
nature greedy, individualistic, and aggressive, and that progress
depends on a competitive process by which the strong displace
and destroy the weak. Conversely, this belief system suggests that
cooperation is not in our nature and if it were, it would be a
barrier to progress.

Fortunately, we don’t have to look very hard to realize that
compassion, cooperation, even love, are the foundation of most
human relationships and indeed, are an essential underpinning of
civilization. It seems self-evident, therefore, that these capacities
are at least as inherent in our nature as is our well-demonstrated
capacity for greed, violence, and destruction. It is a matter of
which capacities we choose to nurture in ourselves, our children,
and the larger society.

David C. Korten (2001: 51)
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INTRODUCTION

Framing the problem

If we think of the world as separate from us and constituted of
disjointed parts to be manipulated with the aid of calculation we
will try to become separate people whose main motivation with
regard to each other and to nature is also manipulation and calcu-
lation. But if we can obtain an intuitive and imaginative feeling of
the whole world as constituting an implicate order that is also
enfolded in us, we will sense ourselves to be one with this world.
We will no longer be satisfied merely to manipulate it technically
to our supposed advantage, but we will feel genuine love for it.
We will want to care for it, as we would for anyone who is close to
us and therefore enfolded in us as inseparable part.

David Bohm *

Who do we think we are? What is human nature really like? That first question
actually embodies several queries, depending where one puts the emphasis.
“Who do we think we are?” implies a question of our general identity: what sort
of beings are we? “Who do we think we are?” implies a select group that has a
special interest in itself. “Who do we think we are?” suggests that we are curious
about our own self-constructed image of ourselves, realizing it is more an
assumption than a complete picture of whoever we “really” are.

Each of these three phrasings of our original question is important for our
project, the goal of which is to inquire into our self-understanding and explore the
role it plays in our behavior. The answer to the first phrasing seems easy. We are
human beings, Homo sapiens. But what exactly does that mean? What defines the
nature of our species? The second phrasing suggests it is important to know who is
asking the question, because not all people who call themselves “human” would
give the same answer. It depends on which group is doing the thinking. And that
leads directly to what is implied in the third phrasing, namely that we do not abso-
lutely know who or what we are; we can only have theories about ourselves.

*  The source of this quote escapes both me and several knowledgable colleagues. We all agree that
it is definitely David Bohm, but where exactly he said it remains a mystery. Important works
that develop this concept include Bohm (1980 and 1999).



INTRODUCTION

Every society, every culture has its own theory of human nature, which it takes
as the truth. And to complicate our lives even more, every person within a given
culture has a slightly different “take” on what she or he thinks people are like.
Aspects of our individual theories of human nature turn up in most of our conver-
sations, our books, our myths, and our opinions. We are constantly explaining
ourselves to each other, comparing views on what human beings are like and why
they act as they do.

Why is understanding ourselves so important to us that it consumes this
much of our attention? Why do we need a “theory” of who we are anyway?
And why can’t we all agree on it? Why are there such big differences among
groups of humans in their self-perceptions? If we’re all really one species, why
don’t we see eye-to-eye about it?

This book seeks answers to these questions, especially the last two. It
addresses how we think and what we feel. It explores the limits of our minds to
comprehend reality and the extent of our control over our feelings. It shows
why it is so hard to “change one’s mind,” to see the world from someone else’s
point of view. As the twenty-first century begins, gaining this level of self-
understanding about our nature as human beings seems critical to our species’
continued survival. My hope is to persuade people to see that there are other
sets of spectacles with which to view the world than the ones they have been
taught to see through, and that sometimes these other aids to vision can solve
problems in ways they otherwise might never have thought of.

Two fundamental ideas — two premises — underlie the arguments that are to
follow. The first is that how we humans “see” reality, what we comprehend, is
always constructed. Our world view — the working “truth” we use as a map for
living — is always culturally created, and it is always a selected and partial under-
standing. Yet however imperfect, some kind of map is essential for a society’s
survival. Nevertheless, as circumstances change over time, that map must be
revised if a society is to continue to exist. That is how the human species adapts.

The second premise is that today a single world view is becoming increasingly
dominant around the planet — that of the West (Figure 0.1). Such a premise makes
certain deep assumptions about how the world should be viewed that profoundly
affect both our understanding of human nature and the way we treat the world
that supports us. I believe, along with many others, that these assumptions are
leading to dangerous, indeed pathological, consequences for all humans. There is
therefore a need at the outset to grasp what a world view is and to perceive what
is entailed in adapting it to meet new, changing conditions.!

World views: constructed gestalts

The empirical basis of objective science has thus nothing “absolute”
about it. Science does not rest upon rock-bottom. The bold structure
of its theories rise, as it were, above a swamp. It is like a building
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Figure 0.1 Spreading of the Western world view

The spreading of the Western world view over the past 200 years is pictured here using
the advertising image of a paint company, whose neon signs show a red blob of paint
spreading down over the globe, with the motto: “Sherwin-Williams covers the Earth.”

Source: Original art rendered from author’s sketch by Michele Lukowski

erected on piles. The piles are driven from above into the swamp, but
not to any natural or “given” base; and when we cease our attempts to
drive piles into a deeper layer, it is not because we have reached firm
ground. We simply stop when we are satisfied that they are firm
enough to carry the structure, at least for the time being.?

In this description of objective science (which grew out of the Western world
view), philosopher Karl Popper visually describes for us the structure of a world
view — in fact, of any world view. All human thought, all our knowledge, ulti-
mately is grounded in certain “givens” — certain inescapable beliefs and
assumptions. On them we construct our model of reality or “truth” that allows
us to function with confidence, more or less automatically.
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Figure 0.2 How we frame our world perception

A model for how we frame our understanding of the world. Our conscious norms, insti-
tutions, and expectations are based on the underlying beliefs and assumptions we make
about the nature of reality.

Source: Original figure by author appeared in Clark (1995: 65); redrawn by Michele Lukowski. Used
with kind permission of Blackwell Publishers

The English essayist, William Hazlitt, once observed, “Without the aid of
prejudice and custom I should not be able to find my way across the room.”3
Walking across the room was Hazlitt’s metaphor for living through the
events of everyday life. We each make a working model of the universe,
which is based on “prejudice.” This is inescapable. People selectively see,
take in, and interpret what they need to know, ignoring the huge amount of
extraneous information that constantly bombards them. And it is “custom,”
provided by the culture we live in, that tells us what to pay attention to, and
how to interpret it. We are all biased in this way; we are all inevitably “ethno-
centric.”
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This conceptualization of a world view is shown in Figure 0.2. The beliefs
and assumptions by which an individual makes sense of experience are hidden
deep within the language and traditions of the surrounding society. They are
the gestalt — the pilings, the vision of reality — on which rest the customs, the
norms, and the institutions of a given culture. They are tacitly communicated
through origin myths, narrative stories, linguistic metaphors, and cautionary
tales. They set the ground rules for shared cultural meaning.

These subconscious beliefs are sacred, a kind of religion or faith. One’s place
in society, indeed often one’s very survival, depends on accepting them. On top
of those subconscious pilings are conscious traditions and institutions that form
the normative map of behavior which makes complex social living possible. Is it
any wonder that we have such a powerful tendency to cling to them, to defend
them, to find it painful in the extreme when they are threatened and we are
forced to give them up and adopt new ones? Social change is not easy, especially
when the changes are not superficial changes in our institutions, but profound
ones touching on our deepest beliefs.

A couple of examples of differences that can exist between cultures will help.
One that may seem trivial, yet which can cause profound misunderstandings, is
the difference in assumptions made about eye contact. In Western societies, we
assume a person who fails to “look me in the eye” is untrustworthy, hiding
something, feels guilty or ashamed. In some other societies, however, it is taken
as a sign of rudeness, of intrusion, to stare directly into another’s eyes. It is a
threat, an invasion of their personal space. (When Westerners ride packed
together in elevators, they unconsciously avoid eye contact with strangers as a
way of increasing the feeling of space around them.) During cross-cultural
encounters, especially during conflict negotiations, such social “errors” can
cause serious misunderstandings.

A completely different kind of cultural difference occurs in the area of oceanic
navigation, where it is the mental representation of the physical world that varies.
What is happening as the ship sails from one place to another can be envisioned
very differently. In the West, sailors have an image of the ship moving between
two fixed points; a knowledge of direction (by observing celestial bodies and using
a compass) and of the speed of the ship are critical for finding their destination.
Among Micronesians, however, sailors travel without maps or compasses across
long stretches of open ocean, from island to island. Their perception of what is
happening is quite different. For them, their ship and the stars are stationary and it
is the islands that move. They navigate by lines of stars, all rising or setting over
the island of their destination, using an imaginary island to triangulate on.*

Even when Westerners grasp the trigonometric principles involved in
Micronesian navigation, it is still almost impossible for them to envision intu-
itively how the Micronesians “see” what is going on physically. The
fundamental preconceptions about the world held by different cultures provide
very different understandings of “reality” — and it often takes an enormous
gestalt shift to move from one set of preconceptions to another.
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This book critically examines the gestalt underlying the increasingly domi-
nant Western world view. Both its science and its beliefs about human nature
are grounded in its tacitly held understanding of reality. An alternative gestalt,
another way of picturing reality, is presented alongside one that I believe
permits a healthier, more humane conceptualization of “who we are,” as well as
a better way of thinking about Nature overall. I introduce them in metaphoric
form here, as basis for discussion in later chapters.

The “Billiavd Ball” Gestalt

One of the most basic images of reality on which the Western world view rests
is that all entities in the universe are isolated, discrete objects that have distinct
boundaries, much like we imagine atoms to be. Indeed, the “atomistic
universe” would be a good label. The Western view of human or animal soci-
eties is that they are simply aggregations of “social atoms.” Yet for most of us
except physicists it is hard to mentally envision atoms interacting. So I have
chosen the metaphor of billiard balls, a highly Newtonian model, because so
much of Western thought is in fact based on this way of “seeing” the universe.
They are masses in vectored motion, exchanging energy with each other at
every collision, some of which is dissipated into the air creating the familiar
“crack!” sounds of the billiard parlor and pool hall. The effect of the impact of
each moving ball can be calculated from Newton’s laws of motion. The balls are
discrete, bounded objects; they have no permanent relationships; theirs is an
individualistic, “atomistic” universe. (Figure 0.3).

One can think of many sports for which the same physical rules are evident.
Bowling comes to mind. So does archery, where bowstring tautness, air resis-
tance, and wind speed combine to determine the flight pattern of an arrow.
These are all examples of interactions taking place among a set of “indepen-
dent” objects. Of course, few billiard players or bowlers or archers think
consciously about the laws of motion. But they do intuitively come to under-
stand the relationships between objects in general Newtonian terms as they
acquire skill in their sport.

What happened in the West was that this same understanding of events as
interactions between independent objects — so appropriate for a game of
billiards — was extrapolated to all events, everywhere in the universe. From the
physicists’ atoms to the astronomers’ heavenly bodies, events could be under-
stood as interactions taking place between discrete, separate objects. Force and
mass explained everything, and once you knew the position and momentum of
every particle in the universe, you could, in theory, run history forward (or
backward) in a predictable manner.

Though this idea, now known as the Laplacean fallacy,” is no longer believed
by physicists, whose more recent theories of quantum mechanics and chaos
have made events in the universe seem much less deterministic, it is by-and-
large still the way Westerners frame their everyday views of the world. Objects



INTRODUCTION

.
===
)
/

/
#

Figure 0.3 The “Billiard Ball” Gestalt: an individualistic universe

The Billiard Ball Gestalt of the universe depicts isolated objects moving independently
and colliding randomly with each other. It models the cause-and-effect, linear events of
an atomistic or individualistic world view. The “Self” is discrete and separate from the
whole.

Source: Original art rendered from author’s sketch by Michele Lukowski

have boundaries. We think of “a tree” as separate from the soil and air in which
it grows, ignoring the unbroken chain of molecules it is constantly exchanging
with both. We think of a river as an “object,” but it is in fact untold millions of
water molecules in motion, some evaporating, some running into the ground,
perhaps to re-enter the river later.
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The objects in the world around us, both animate and inanimate, are not
discretely bounded. They change. They have histories that are not independent
of the histories of other objects around them. Yet Western thinking — while
acknowledging this — tends in everyday life to prefer the precision of argument
offered by a “Billiard Ball” universe. It is relatively easy to frame an event in
mathematical models if only one or two objects (or conditions) are varying. It
makes the science of “controlled experiments” possible.

So pervasive is this way of thinking, it has become de riguenr for those who
study human societies and human nature. Economics, psychology, ethnology,
and all the other disciplines that attempt to explain human behavior are now
lumped together as the “social sciences.” And in the standard tradition of the
Billiard Ball (or “atomistic” or “individualistic”) universe, human beings are
imagined very much like independent, isolated, bounded objects having a
variety of cause-and-effect “collisions” with each other. Friendly collisions,
amorous collisions, deceitful collisions, angry collisions, collaborative colli-
sions.

It is largely based on this image that theories of a self-centered human nature
have been constructed. Unlike billiard balls, however, we are viewed as living in
a world of scarcity, and must compete during our collisions. We thus are envi-
sioned as “rational objects,” game theorists, calculating contract makers, each
out for herself. Our pro-social feelings are merely a form of self-deception to
cover up the fact that our selfish genes are really driving each of us to serve
what is in our own best interests. We “exploit” others for our own individual
benefit; that’s how we survive.

I have put this rather bluntly, yet a surprising number of Western societies
are grounded on just such beliefs, with the United States as the most extreme
case. Its view of human society demands that people compete (for jobs,
status) to survive; it also expects they will try to be free riders (go on welfare),
or cheat (lie, steal); and so it protects itself by threats of severe punishment
(homelessness, punitive fines, harsh jail sentences) for those who don’t
“measure up.”

The Billiard Ball Gestalt of the universe thus closes off many useful ways of
thinking about ourselves and solving many of our seemingly intractable prob-
lems that an alternative gestalt might open up. I now offer such an alternative.

The “Indva’s Net” Gestalt

When one moves away from Western-dominated parts of the world one
discovers people who perceive very different “realities.” In one common
variant, everything in the universe is secen to belong to a single, intercon-
nected whole. Each culture has its own myth or symbolic image for expressing
the essence of this gestalt. The one I have chosen as metaphor is Indra’s Net.
The image comes from Mahayana Buddhist tradition, from around 2000 ya
(years ago).
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Indra was the chief god of the Aryans who overran the Indian subconti-
nent beginning around 5000 ya and wove their own myths with those of the
local Dravidians, giving rise to the earliest, Vedic form of Hinduism. Indra
remained part of the south Asian pantheon ever after, but his net seems to be
an embellishment by the followers of Buddha, the Awakened One. In Figure
0.4, I present my remembered image of what I believe was a symbolic repre-
sentation of Indra’s Net.® T take the figure to be Indra, seated on the
universe over which he has cast his jeweled net. A description of its meaning
follows:

The principle of all things reflecting or “containing” one another is
... symbolized by the so-called “Net of Indra,” which is an imaginary
net of jewels that reflect each other with the reflections of each jewel
containing reflections of all the jewels, each of which reflections also
contains the reflections of all the jewels, ad infinitum.”

As Thomas Cleary, the translator of The Flower Ornament Scripture, from
which the above quote is taken, explains, the whole belief of Buddhism is a
philosophy of the universal interdependence of all that exists as parts of a sacred
whole, often referred to as Buddha’s “teaching body,” or Dharmakaya. “All
things, all beings, mind and space itself are bodies of Buddha.”® No thing
(object, entity, concept, phenomenon) exists in reality because the cosmos is an
interdependent whole. He explains this interdependence of all phenomena
further.

Their interdependent existence and emptiness of own being are two
sides of the same coin.... The noumenal nature, or emptiness, of our
phenomenon, being the same as that of all phenomena, is said to at
once pervade and contain all phenomena; and as this is true of one,
so is it true of all. Furthermore, the interdependence of phenomena
means that ultimately one depends on all and all on one, whether
immediately or remotely; therefore, the existence of all is considered
an intrinsic part of the existence of one, and vice versa.’

Indra’s Net is therefore a metaphor for a world of connectedness, of inter-
acting, interdependent entities, whether they be human bodies, an economy
or other social arrangement, an ecosystem, or a galaxy. Within each entity, the
parts are likewise interdependent, and it is their reciprocal interactions that
keep the whole universe functioning. Indeed, each part, each entity contains
the whole, zs the whole, and nothing can survive apart from the whole. No
entity is unconnected to, unaffected by, all the others. There are no discrete
“billiard balls.”

Writes David Standlea, a student of the applications of Buddhist thinking to
the modern Western world:
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Figure 0.4 The “Indra’s Net” Gestalt: a connected universe

The “Indra’s Net” Gestalt of the universe, depicted by a jeweled net where each jewel is
connected to and hence reflects upon all the others. No one entity can be its discrete,
autonomous “Self” independent of its connectedness with the whole of reality.

Sonrce: Original art rendered from author’s sketch by Michele Lukowski
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Indra’s net is not merely a quaint poetic image derived from an ancient
Buddhist Satra; it is a symbol for a heightened consciousness of the
world and interlocking life force we abide within. It implies a world
view prompting an open-ended compassion toward mutually depen-
dent life forms.10

Buddhist teaching, as captured in the Gestalt of Indra’s Net, leads to a very
different theory of human nature. It rejects notions of competition, of “self.”
and of dominance over, while embracing the need for constantly seeking
harmonious relations with all-that-is. “Winning” is an alien concept in Buddhist
thinking, where the purpose of life is to discover meaning, not to achieve
power. The conquest, if it can be called that, is directed inward, over oneself.

A summary comparison

These two gestalts are distinct, in the extreme; essentially they are mutually
exclusive. The universe appears either as a single, interlocking net of mutually
dependent phenomena, or as a mixed assemblage of discrete objects colliding
with each other as they follow their independent trajectories. Certainly neither
one can be an accurate picture of the whole of reality, though each metaphoric
image is recognizable in certain aspects of the universe. Competitive struggles
are observed in nature, as well as within and between groups of human actors.
Equally, we see examples of harmonious interdependence among planetary
bodies in space, and the more we understand about the complex interactions
among eccosystems, the more they resemble an exquisitely complex set of
multiple feedback interactions, a good approximation to Indra’s Net. But how
well does each describe human nature?

In Table 0.1, I summarize succinctly the consequences of each gestalt, espe-
cially when applied to our expectations about human nature. The sequence in
the Table roughly follows the path to be taken in later chapters, as indicated in
parentheses. We begin with (A) the overall universe and its impact on scientific
theories. Next comes (B) Darwinian evolution, especially as it applies to
primates. This is followed by (C) expectations of the human psyche. And finally
comes (D) the kinds of social beliefs and organizations that each gestalt
promotes. Three broad observations emerge.

First, the beliefs a society holds about the universe and about human nature
in particular tend to create the very behavior they predict. How we see the
world does shape who we are. World views tend to be self-fulfilling prophecies
when it comes to human nature. This raises a cautionary warning about the
validity of scientific studies on human behavior conducted by Western scientists
on Western subjects. The scientists’ cherished hypotheses will predict the behav-
iors they do in fact find, “proving them correct.” No matter how “objective”
the study, it cannot overcome the biases of the entire milieu in which it is
conducted.

11



Table 0.1

INTRODUCTION

Contrasting two different world-view gestalts. How the Billiard Ball and
Indra’s Net Gestalts frame the world at four different levels of “seeing”

A B C D
Universal Evolutionary Psychological Consequences
perspective (see  perspective (see  perspective (see  for socinl
Chs. I, II) Chs. I, 11, I11, Chs. V, VI, perspectives (see
1v) VII) Chs. VIL, VIII,
IX, X, XI)
Billiard Ball ~ Discrete, Competition Self-centered, Power-based
Gestalt bounded for survival me-first struggle;
objects among isolated hierarchy
individuals natural
Atomistic; “Winning Based on Need for social
individualistic matters” cognitive controls to
intelligence suppress
and deception  violence
Identity Rule of law;
insecure, self- retributive
created justice
Indra’s Net  Blurred, fuzzy  Interrelations Belonging and ~ Order of
Gestalt objects, in a with attachment are  custom;
continuous surroundings first priority contextual
universe essential for justice aimed at
survival reconciliation
Everything “Fitting-in Emphasis on
interconnected  matters” feelings,
compassion
Identity
through social
relationships

The second observation is in the form of a rhetorical question and its
answer. If neither of these gestalts is a truly accurate picture of reality, why
should we bother with them at all? The answer, briefly, is because the whole
of reality is far too vast and complex for us to get a mental grasp of all of it,
and so we must create a selected, partial image, some metaphoric gestalt, in
order to think about it. We weave an Ideenkleid, a tissue of ideas (Ideenkleider
are what Einstein once called “thought experiments”). We construct a
working model of reality, an “hypothesis,” inevitably simplified and full of
“prejudice” and “custom,” that allows us to “walk across the room” of life.
Yet no matter how often we modify our image of reality, according to experi-
ence and more thought, it still remains a theory, forever partial and
incomplete.

I chose two distinctly different gestalts in order to demonstrate both the
obvious incompleteness of either one as an absolute or final picture of reality,
and to show how powerfully whatever metaphor or gestalt is chosen influences

12
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the actual behavior of people. As Mary Catherine Bateson once said, when
complaining that others spoke of the Gaia hypothesis as “merely a metaphor”:
“Metaphors are zever ‘merely’.”1! They are how we think, and especially how
we communicate what we think.

The third observation is how mentally difficult it is for the human mind to
flip back and forth from one view of reality to another, from one set of beliefs
about human nature to another. As the standard textbook example of shifting
gestalts shows, once you’ve fixed the old hag’s face in your mind it is terribly
hard to see in the same physical image the entirely different side view of a
young woman’s head (see Figure 0.5). Changing our deepest beliefs, those
“pilings driven into the swamp” that underlie our world view require us to
shake up the kaleidoscope of our collective mind and rearrange the facts — the
pieces of colored glass out of which we construct reality — into a new, more
adaptive pattern.

Figure 0.5 Shifting gestalts: “young or old?”

This picture, conceived by E.G. Boring, an American psychologist, is on display at the
San Francisco Exploratorium. It is a typical example of how the same image can be inter-
preted in two quite different ways. Hint: locate the eye in each of the two gestalts.

Source: Redrawn by Michele Lukowski, with kind permission, © 1999, Exploratorium,
www.exploratorium.edu
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As suggested at the beginning of this Introduction, the human species faces
enormous crises, both environmental and societal, that demand some changes
in the ways we do things and especially in how we relate to each other. Such
change in our world view, in our “way of seeing the world,” is how we human
beings adapt. Being able to change in this way brought our ancestors through
the Pleistocene. Yet as just demonstrated, changing our fundamental assump-
tions, our basic “take” on the world, is not easy. Those groups of people in the
past who remained blind to coming crises — despite obvious signs — became
extinct. They refused to “see.” It remains the same today. Once we have a “map
of the world” fixed in our heads we find it enormously hard to take it apart and
reconstruct it. As Murray Gell-Mann has said: “When thinking, we tend to cling
tenaciously to our schemata and even twist new information to conform to
them.” The story he tells goes like this:

Many years ago, two physicists associated with the Aspen Center for
Physics were climbing in the Maroon Bells Wilderness near Aspen,
Colorado. While descending, they lost their bearings and came down
on the south side of the mountains, instead of the north side near
Aspen. They looked below them and saw what they identified as Crater
Lake, which they would have spotted from the trail leading home. One
of them remarked, however, that there was a dock on the lake, which
Crater Lake does not possess. The other physicist replied, “They must
have built it since we left this morning”.... It took them a couple of
days to get home.12

If it is so easy for supposedly open-minded scientists to ignore what they
have seen with their own eyes, how much easier is it for the rest of us to refuse
“to see the obvious,” to doubt, to distort, or to simply dismiss. Yet the magni-
tude of the crises (and probable crises) that are building up before our eyes, and
the degree of change they require from us if catastrophes are to be avoided,
demand that we understand how human beings can peaceably create the neces-
sary change. This, in turn, requires a deeper understanding of human nature
and human behavior than most of us possess. The purpose of this book is to
offer insights that I believe can increase greatly our understanding and open up
paths to the needed adaptive change process. But first, a list of some of the crit-
ical crises that are clearly on the horizon may persuade us to begin thinking and
acting now, before one or more of them is upon us.

Crises in the making

Earth today increasingly is showing the impact of a burgeoning Homo sapiens
community. During the past half century, our global population doubled, the
air over the world’s cities became polluted, and toxic substances seeped into
more and more underground aquifers, poisoning streams. Fossil fuel
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consumption increased enormously; so did extinctions of various species, and
the destruction of forests. Mostly unknown, or unnoticed, in 1950, these
environmental problems are now commonplace. Despite some modest attempts
to slow these trends, however, not a single one has been stopped or reversed.
The response has been half-hearted, at best.!3

Meanwhile, many old social problems have continued to worsen and new
ones have emerged. Most evident globally is the ever-widening gap between the
minority of wealthy and the majority of those struggling at the bottom. Despite
the end of the so-called Cold War, there has been no decline in military
spending globally, nor any significant increase in non-military assistance to most
post-colonial peoples or those who have suffered from wars or oppression. (This
is in strong contrast to exploitative investments for profit which have grown
rapidly, to the benefit of the relatively few rich consumers and even richer share-
holders.)

Another global stress factor is the growing pace of technological change that
is increasing tensions among the populations of industrialized nations, while
displacing people from the land, and even from their countries, in less devel-
oped areas. Such people contribute to the growing flood of migrants from poor
to rich countries. All these are destabilizing factors, and they are not being
ameliorated by the necessary top-level efforts, either within or between nations.
Indeed, the rapid dispersal to even the most remote places by modern commu-
nication technologies of information about growing inequalities and
exploitation simply adds to the instability.

There follow several examples of crises in the making. Because crises
resulting from social psychological stress vary from culture to culture, I have
used the American situation as exemplar. The fact that the world’s remaining
superpower is not immune from such occurrences should be a salutary warning
to all others who would mimic its self-proclaimed “success,” and strengthen
the will to resist of those being forced to follow in its footsteps, to “globalize”
the American way. Crises brought on by environmental collapse will be consid-
ered in a more global setting.

America’s social cvises

O would the Lord some giftie gie us
To see ourselves as others see us.

This couplet of Robert Burns ought to become the national prayer of
Americans. While observers abroad increasingly note obvious flaws in contem-
porary America, most citizens remain steadfastly oblivious. The virtual absence
from our dialogue of the human need for real community, our enormous
emphasis on individual rights and individual guilt, and the overriding demands
placed on us for ever-more social efficiency, measured in purely economic
terms, are all intensifying our feelings of insecurity, alienation, powerlessness,
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and meaninglessness. Yet given our assumptions about human nature as selfish,
individualistic, and materially motivated, we do not see these stresses as stem-
ming from social problems, but from the inability of individuals to conform.
And so we punish and shame those who are not “well-adapted.” Yet in the long
run, this is not a solution; it only postpones inevitable crises. It will take new
ways of organizing society to correct the problem.

Over the past half century, huge changes in the physical and social nature
of the home, school, workplace, and community have been taking place
under the driving force of “modernity.” The push for “progress,” narrowly
defined as constant growth in production and consumption, has turned social
life into a largely commoditized, paid-for experience. Unpaid human activity,
such as parenting or volunteering, or simply passing along gossip over the
backyard fence — all essential to stable human communities — falls outside the
social accounting system. It does not contribute to the accountants’ assess-
ment of “societal efficiency” and so can be eliminated — until, of course, the
social fabric begins to collapse. It is mainly unpaid social interactions that
bring us the most psychic satisfaction, and it is those that we are
destroying!14

The patterns of behavior being imposed on almost every life-setting in
American society all have similar negative impacts: separation from others,
excessive competition, increasing stress to “succeed,” and impossible demands
on the time and effort needed to do so. All this denies one a sense of personal
identity and of deep attachment to meaningful groups. These new patterns are
causing significant losses of personal control over the context of one’s own life,
regardless of the ballyhoo in America about individual freedom and rights.!®
Moreover, these negative impacts permeate all our behavior settings — home,
school, workplace, community — so there is no respite from the psychological
stress they bring.

The shrinking family

For most of human existence, children grew up not just in their parents’ house-
hold, but in the midst of their local band or village, most of whose members
were real or adoptive relatives. “The family” extended even further — to other
villages and, for Polynesians, even to distant islands. By blood, marriage, custom
and trade, people felt personally related, and had multiple rights and obligations
toward each other.

In modern America, such extended families — if they exist at all — are
anachronisms, relics from the past. By the beginning of the twentieth century,
“the family” consisted of a married couple and their minor children: the
“nuclear family.” At first, grown children stayed in close touch with the “grand-
parents,” but by the end of the century “the family” could mean as few as one
person living alone, or a single mother living in a trailer — or perhaps on the
street — with her children.
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As the family shrank, so too did its social support network. Grandparents,
aunts and uncles often became unavailable as mobility grew.!¢ Even so, through
the first two-thirds or so of the twentieth century, bonds between grandparents
and their grown children remained strong, so the grandchildren had a sense of
continuity. But as divorce rates climbed and adult children moved ever farther
away, extended family bonds waned in social importance. Today couples, and
especially single parents, are very much on their own.

This shrinking of the village-wide and extended family down to the single-
generation nuclear family has effectively privatized the intimate relationships
among family members. Closeted within the four walls of the family castle,
tensions are hidden away from public gaze. Unable to seck help or find relief
outside, family members experience a build-up of stress to high levels. This is
due in part to increasing stress in society as a whole, which has had its most
overt effect on the psychic security of men.!”

Since Victorian times, perhaps before, there has been growing physical and
psychological abuse in the home, committed especially but not exclusively by
fathers. Today, battered women and battered children are a standard part of the
daily scene in America’s hospital emergency rooms, and the problem is accepted
as real and increasing.!® For much of the last century, however, there was a long
period of social silence, during which time the problem went unrecognized and
victims® stories were not believed. With the women’s movement, this long
silence has been broken, and social psychologists have come to realize that
amnesia regarding such trauma is a real phenomenon — as is amnesia following
other severe psychological traumas. Recovered memories are being listened to
and corroborated by workers such as Catherine Cameron (see Cameron 2000).
Though some recovered memories may indeed be false recollections, it is clear
that the problem of 