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Introduction

Take heart! Humanity is wise and, in its rich diversity, possessed of vast reservoirs of creativity, inspiration, and spiritual energy with which to meet the challenges of the new millenium. Be of good cheer, for this is an intentional, life-enhancing universe with love as its vital force.

You and I have great work to do. In the twentieth century humans have been hellbent on acquiring new knowledge. In the twenty-first century we must have the wisdom to save ourselves from the effects of this knowledge.

Our problem is complex, but its core can be simply stated: In the modern West we have made the serious error of equating our way of knowing, which we variously call science and history, with all of knowledge. To put it another way, we have taken a thin slice of reality and mistaken it for the whole. Happily, there are other ways of knowing.

At a time when many despair about the fate of the earth, my purpose with this book is to bring you the good news that the necessary wisdom is readily available from many sources: From the sacred traditions of our ancestors. From the spiritual lives of our own and other cultures. From spirit in nature. From the deep knowledge of healthy processes embedded in our own bodies. From feminine ways of being. From contemporary movements for personal, social and ecological transformation. Unexpectedly, even from the apparent source of our current crisis: science itself.

Reason sets the boundaries far too narrowly for us, and would have us accept only the known—and that too with limitations—and live in a known framework, just as if we were sure how far life actually extends. As a matter of fact, day after day we live far beyond the bounds of our consciousness.1

Carl Jung

A Parable from Polynesia

When my British ancestors sailed into the Pacific in the eighteenth century, they encountered a people whom they called Polynesians, who spoke one language even though their island homes were separated by thousands of miles of ocean. The Polynesians told of great voyages of exploration undertaken by their ancestors hundreds of years earlier. They explained that their navigators had relied upon an intimate knowledge of star paths, the habits of migratory birds, and the varied patterns of light and motion of ocean waves and currents. The pilots who guided these ancient voyages had the capacity, they said, to rise in spirit above the masthead to see far beyond the horizon. In crises, when even these skills proved insufficient, guardian spirits might be summoned in the form of birds, fish, dolphins, whales, or sea dragons to point the voyagers to their destinations.

The early European explorers were awed by these accounts, but to their rationalist successors in the increasingly scientific climate of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the claims of ancient Pacific voyaging seemed farfetched. Quite apart from the tall talk of guardian spirits and seeing over the horizon, how could stone-age illiterates like the Polynesians have accomplished in their primitive canoes what even a modern navigator as renowned as Captain James Cook, in the Royal Navy’s finest vessel, could do only with the aid of compass, sextant, chronometer, and log?

The question remained: How did the Polynesians come to be settled on islands scattered over an area of ocean as vast as modern China and Russia combined? My high school textbooks in New Zealand in the 1950s gave this answer: Sad to say, those heroic voyages recorded in Maori song and story were, in reality, pathetic mistakes. Polynesian canoes out fishing or making short journeys between neighboring islands had been caught in storms, and a few lucky boatloads, swept by winds and the notoriously strong Pacific currents, ultimately had drifted to remote, unsettled lands such as Hawaii, Easter Island, and New Zealand. The book illustrations, reproductions of Victorian paintings, showed the haggard castaways summoning their last strength at the sight of land and salvation.

The story is instructive because it illustrates nicely how the scientific mind responds when confronted with apparently anomalous cultural or natural data. In the modern West we have a number of well-rehearsed and persuasive answers in such situations:

•  If we cannot do something with our advanced techniques and mechanical devices, other peoples certainly could not.

•  If they did possess elements of “real” knowledge, they must have stumbled upon them, because they did not have our scientific method of systematically recording observational and experimental data.

•  Matter is the only true reality, so nonmaterial causal explanations are superstitions, not science.

•  Proof requires quantifiable measurement.

•  Where otherwise inexplicable patterns are observed, in human behavior as in nature, random chance provides the answer.

In a nutshell: Things are unknowable except as we in the modern West know them.

Postscript: The last twenty-five years have produced a scientific change of mind about the Polynesian voyages. First, archaeologists unearthed the remains of ancient Polynesian outriggers almost as large as the ships that carried Europeans into the Pacific. No fishing canoes these.

Then, in the 1970s, when the distribution of Polynesian cultivated plants, traditional tools, and ritual designs was mapped by computer, the statistical frequencies eliminated random chance as a possible explanation. Similarly, improved knowledge of Pacific currents and wind streams led to computer simulations of the likely lines of drift of outriggers lost on the high seas, and few of them coincided with the routes between the main island groups in Polynesia. It would have been virtually impossible for castaways to wash up on the shores of Hawaii, Easter Island, or New Zealand.

Meanwhile, scientists studying exceptional human abilities in laboratories in the United States and Europe uncovered startling evidence of “remote viewing”: the human capacity to “see” places and events far beyond the range of eyesight. Finally, there was the “discovery” of living Polynesians and Micronesians who still possessed traditional navigational skills, and with their guidance, some of those amazing long-distance voyages without the aid of mechanical instruments were replicated in the 1980s.

Why did it take us two hundred years to believe what another people told us was true? “Things are unknowable except as we know them.” Until we could find a way to plot the elements of the Polynesian account onto our conceptual grid (history and science), we could not verify them (accord them the status of truths).

In making this observation, I am not implying that our civilization is unique in excluding understandings that do not fit our conceptual schema. I am, however, drawing attention to the fact that all too often in the modern West we have rejected the learned experience of other cultures, including that of our own forebears, only later to discover that this experience contains invaluable resources.

We cannot continue in this way. Given the scale of the problems we confront as we enter the twenty-first century, we no longer have the casual luxury of waiting another two hundred years to learn from the wisdom of others.

This being so, let me ask you to consider what we should do about the one remaining element that science cannot verify in the accounts of the ancient Polynesian voyages: the navigators’ reliance on spirit guides. Having been proved wrong in our skepticism about the rest, are we wise to continue to dismiss this as superstition?

Central Themes

This parable from Polynesia introduces the three main themes that will intertwine throughout the book. The first is an examination of the structure and underlying assumptions of our modern historical and scientific understandings of reality. The second is an exploration of other ways of knowing available to us from the diverse cultural experience of thousands of human generations. The third is a search for sources of spiritual enlightenment in nature.

Let us nurture other ways of knowing, treasuring the fact that their strengths and limitations will be different from those of science and history.


1

DANCING WITH THE PAST

What Is History?

Science is our culture’s pride and joy, but this chapter is about history. Not many of us can claim to be scientists, but we are all historians. Historical reasoning is fundamental to modern Western thought. In our everyday lives, all of us use interpretations of the past to explain the present.

History is commonly understood to be the record of human experience. The historical method, together with the scientific method, which was developed concurrently, is generally credited with providing us in the modern West with a capacity to trace human development unrivaled by other civilizations.

It indicates our confidence in the accuracy of our record of the experience of our species that we use the word history for both human activity in the past and its study. “History speaking” was the greeting with which Kingsley Amis’ pompous fictional professor answered the telephone in the movie Lucky Jim. Those of us who are professional historians try to be less presumptuous, but we do offer our writings as accurate recreations of the past.

As a card-carrying member of the guild, I must warn you that we historians misrepresent our trade. By failing to make explicit the limitations of the historical method, and the limits of history itself, we reinforce the comfortably narrow view of human experience maintained by our civilization. Don’t worry if this statement seems too cryptic. I’ll elaborate.

The Present Shapes the Past

History is not a set of facts fixed in the past, simply awaiting proper selection and ordering. History is the present perception of past events. There is no history apart from the “historian.” The observer and the observed past are inextricably entwined.

History is lived forwards but it is written in retrospect. We know the end before we consider the beginning and we can never wholly recapture what it was to know the beginning only.1

Most academic historians, I am sure, would agree with this elegant statement by Veronica Wedgewood of the difficulties we face in writing “objective” or “detached” history, and most would place the same emphasis on our knowledge of ends before beginnings. Unfortunately, this obscures a crucial point: There is no fixed or determinate end. Current perceptions change, and with changing perceptions the “endings” are redefined. As a consequence, history is rewritten endlessly.

Nor is there a single history. If we accept the premise that history is the present perception of events in the past, we must acknowledge a corollary: Numerous histories result from diverse present perceptions of differently remembered pasts.

The great battle in American history was the Battle of Little Bighorn. The Indians wiped out the white men, scalped them. That was a victory in American history.2

Eugene O’Neill’s interpretation of Custer’s last stand is not the textbook version—it is not accepted white man’s history—but it was the perception of the Sioux victors at Little Bighorn, and it is the history accepted by the descendants of Sitting Bull, Crazy Horse, and their warriors.

Academic historians have a ready response to this. They are carefully trained to pay scrupulous attention to differing views of participants and to reconcile or incorporate them in the historical account so as to provide a composite view. I believe their argument is untenable, resting as it does on the supposition that human events and their perception are separable. They are not. Each participant’s comprehension of an event is part of the event itself. Human consciousness shapes action, and actions have meaning only through human perception.

Participants’ comprehensions of the “same” event are diverse and frequently irreconcilable. Many years ago the ethnohistorian Bernard S. Cohn, in a brilliant short article entitled “The Pasts of an Indian Village,” traced the widely divergent histories maintained by different castes in a small north Indian community. These groups had coexisted for centuries, but they had lived (experienced) different histories. They did not share a common past.3

We can understand the statement “There is no single history” in another sense. Human experience of an event, even one person’s experience, is more like a kaleidoscope than a set image. The past contributes shapes and colors to the kaleidoscopic pattern, which is then continually shaken and rearranged by later experience.

“The point is that past events grow. They are not finished,” comments Jane Roberts.4 For instance, the Watergate break-in might indeed have gone down in history as “a third-rate burglary,” as White House spokesperson Ron Ziegler wished us to view it, if Richard Nixon had promptly destroyed those incriminating tape recordings. A later decision not to destroy the White House tapes—a decision in no way mandated by the events of June 17, 1972, at the Watergate Hotel— fundamentally affects the historic value we place on the earlier event. In a very real sense the present shapes the past.

I compared historical experience to a kaleidoscope. Here is another visual analogy. Some years ago a colleague at the University of Michigan, video artist Richard Manderberg, developed a technique to enable a dancer to dance with an image of herself on a videoscreen as she had danced a few seconds earlier. As she fitted her movements to this “old” dancing image of herself, Manderberg was able through the controls of his master screen, on which the combined images were shown, to vary the colors, vary the size of the “two” human figures, and make one or the other (the “historic” or the “contemporary”) apparently approach or recede from the viewer.

Here, I believe, is a metaphor for history more apt than the one to which we are accustomed. Individuals and whole cultures are forever dancing with shifting images of their pasts. Our consciousness and actions are always choreographed to our histories. Present and past dance pas de deux; they move continually, the colors, the relative size of the forms, and their proximity to the viewer (the “historian”) perpetually shifting in value.

History and the Human Experience

Having reconsidered two of our culture’s generally accepted understandings of history—the discrete separation of past and present and the existence of a unified past—let’s now consider the possibility that history as a methodology has a limited ability to give us a satisfactory comprehension of human experience.

To illustrate this, here are two stories of travel in the Arctic. One concerns the celebrated U.S. Navy aviator and explorer, Richard Byrd, who made the first airplane flight over the North Pole on May 9, 1926. His achievement was marked by his rapid promotion to admiral and his elevation in the history books to a place of honor alongside the other U.S. polar hero, Robert Peary, “discoverer of the North Pole, April 6, 1909.”5 Byrd’s historic journey was accomplished in the most favorable spring weather, and he took advantage of the twentieth-century technologies of the internal combustion engine, the radio, and support ships of the U.S. Navy.

The second story concerns four Cree families—adults of both sexes, children, and dogs—whose two thousand mile journey in uninhabited northern Quebec and Labrador in the 1950s was described to a Montreal court by one of their number, Stephen Tapiatic, as nothing out of the ordinary.6 Close to the Arctic Circle for five months in the depth of winter, they canoed and walked on snowshoes over an equivalent of the distance from one side of Europe to the other, living off the land and using only knives, axes, fishing tackle, rifles, and (most critically) ten thousand years of their people’s experience in traveling through the North American Arctic—and unnumbered earlier centuries in Siberia.

Our history records Byrd and Peary as pioneer explorers. The Eskimos and other Native Americans who preceded and assisted them, and whose skills eclipsed or at least matched theirs, go nameless. Their experience has only a shadowy place in history. In part this results from ethnocentrism, but the professional historian in good conscience will point to an additional problem: the existence of historical documentation in the first case and its absence or extreme paucity in the second.

Before we weigh this argument, let’s consider another story. In 1980, I traveled from California to Western Australia on one of the new breed of high-tech ocean freighters. For six weeks between the ports of the Asian mainland and through the islands of the South Seas, this computerized marvel was guided by satellite transmissions that continuously gave position fixes and provided weather data to its automated navigational equipment. The Norwegian officers were especially pleased with the new satellite surveys of the ocean currents, which enabled the vessel to speed its voyage with the greatest fuel economy by sophisticated changes of course to take advantage of favorable currents.

Our mariners had finally caught up with the first settlers of Oceania, the Polynesians and Micronesians, who had sailed back and forth across the Pacific for three thousand years. As mentioned in the introduction, their navigational skills without magnetic or mechanical aids—in particular their ability to ride the currents—were so “advanced” that until recently most Europeans and Americans refused to believe that theirs were more than chance voyages. This despite the available evidence of origin myth, saga, genealogy, geographical knowledge, and even demonstrated navigational ability. These island peoples were nonliterate, their experience largely opaque to history.

Which holds true for the vaster part of human experience. Homo sapiens has walked this planet for as many as two hundred thousand years. Our erect forebears may have preceded us by four or five million years. Consider how miniscule is the portion that is recorded history: Four thousand years is the figure often used—and that’s stretching it!

In the face of this realization, how do we as supposedly enlightened moderns avoid an overwhelming sense of loss and consequent ignorance? By our concentration on the detail of the recent past, that thin sliver of human time for which we have historical records. We do this buoyed by the confidence that the experience of “early man” was but a prelude to our own; that our development—the progressive accumulation of knowledge and skills—places us at a more advanced level.

This is the cultural evolutionary model, the application to human society of Darwin’s familiar theory of biological evolution. In the cultural as in the biological model, the core belief is that the direction of development is from the simple to the complex: that human society has evolved from tiny bands of wandering hunters and gatherers, using mere sticks and stones for tools, to the great nation-states of the present day, with their ingenious high technology.

You will recall, I am sure, the dramatic representation of this belief in the opening sequence of the movie 2001: A Space Odyssey: the apes discovering that a bone could serve as a tool and throwing it high in the air, where it metamorphoses beautifully into a starship.

This modern mythology, like all myths, has a kernel of truth. We should be cautious, however, of accepting without question a neat packaging of the vast story of humanity that places contemporary Western civilization so conveniently at the pinnacle of evolution. The theory permits some comfortable deceptions. For instance, having accepted as a first principle that development is from the simple to the complex, we can discount the need for detailed knowledge of the diversity of cultural forms and substitute for it a linear sequence of developmental stages, each one a step up the evolutionary ladder. In order to establish this cultural progression, we are encouraged to disregard as irrelevant the techniques of earlier humans that we no longer command.

Perhaps most damagingly, the model relegates to a position of inferiority twentieth-century contemporaries whose skills for environmental adaptation are markedly different from our own. It classifies them as cultural survivals from an “earlier” stage, “living echoes of our own primitive past,” as the Kalahari Bushmen were described in the television program Wild Kingdom.

The absurdity of such condescending attitudes toward “primitives” is revealed by a quick look at the Bushmen. They are desert and semidesert peoples of southern Africa, diverse bands of hunters, herders, and horticulturalists, who live in a land so harsh few of us could survive more than a few days. Their superb knowledge of their natural environments and the strength of the community structures that sustain them command our respect.

Cultural evolutionary thinking dumps the Kalahari Bushmen and others like them on the scrap heap of history. Manipulating the time line to deny whole cultures full participation in the present is obvious sleight of hand, but dismayed at this as we may be, we should recognize that, in a sense, history is a grand illusion, an intellectual mirror trick. As noted earlier, the proof of the superiority of modern Western civilization is said to be its possession of the historical method, along with the associated social and natural sciences, which give us the capacity to accumulate knowledge systematically. Earlier humans “lacked” this method. They were “prehistoric.” Thus, our limited capacity to comprehend their experience, resulting from the limitations of the historical method, can be advanced as proof of their inferiority. They failed to produce the historical documentation we need.

The Limits of History

In the words of Hans-Georg Gadamer, “It is not really we ourselves who understand; it is always a past that allows us to say: ‘I have understood’.”7 History—modern Western civilization’s way of constructing a past—provides us with a framework of understanding by denying discontinuity. We make sense of reality by insisting upon unbroken linear sequence.

Time, as we understand it, is a line, existing in only one dimension and flowing in a single direction. Events are fixed points on this line of time, and causation is understood as the sequence of events. Cause and effect are related as past and present.

So fundamental to our civilization is this perception of sequential causation in unbroken, one-dimensional, onward-flowing time—history, as we call it—that we think it is natural reality. It is scientific—our truth. Other cultures’ ways of understanding time, if incongruent with ours, may be attractively quaint but must be fundamentally wrong. History (or science, if you care to give it its other name) leaves no room for the possibility that our construction of reality, our way of knowing, is limited.

We may not think we know it all, but we do believe that logically there is nothing to prevent us knowing it all, given the power of our investigative techniques. “The method works,” declared Lewis Thomas in The Medusa and the Snail. “There are probably no questions we can think up that can’t be answered, sooner or later, including even the matter of consciousness.”8 On the pervasiveness of this sort of reasoning, Gadamer comments: “The concept of knowledge based on scientific procedures tolerates no restriction of its claim to universality.”9

In fact, linear time and sequential cause and effect are merely two of the patterns we have constructed in order to make sense of reality. Like all such explanatory patterns they are simplifications of the universe, which, in its inconceivable vastness and complexity, is always threatening to overwhelm the limited capacity of the human organism to comprehend. In Loren Eiseley’s lyrical words:

One exists in a universe convincingly real, where the lines are sharply drawn in black and white. It is only later, if at all, that one realizes the lines were never there in the first place. But they are necessary in every human culture.10

Our civilization’s construction of reality, our way of knowing, like that of every other civilization, is limited. It is an approximation, a crude sketch map to one section of the cosmos, and we must not mistake it for the cosmos itself. It is but a semblance of reality.

Every cartographer knows that any map she draws must exclude most features of the landscape and that the scale of those she chooses for representation must be systematically exaggerated. The result is useful for defined and limited purposes, even though it is a distortion not to be confused with the landscape itself. All explanatory systems necessarily distort. All concepts are proximate. “As far as the laws of mathematics refer to reality, they are not certain,” Albert Einstein warned us, “and as far as they are certain, they do not refer to reality.”11

If this is a hard lump to swallow, here’s an even less palatable one: Our systems of understanding, which are the constructions that enable us to have knowledge, also set limits beyond which we cannot know. They are like the horizon on the ocean: an invisible barrier to a world unseen. Human perceptions, no matter how powerful, elegant, and self-consistent, are bounded and thus bound us. “The limits of my language mean the limits of my world,” wrote the Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein.12

The paradox that our way of knowing is the very thing that constrains our knowledge is considered a truism in the philosophical traditions of Hinduism and Buddhism. In the words of Sri Aurobindo: “Human knowledge throws a shadow that conceals half the globe of truth from its own sunlight.” Indian folk religion says the same thing in a more earthy way. There are many tales of Hindu deities who descend from heaven to enjoy the delights of sex. Paradoxically, to gain this experience the Absolute must take on the limitations of gender—female or male.

It is exceedingly difficult for us in the modern West to accept the proposition that our way of knowing is a constraint. Why? In part, because paradoxes are anathema to our dualistic, either/or system of reasoning. In part, because of the absolutist pretensions of modern science, i.e., the conviction that our scientific method is of a different order from all other human systems of understanding. Science, we have been taught, is a clear window on an external reality that is unaffected by our observations.

Combine this belief with the linear view of time, and it becomes easy to see why we customarily understand history as a discrete entity fixed in the past, unaffected by either the differing perceptions of historical actors or later observers.

The Unconscious of Knowledge

What counts in the things said by men is not so much what they may have thought or the extent to which these things represent their thoughts, as that which systematizes them from the outset.13

You will, I hope, have observed that what I am trying to do is probe below the surface of our culture’s spoken and written words for “that which systematizes them from the outset.” The phrase is Michel Foucault’s. He also wrote of

a positive unconscious of knowledge: a level that eludes the consciousness of the scientist and yet is part of the scientific discourse . . . rules of formation, which were never formulated in their own right, but are to be found only in widely differing theories, concepts, and objects of study.14

It is important that we bring to consciousness, as well as we can, these “rules of formation” that systematize our civilization’s ways of knowing. Otherwise, it will be difficult for us understand how we have set ourselves apart from our ancestors and most of our non-Western contemporaries. Until we can do that, we can scarcely hope to learn from their wisdom. This, I believe, we must do in order to have a future. Let’s look at some of the ways in which we have separated ourselves from other civilizations.

The first observation is that a linear sense of time sets the modern West apart from all earlier civilizations, except those Semitic traditions—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—from which the concept is derived. Most of the great civilizations at one stage or another did toy with the idea of time as a one-directional flow, and some retained this concept as an alternative possibility, but nowhere did it become as dominant as it has in the modern West.

In a popular 1960s ballad, Joni Mitchell likened time to a merry-goround. “We are captives on the carousel of time,” she sang, “And go round and round and round in the circle game.” Many cultures, including folk culture in the West itself until well into the twentieth century, understood time and history in this way: as cyclical, composed of rhythmically patterned recurrences, long and short, overlapping one another in the manner of the seasons, the phases of the moon, the tides, day and night. “Round and round and round in the circle game.”

Time was not metrically even, nor was it always of equal value. Full and empty time, thick and thin, malevolent and beneficent was punctuated by festivals and natural calamities. For some peoples there were times when the dead and the living walked together. For others the dead and the unborn were always with the living because past, present, and future were concurrent (as we might say), or, to put it another way, there was only the continuous present. Time had many dimensions, but they were simultaneous, not sequential.

“Those who have a cyclic view of time are easily able to accept the convention of historic time, which is simply the trace of the turning wheel.” By contrast, John Berger continues: “Those who have a unilinear view of time cannot come to terms with the idea of cyclic time: it creates a moral vertigo since all their morality is based on cause and effect.”15

Another deficiency of an explanatory system that relies wholly upon sequence to understand causation is its inability to accommodate simultaneity. Unlike cultures which recognize a multidimensional present, we have no way of explaining the mutual influence of simultaneously occurring events. For us there must be a past cause for any present effect. This remains for our culture an established fact of nature despite more than half a century of experimental evidence from particle physics indicating that a theory of sequential causation is insufficient to explain the behavior of subatomic matter.

The challenge posed to our commonsense assumptions by anomalies now appearing in many areas of the natural sciences is something we shall explore at depth in later chapters. Suffice it to say here that quantum mechanics and chaos theory in the physical sciences, and the hypotheses of morphic fields and the holographic brain in the biological sciences, all suggest that we should take coincidences (causeless interactions) more seriously than we customarily do.

From time to time all of us experience extraordinary conjunctions of events, or words and events. We may mention an old friend we haven’t seen in years, only to run into him later that week. Or we need a piece of information, and on the same day the newspaper has an article on the subject. We commonly shrug these things off as “mere chance,” but the frequency with which we resort to jokes and laughter in the face of these perplexing occurrences betrays the discomfort we feel.

Our word coincidence acknowledges that we recognize something more than mere concurrence or conjuncture, but it carries none of the weight of its equivalent in some languages outside our civilization, such as Balinese, Javanese, and Malay, where the word for coincidence also means “truth.” This is a fascinating area to which I’ll return in chapter 6 when we look more closely at time.

People in cultures that pay close attention to coincidence know the intrinsic power of numbers for good and ill. So, it appears, have most humans for the past several millenia. It is ironic that we who dismiss numerology’s “superstitions”—lucky seven, ill-fated thirteen, and the like—reserve our highest deference for numbers, the foundation of our “exact” sciences, which we regard as the distinguishing characteristic of our civilization. Most of us, for example, feel more comfortable in asserting a fact if there is an accompanying statistic to cite as proof. We do not, however, consider this reliance on verification by quantification as ritualistic in the manner of the ancient systems of numerology.

I began the last paragraph with an intentionally provocative statement: that people in those cultures “know” the intrinsic power of numbers for good and ill. The implication of such phrasing is that I share this view of reality; otherwise I would surely have said: These people “believe” that numbers have intrinsic power for good and ill. People can know only that which is real; or, to put it more exactly, we will attribute knowledge to them only if their perception of reality matches ours.

This emphasis demonstrates how our way of knowing inevitably places restrictions on our knowledge. Let’s look more closely at the contrasting cultural understandings of number. We know that our mathematics are a powerful tool. We know also that other cultures have believed certain numbers and combinations of numbers had magical power. What we cannot know is how it is to know (experience) reality in that other way.

If this seems perplexing or absurd, reverse the proposition and discover how familiar it really is. We are quite accustomed to the assertion that ancient civilizations did not and could not share our scientific understanding of reality. For instance, peoples who relied on numerology, astrology, spirit worship, and distinctions between beneficent and malevolent time were prevented from developing a rational, scientific understanding of sequential cause and effect. They could not know how it is to know (experience) reality scientifically, the way we do.

To this you may justly respond: But we are not like them; we have a knowledge of history; they did not. Ah, but that’s the point precisely: We are not like them. Even though our history allows us to peer in upon their exotic constructions, the fact of the matter is that we do understand reality historically—as a line of sequential cause and effect—and we cannot, by this means, know how it is to know (experience) reality in a nonhistorical way. Though we may have thoughts about these other ways of knowing, it is (to return to Foucault) our historical understanding “which systematizes them from the outset.”

The Word

Many aspects of our historical consciousness were not shared by earlier humans, nor are they shared by millions of our twentieth-century contemporaries. Consequently, much of their experience is extremely difficult for us to penetrate. For instance, most ancient civilizations did not share our conviction, essential to the enterprise of history, that a human lifetime is of importance in the cosmic scale. Why record human scurryings and attribute weight to our words and actions, if our stay on Earth is but an infinitesimal moment among countless eons?

Significantly, the modern discipline of history was developed in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries when educated European opinion reckoned the world to be no more than a few thousand years old, with human history starting at the creation. By contrast, our current scientific wisdom tells us that, although Homo sapiens arrived two hundred thousand years ago, this is late in the day compared with other forms of life whose fossils are dated as far back as three and a half billion years, appearing perhaps a billion years after the formation of the Earth and possibly eleven billion years after the Big Bang.

Pause for a moment to contemplate the vastness of these time dimensions, and consider whether there is not good sense in the Hindu view of a single human lifetime, or even several human generations, as fleeting and insubstantial. We are able to take history seriously only by scaling time down to human dimensions.

Being so exclusively human centered (more accurately, male human centered), the story of the past that we value is not the same as that which was of significance to our ancestors. Our history provides for modern Western civilization a view of reality alien to those who recognized other living creatures—and goddesses, gods, and spirits—as occupying places of prominence in their world. It is the consciousness of these ancestors that informed human experience down the long millenia, and our narrowly focused man-history is a barrier to our empathy with that experience.

My former Michigan colleague, Frances Reid, a Sioux, recounts how shocked she was in her first weeks in elementary school to discover that her white teacher was innocent of the fact that trees have lessons to teach us. Interspecies communication, at the heart of Native American life and of many other peoples, does not loom large in standard American or European school curricula or in our history books. For our culture it is not real.

The modern West is also idiosyncratic in its conviction that it is possible to study the world without changing it; that we can write history without making it. This is a supposition dismissed as an absurdity in other civilizations. Our ancestors knew, as do most of our non-Western contemporaries, that words, even unverbalized thoughts, are invested with power, and that the specialists in words—shamans, witches, medicine men, priests, lawyers, bards, and genealogists (guardians of myth: historians)—are awesome and dangerous. Robert Graves quotes an ancient Irish triad: “It is death to mock a poet, to love a poet, to be a poet.”16

There must be sacred sanctions on the specialists in words, for there can be no pretense that their utterances leave the world unshaken.

In the beginning was the Word,

and the Word was with God,

and the Word was God.

John 1:1

In the beginning there was a word.

Tao Te Ching

“OM”

What is the lesson for historians? That we cannot, in the cloak of the detached and objective observer, take refuge from responsibility for the power we wield to create a past for our civilization: a code of symbols by which experience is shaped and interpreted.

Nor can we take refuge from responsibility for the power we wield to destroy other codes of meaning. This is no hypothetical proposition. History, the sibling of European imperialism, has laid waste to alternative modes of constructing reality.

Before the coming of pakeha (white people), Maori knew that their land was a gift of the angling skills of Maui, the trickster demigod. The story was told and retold with the greatest pleasure, generation after generation.

For the longest time Maui didn’t raise a finger to help his older brothers with the fishing, but his wives, humiliated by his laziness, finally forced him to get some tackle. In doing so he exceeded even his customary outrageous behavior. He violated the tapu (sacred sanction) of an ancestral grave to take his own grandmother’s jawbone for a hook.

The brothers wouldn’t have this troublemaker in their canoe, but Maui stowed away, emerging once they were well out to sea. A terrible row ensued, with the brothers refusing Maui any bait. Never at a loss, the rascal punched his own nose. Wiping the blood on the ancestral jawbone, he immediately hooked the largest fish ever seen. It almost swamped the canoe, and Maui was able to haul it up only after intoning a powerful chant.

At last the giant fish was on the surface, and Maui left to make an offering in gratitude to the gods. Disregarding his instructions not to touch the fish, the brothers tried to cut it up. It thrashed wildly about as deep gouges were hacked in its flesh, and these have remained as the jagged, irregular shapes of the land into which the dying beast was transformed.

Te Ika a Maui and Te Waka o Maui, the fish and canoe of the Maori’s primordial hero, passed into history as the North and South Islands of a land named New Zealand after the home country of Abel Janszoon Tasman, the seventeenth-century Dutch “discoverer” of these shores. The great fishing voyage of Maui and his brothers is reduced by history to a tale told for the amusement of children.

On the other side of the globe, the Cree of Canada provide another example of a society under assault from history in a different way. For thousands of years hunting was the core of Cree culture. It gave them a livelihood in their harsh, subarctic environment. Hunting governed their settlement patterns and their seasonal movements. It furnished the feasts that bonded their communities, and its rituals were the core of their spiritual life.

The land was divided into territories, each territory belonging to one hunter, who was intimately attuned to the animals of the place and to the hunting spirit. From them he learned when and where he and his group should hunt, which animals to take and which to conserve, what should be done to honor the prey, and what should be given in repayment. The Cree say it is the animals who possess the land and define the territory. When they moved, the hunter moved with them. Traditionally, the territory was not a fixed area of land. It was shaped and reshaped in the flowing bond between animal, human, and hunting spirit.

The deeper this communion, the more powers—metew—the hunter possesses. Metew comes from years of toil on the land, but it comes as well from the drum, through which the hunter converses with the hunting spirit. When it is time for him to give up hunting, he passes his drum and with it the territory to a younger hunter.

It is critical for the maintenance of Cree culture that a worthy successor be chosen. He must be a man who has worked with the old hunter and knows the territory well. Commonly, he is a son or other male relative, but the crucial factor in the choice is not human kinship but the rapport between the younger man and the animals and the hunting spirit. The successor must be someone who knows his proper place among the great forces of nature.

Over the past two generations it has become difficult for old hunters to find a suitable man to receive the drum. Increasingly, since the 1940s, Cree children have been taken from the bush to missionary and Canadian state schools to be taught the chronicle of the European settlers’ triumph over “Indian” resistance in the struggle to open the North American wilderness for “development.” In the history books native peoples are portrayed as backward, superstitious, even savage. There is an inevitability to their passing from the stage of history, and in the texts they are already people of the past tense.

Cultural inferiority is the lesson these children learn. Little wonder they become ashamed of their Cree heritage. They are encouraged to speak English rather than Cree, and few get home for more than a month or two each summer. Many grow to adulthood without ever spending a winter hunting season with their families in the bush. By the time they leave school, most prefer city life and store-bought food.

Among those who do return are some who come as government bureaucrats to maintain the new registers of hunters, replete with maps that fix permanent boundaries for the hunting territories and show the “unoccupied” lands available for white Canadian enterprise. These documents have no place for the animals and the hunting spirit. The hunter’s discourse with the drum is being silenced by history.17

Likewise, in Australia the rocks and hills of the ancestors, the spirit and flesh of the Aboriginal people, are desecrated and forgotten as the Great Dreaming is dispelled by history. Addressing a planning conference for a history of Australia to celebrate the bicentenary of European settlement, Marcia Langton spoke for the Aboriginal people:

Most of this country has been taken from our people in a little over 190 years of colonisation. . . . In tandem with the theft of our land, has been a cultural repression denying us an identity in Australian history.

The Aboriginal technique of telling history is a particular cultural form, as valid as any other, including white historiography. Our tradition is an oral one, and the recital of our past takes place within a linguistic and cultural structure as yet largely misunderstood by white historians.

In the same way that white people would not tamper with the structure and form of the Iliad, the Odyssey, Chaucer’s tales, or Shakespeare, Aboriginal people do not want our oral history to be tampered with. Overzealous white historians and editors have altered the structure and form of Aboriginal stories, myths and oral records to make them more comprehensible to a white audience, but have thereby made them incomprehensible to Aboriginal audiences. . . . When the cues, the repetitions, the language, the distinctively Aboriginal evocations of our experience are removed from the recitals of our people, the truth is lost for us. The form and structure will not be passed on to others and they are denied the right to look after their heritage and in turn pass it on. . . .

We are ultimately responsible to “our own mob,” and not to the discipline of history nor the white concept of knowledge. . . . Aboriginal people know what can be passed on and to whom. This responsibility to family, kin and community is keenly felt. Our relations will edit and correct our versions of history and participate in the version of our histories which will be passed on to our children as our set of truths.18

At this juncture I hear protest from my guild sisters and brothers: History is just as capable of recording the brutalities and injustices suffered by the victims of imperialism as of recording the victories of the imperialists. A valid point. But history inflicts a more fundamental, structural damage that can be tempered, but not undone, by well-intentioned efforts to redress the balance of content. Recall Foucault: “What counts in the things said by men is . . . that which systematizes them from the outset.”

The Europeans who came with diseases, guns, and other technological wizardry, bureaucratic regiments, and administrations to destroy the societies and polities of the non-Western world came also with history, that peculiar and powerful mode of systematizing experience that characterized other symbolic codes as fairy tales.

The combined effect of subjugation (for which historians provided the justifications) and the disintegration of culture was a devastating “loss of inner continuity.” The words of psychologist Stanley Keleman, speaking of old people whose perceptions of life after death are dismissed as fantasies, apply equally well to the experience of people in colonial cultures in collapse:

They describe a place, a feeling, a particular kind of reality. And you call it a fantasy! What you’re really saying is that their description doesn’t fit your perception of what the world is like. What you’ve done is put that person outside of your frame of reference, and say that their world doesn’t exist. You turn their perception into an hallucination. That’s a terrifying position to any person . . . since it teaches them to reject their own perceptions. . . . The result is a loss of inner continuity that is fearful.19

To injury we have often added insult with our self-congratulation: that by providing history for nonhistorical peoples, we have rescued for them their “forgotten” past!

A More Humble View of History

We must adopt a more responsible and humble view of history, as of science. History is not “the past,” the landscape of human experience. It is interpretations of fragments of that experience, maps drawn to differing projections and inevitably incorporating varying distortions, which serve as a guide in present belief and behavior. As such, history is inescapably political.

By failing to insist upon the historian’s detachment from “present politics,” am I leaving no room for scientific history, the disciplined, self-critical task of documentary verification and exegesis? On the contrary, I agree with my old teacher Keith Hancock that “history, as an activity of the mind, stands or falls with the fidelity of historians to their own well-tested rules of good conduct.”20

History is one form of discourse on experience—one among many— and, within their domain, historians are no less constrained by conventional procedures of selection and arrangement and the culturally sanctioned canons of proof than those who “speak the past” in other cultures. Within their discrete domains of discourse, the puppeteer of wayang kulit ( Javanese shadow play) and the poet debater in kabigan (Bengali musical verse tournament) work to rule in interpreting evidence. No bard dispenses with responsibility merely by denying detachment.

But is there any point in doing history if it is merely a partial and distorted projection of human experience, and moreover a destroyer of other codes of meaning?

This second issue, history as destroyer, is a great problem and concern for me. While I have no logically satisfactory answer, I will hazard a couple of imperfect ones. In the first place, history is the chief mode of discourse in our civilization and as such is the very stuff of politics. As feminists have rightly emphasized, struggle in Western societies involves writing and asserting the histories that have been denied. History is present politics. Marcia Langton again:
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