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Foreword


Cultures keep secrets; they illuminate some things and suppress  others. Every culture conceals as much as it reveals; that is its style and its distinctive contribution. Cultures survive as long as they can maintain that style, which means as long as they can hide from themselves. There is a sense in which every culture is a conspiracy, a coordinated effort to open a few doors of perception and to close others.

The natural environment has been excluded from mainstream psychological theory so totally that it might very well be a deliberate conspiratorial act. How could so vast a flaw go unnoticed except by collusive negligence? Let me, in fact, put the case as strongly as possible. The environmental disconnection of modern psychology is indeed a conspiracy: a centuries-long collaboration among the best and most authoritative minds in our society to keep human nature as distant, different, and disengaged from nature as possible.

It is only during rare periods of disintegration or strenuous transition that courageously inquiring minds have the chance to see through the “official secret acts” of their culture and take a greater perspective into account. This is obviously such a period. Over the past two to three generations, for reasons both internal and external, Western culture has been showing more and more cracks in its intellectual defenses; the truths and beauties of other peoples have been showing through. Interestingly, the language in which we tend to describe this condition is frequently psychological. On a collective level, we speak of “repression” and “breakdown.” On the individual level, since the days of the Romantic artists, we have been fascinated with work and thought that walks the edges of sanity. Artists try to derange the sensibilities, seeking the madness that we sense is akin to genius. We have more and more looked to the mad but gifted few to reveal deep truths like the babbling oracles of ancient times. It sometimes seems that we take breakdown to be the signature of breakthrough—as R. D. Laing once phrased it. Unless we are in the presence of a mind that confabulates with the forbidden, that dares to look beyond the conventional reality, we feel we are not in the presence of depth and truth.

As of the late twentieth century, if one were to argue that the political tensions that crisscross family life play no part in determining the sanity of individuals, who would take such a diagnosis seriously? Yet it remains a defensible professional assumption that the sanity of individuals and of whole societies has no connection with the depletion of the ozone, the death of the seas, the devastation of the rain forests, the mass extinction of species, global warming, runaway population growth, resource exhaustion . . . in short, with behavior both individual and collective that now threatens to destroy the living planet. In the great debate over human survival, professional psychology has elected not to be a player.

Over the past decade, an increasing number of more adventurous psychologists have sought to create new, ecologically relevant forms of therapy. Their motivation is as much ethical as it is a matter of pure theoretical curiosity. Just as lawyers have elaborated the study of environmental law and teachers have introduced environmental curricula into our schools, so the psychologists are finally, if belatedly, responding to the influence of the environmental movement.

Ralph Metzner is among the pioneers in broadening psychological theory to include the world that lies beyond our social connections. His “green psychology” gracefully brings the fullness of the natural environment into the theory and practice of psychotherapy. He has taken us beyond the city limits of conventional psychology to see our deep emotional connection to the planet at large. In this timely and necessary project, he deserves to take his place among the major figures in modern psychological thought.

In Green Psychology, Metzner’s work with myth is particularly brilliant. Where Freud and even Jung could see no greater meaning to myth than its role in the individuating process—a focus that remains wholly within the human unconscious—Metzner interprets the great myths as messages from Earth, which has been the greater nurturing presence in our evolutionary story. In his hands, the myths suddenly take on a depth they never had before. Another, greater voice than our own speaks through them.

Metzner argues that there is a sympathetic bond between our species and the planet that is every bit as tenacious as the sexual instincts Freud found in the depths of the psyche and every bit as powerful as our family ties. His green psychology begins with matters as familiar to all of us as the empathic rapport with the natural world that is reborn in every child and which survives in the work of nature poets and landscape painters. Where this sense of shared identity is experienced as we most often experience it between person and person, we call it love. More coolly and distantly felt between the human and nonhuman, it is called compassion. In either case, the result is spontaneous loyalty.

Saving the life of the planet is the biggest political cause human beings have yet taken on; it requires a vision of the human personality that is just as big. Blaming and shaming are bound to continue playing a major role in environmental politics; there is more than enough guilty conscience to be worked through and still plenty of environmental malefactors to be called to account. But once politics as usual has been given its due, perhaps it is the green psychologists who will help us understand the true emotional depths of the cause, asking what environmental responsibility connects with in people that is generous, joyous, freely given, and noble.

Theodore Roszak

Professor Emeritus of History

California State University, Hayward

author of The Voice of the Earth
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Introduction


No one can doubt that we live in a time of unprecedented ecological destruction. The fabric of life on this planet is being degraded at an ever accelerating pace, accompanied by massive loss of animal and plant diversity and escalating threats to human health and well-being. Evolutionary biologists tell us that there have been numerous episodes of worldwide extinction before, including five major “spasms” involving the loss of up to 90 percent of existing species—the last one being the cataclysm sixty-five million years ago that brought the Age of Dinosaurs to an end. What is unprecedented about the present situation is that it is the actions and technological productions of one species—the human being—that are bringing about this biosphere meltdown. Increasing numbers of people have therefore come to the conclusion that it is in the hearts and minds of human beings that the causes and cures of the ecocatastrophe are to be found.

This is the basic reason why a psychologist like me is concerning himself with the imbalance in the human-nature relationship and how it can be healed. If the imbalance exists because of certain mistaken or delusional attitudes, perceptions, and beliefs, then we can ask the psychological questions of how this came about and how it can be changed. As a psychotherapist, I am a member of a profession that deals with psychic disturbance and pathology. Cannot what we have learned from working with troubled individuals and families help us deal with this collective psychopathology, this profound alienation of the human psyche from Earth? These are a few of the basic questions of “green psychology” that I wish to address in this book.

I prefer the term green psychology to ecopsychology, which is presently gaining considerable currency largely owing to Theodore Roszak’s brilliant work in The Voice of the Earth. The reason is that those of us in this field (including Roszak) do not mean to advocate the creation of a new subdiscipline of psychology, to join clinical, social, developmental, and other forms. Rather we are talking about a fundamental re-envisioning of what psychology is, or what it should have been in the first place—a revision that would take the ecological context of human life into account. As Roszak says, “Psychology needs ecology, and ecology needs psychology.” The absence of any consideration given to the ecological basis of human life in textbooks and theories of psychology is startling: it’s as if we lived in a vacuum or a space capsule. Interestingly, some of the earliest and most profound contributions to an ecological psychology were made by nonpsychologists: the ecologist Paul Shepard (in Nature and Madness), the theologian Thomas Berry (in The Dream of the Earth), the philosopher Warwick Fox (in Transpersonal Ecology), and the historian Theodore Roszak (in The Voice of the Earth).

The kind of fundamental re-envisioning called for by ecologically minded, “green” psychologists parallels similar movements in other fields. Philosophers in the new field of environmental ethics have been working for twenty years on the philosophical and moral aspects of environmental problems and how ethical considerations can be brought into discussions of public policy. A small but growing number of ecological economists have been investigating the thorny problems involved in re-envisioning conventional economic theory to take the ecological basis of all economic activity into account. Unlikely as it may seem, even the field of religious studies has undergone significant soul-searching, under the stimulus of devastating critiques by environmental philosophers. Conferences have been held in which representatives of the major organized religions have examined their traditions in response to a call for religious consideration of ecological issues. Together with major paradigm shifts in the natural sciences—primarily from the mechanistic, atomistic framework to a systems view of nature and the cosmos—these re-envisionings amount to the beginnings of an ecological or systems worldview.

Ecology has been called the “subversive science” because by making relationships and interdependencies the central focus of its concerns, it subverts the traditional academic tendencies to specialization and fragmentation. Ecopsychology within a systems worldview, therefore, of necessity, would have to consider questions traditionally dealt with by philosophers, economists, biologists, theologians, or historians from within their respective paradigms. As an educator, I have wrestled for twenty years with the problems involved in teaching ecological perspectives to students who do not see the relevance of these issues to their interests in the human psyche or in self-development. I can’t say that I have found any certain answers to this educational dilemma, but the essays in this book point to possible approaches that I’ve found useful.

A new understanding of the role of the human in the biosphere is urgently needed. Philosophers dating back to the European Romantic movement and American Transcendentalism have identified the domination of nature by humans as the root pathology of Western civilization. In the twentieth century, as the pace of worldwide ecological destruction and the loss of species diversity has accelerated under the relentless onslaught of technological industrialism, such critiques have taken on a tone of urgency verging on desperation.

A distinction can be made between those environmental movements that focus on improved legislative control over pollution and waste and on scientific ecosystem management, on the one hand, and, on the other, those movements of “radical ecology” that challenge the very foundations of the modernist industrial worldview and the ideologies of domination associated with it. Radical ecology movements include deep ecology, ecofeminism, social ecology, socialist ecology, ecojustice, bioregionalism—and perhaps ecopsychology, if considered from a holistic or systems perspective.

The radical ecology movements emphasize one or another form of domination as the core of the interlocking systems of domination that characterize the modern world. The deep ecology movement has as its central focus the replacement of anthropocentric, exploitative attitudes toward nature by nondominating eco- or biocentric values and paradigms. Ecofeminism links the domination of nature with the patriachal domination of women. Social ecology critiques all forms of hierarchical order and domination, whether of class, ethnicity, or gender. For socialist ecology the crucial diagnosis is via the analysis of capital accumulation and the profit motive. The eco- or environmental justice movement focuses on the links between racism and the human domination of nature. Bioregionalism involves a critique of conventional political and economic approaches to places and regions. Green psychology, or ecopsychology, could also be considered “radical”—insofar as it posits a fundamental reorientation of human attitudes toward the totality of the “more-than-human world.”

In addition to these radical re-envisionings of fundamental paradigms and value systems in the social sciences, philosophy, and religion, there has also been an increased openness and receptivity to indigenous and archaic forms of knowledge. As the environmental devastation wrought by the industrial model of development increases, the realization has grown that indigenous societies (those that have survived) have, in fact, often preserved practices of sustainability that we are now desperately trying to re-invent. As the generally negative or neglectful attitudes toward the environment enshrined in the major organized religions have become more obvious, many concerned individuals have found themselves turning toward the animistic, polytheistic religion of their “pagan” ancestors—the pre-Christian “country dwellers” who recognized and respected the spiritual intelligences inherent in nature. As the spiritual emptiness and moral shallowness in many religious and psychotherapeutic systems have become more and more evident, thousands of seekers have turned to shamanic practices—such as the shamanic journey, the vision quest, or the use of hallucinogenic visionary plants—to cultivate a more direct psychic, conscious connection with the natural world.

These are a few of the major themes in this work. In the first chapter, “The True, Original First World,” I describe how a trip to the Lacandon Maya in Chiapas, Mexico, and my participation in a ceremony with their traditional intoxicant balché led to a radical paradigm shift in my thinking: the multinational industrial empire based on economic and military might cannot be considered the “First World.” That appellation should belong to the historically oldest and primary layer of civilization—the world of the indigenous tribal peoples. In the next chapter, “Gaia’s Alchemy: Ruin and Renewal of the Earth,” I explore how the symbolic language of alchemy, the medieval science that concerned itself with the transformation of matter, can be used to understand the massive biospheric transformations taking place in our time. This essay is followed by an account of my participation in a traditional vision quest in the California desert. Through this experience, I came to a much deeper appreciation for the role of such earth-honoring rituals.

Chapter 4, “Mystical Greenness: The Visions of Hildegard von Bingen,” discusses the astonishing ecological spirituality and nature mysticism of this twelfth-century Benedictine abbess and visionary prophet, a prime exponent of what some are calling the “creation spirituality” tradition within Christianity.

In the fifth chapter, I discuss the historical and potential future role of psychoactive plant medicines in systems of transformation, such as shamanism, alchemy, and yoga. In chapter 6, I review the diagnostic metaphors from psychopathology that have been proposed to account for the collective pathology of the human relationship to nature—concepts such as autism, amnesia, addiction, dissociation, and others. In the seventh chapter, I discuss some of the historical roots of the split between humans and nature, particularly its origins in the rise of mechanistic science and, further back, in the ascendancy of transcendental monotheism.

Chapter 8, “Sky Gods and Earth Deities,” traces the split even further back into prehistory—into the long, drawn-out struggle between the invading nomadic Indo-Europeans, with their sky and warrior gods, and the aboriginal matricentric goddess cultures of Old Europe, with their Earth, animal, and feminine deities. In chapter 9, “The Black Goddess, the Green God, and the Wild Human,” I explore the key mythic figures of our pagan ancestors—the gods and goddesses that personify our relationship to the Earth, to the plant realm, and to the world of animals. Chapter 10, “Reunification of the Sacred and the Natural,” argues that the current revival of interest in the sacramental use of visionary plants can contribute to a healing of the split in our collective psyche.

With the last two chapters, I return to the present. The eleventh chapter, “Transition to an Ecological Worldview,” summarizes, in as condensed a fashion as possible, the main distinguishing features of the ecosystems worldview, as it is emerging in many disciplines simultaneously out of the inadequacies of the modernist worldview with its associated techno-industrial excesses. Finally, in chapter 12, “The Place and the Story,” I show how in such an ecological worldview, a new, yet ancient perspective on human identity can arise. Traditional people have a much closer relationship to place; we need to learn to understand ourselves in relationship to a place and to the story of that place—and, ultimately, to the story of the universe.
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1


The True, Original First World

My interests in shamanism, ethnopharmacology and indigenous cultures converged in a trip I made to the Lacandon Maya in the rain forest of Chiapas, Mexico. While there, I was able to sample the ceremonial intoxicant known as balché. This journey led me to the realization that our familiar conception of First, Third, and Fourth Worlds, based on economic power, is logically and historically flawed. The world of the indigenous tribal people is the true, original first world.1

In January of 1995, I had the opportunity to visit one of the villages of the Lacandon Maya, in the company of a fluent speaker of their native tongue—an anthropologist who had lived among them for more than two years. This visit occurred a few weeks before the crackdown by the Mexican army on indigenous villagers perceived as being supporters of the Zapatistas. We ourselves did not see any of the rebels, though they had been seen earlier by the villagers, before disappearing into the remote jungles and highlands of southern Chiapas. In the small town of Palenque, street vendors of indigenous crafts were offering Zapatista puppets, complete with black ski masks and rifles—images of revolution turned into commodities as folk art. Likewise, we did not see the army in action, although we had to pass through three roadblocks on the drive to the village and troops from a nearby army encampment did their daily exercise jog by our hotel, chanting training slogans and accompanied by armed guards in jeeps. We were told the young men passed their time in the camp playing cards and smoking pot and supplementing their meager salaries by dealing pot as well.

The occasion for the visit to the Lacandones was a seminar on the Ethnobotany and Chemistry of Psychoactive Plants organized by the Botanical Preservation Corps, a North American educational and research group dedicated to gathering and preserving traditional knowledge of medicinal and psychoactive plants, particularly from Central and South America.2 My general approach to the topic of psychoactive (or entheogenic or hallucinogenic or psychedelic) plants is that I see the revival of interest in them as an aspect of the renewed respect for indigenous traditions of knowledge. They are forms of knowledge and practice that have preserved a relationship of mutuality and reciprocity with the natural world. The reemergence of a respectful and ceremonial approach to sacred visionary plants (not drugs, which is another story altogether) can be seen as an aspect of a grassroots paradigm shift toward more Gaian, holistic, and ecological thinking and values.

I would argue that at a time when the global techno-industrial culture is leading to massive erosion of biodiversity, worldwide ecosystem destruction, and profound social and economic disintegration, there are a number of cultural movements that are cautiously and purposively moving toward the articulation of an ecological worldview and a bioregional, sustainable lifestyle. Among movements with similar values and assumptions, I would include the revival of interest in herbal, homeopathic, and natural medicine; shamanic practices; bioregionalism; deep ecology; ecofeminism; social ecology; environmental ethics; ecopsychology; ecotheology; green economics; and the neopagan revival. The ecology movement was born out of the same 1960s cauldron of social transformations, along with the civil rights movement, the antiwar movement, the free-speech movement, the women’s liberation “consciousness-raising” movement, and the so-called sexual revolution. All of these groups challenged the alienating and restrictive attitudes of earlier generations.

Even though corporate practices continue to degrade and pollute the environment and government policies to prevent or reduce these practices are woefully inadequate, public opinion surveys carried out in the United States over the past two decades have shown a persistent increase in general pro-environmental attitudes and concerns, to the point where 70 to 80 percent of Americans acknowledge environmental preservation as one of their highest-priority values.3 With the 1990s has come increased public awareness of economic and technological globalization, which has vastly increased the scope and power of the multinational industrial corporations, with a concomitant increase in the scope and intensity of worldwide biosphere destruction, loss of species diversity, and massive social disruptions accompanied by poverty, famine, disease, violence, war, refugee migrations, and the like.4

A key theme in the political rhetoric and media punditry of the seventies and eighties was the cold war confrontation between what were called the “First World” and the “Second World.” These two worlds were seen as competing for the political allegiance and economic alliance of the countries of the so-called Third World, which was seen as needing “development” in order to bring it to the levels of prosperity assumed (falsely) to be prevalent in the industrialized First and Second Worlds. During the nineties, this whole balance of power has collapsed. What we have now instead is one remaining military superpower, the United States, with its politically aligned yet economically competing trading partners, primarily Western Europe and Japan, constituting the so-called First World or the industrialized North. The former Second World is no more. Russia and its erstwhile client states, including Eastern Europe, are rapidly being turned into Third World countries, in which cheap labor and as yet unexploited natural resources can become fodder for the industrial growth machine of the Northern First World. This transformation is sometimes referred to as the “triumph of capitalism.”

The East–West political dynamic, backed by military might and the threat of nuclear force, has been replaced by a North–South economic dynamic, also backed by the threat of military power. The continuing exploitation of the Southern Third World by the Northern and Western First World, which used to be called colonialism and is now called “development,” is encountering growing resistance, however, particularly in the Southern countries, whose people can see more clearly the nature of the beast. In the industrialized Northern First World, the resistance can also be seen in the opposition (by various labor and environmental groups and some conservatives) to the passage of NAFTA, GATT, MAI, and similar instruments of economic globalization.5

A further aspect of this resistance has been the concept of the Fourth World: the world of indigenous societies politically encapsulated within larger nation-states, living by subsistence economies, and not participating voluntarily in the industrial development process but equally threatened by exploitation and extinction. Between two hundred and six hundred million of Earth’s people belong to indigenous societies, making up as many as five thousand different language cultures. Environmentalists and conservationists working in various parts of the globe have increasingly come to the realization that indigenous societies provide models for the kind of sustainable stewardship of natural resources that the industrial world desperately needs to learn. Indigenous writers have pointed out that these people are the “miner’s canary” of the human family: existing in direct dependence on nature, they are the first to suffer the effects of pollution, degradation, and exploitation.6

FROM THE INDUSTRIAL FIRST WORLD TO THE INDIGENOUS FOURTH WORLD


In the journey that we took to the Lacandones living in the rain forest of Chiapas, we traveled from the First World through the Third and into the Fourth, and in the process of doing so, I came to a new appreciation of the complex and precarious cultural dynamics that constitute the real present-day world order. Flying into Mexico City, a thick, poisonous, yellow-brown blanket of smog is visible over the city, and numerous smokestacks can be seen emitting huge plumes of even thicker smoke. With well over thirty million inhabitants and adding several hundred thousand more per year, Mexico City is the largest urban conglomeration in the world, containing vast masses of impoverished rural immigrants living in unimaginable squalor. At the same time, it is an outpost of the North’s industrial and financial empire, where wealthy Mexican and multinational corporate elites, with their armies of managers, lawyers, accountants, and bankers, pursue ever increasing profit opportunities through intensified exploitation of natural resources, currency and financial speculations, and assorted marginally legal forms of trade, primarily involving drugs and arms.

When, on January 1, 1994, NAFTA was signed into law, the Zapatista Army of National Liberation occupied several towns and villages in Chiapas, demanding that the government recognize the Indians’ rights to their lands, their culture, and their autonomy and equal participation in the democratic process. Whether the Indians will ultimately gain any of their demands as a result of this rebellion remains to be seen. A series of military and political moves and countermoves ensued, which have led directly to the unraveling of the seventy-year stranglehold of the ruling Mexican party, the collapse of the Mexican stock market and economy, the political disgrace of former President Carlos Salinas de Gortari, rampant inflation, and mass unemployment.

From Mexico City, we flew to Villahermosa, industrial capital of the state of Tabasco, where tens of thousands of protesters organized by the opposition party had occupied the plaza in front of the government building, demanding the resignation of the recently and fraudulently elected governor (a demand to which he ultimately acceded). The protests forced the government to move to other buildings and triggered sporadic army roadblocks and airport closures in retaliation. One can see these conflicts as expressions of the ongoing divisions between the ruling elites and the disenfranchised masses, between the centralized nation-state and the outlying rural populations, or more generally between First World centers (capital and industry) and Third World periphery (peasants and indigenous people).

From Villahermosa, a two-hour bus or taxi ride takes us to the small town of Palenque and a hotel beautifully situated near the ancient ruins. We immersed ourselves in the arcana of the chemistry, botany, and indigenous lore concerning visionary plants and fungi. We also visited the ruins of Palenque, a Classic Mayan ceremonial city abandoned one thousand years ago that the Lacandones still refer to as the “navel of the world.” Here, in an immense complex of dozens of temples, more than a hundred thousand people—nobles and their families, priests, magicians, scribes, astronomers, stonemasons, sculptors, painters, artisans, as well as the traders and farmers who supported them—lived and died, performing elaborate ceremonies and celebrations, honoring the cycles of the sun and moon and planets and their earthly counterparts. The Mayan nobility referred to themselves as halach uinic, “the true, original humans,” and also zac uinic, “the white (or radiant, or bright) people.” On a night when the moon was full, when the Moon goddess, Ix’chel, also the goddess of beauty, love, healing, herbs and flowers, and women and children, bathed the bleached stones of the ancient temples in ethereal radiance, we were able to enter the complex and sit in quiet meditation on the steps of the central temple. While the fragrance of copal incense mingled with the smells of the tropical night, I wrote this poem:

We sit in silence on the steps

of the House of Our True Lord,

in the soothing silvery light

of the full moon, embraced by

the goddess Ix’chel.

And the spirits of the noble

Maya lords and ladies,

halach uinic, zac uinic,

the true humans, the bright ones,

who left this place a thousand years ago,

graced our presence in

a moment of unspeakable beauty,

and flowered again in our dreams.

According to our guide, the anthropologist Christian Rätsch, who has studied the ancient and modern Mayan languages, “flowering dreams” is the term used to describe the visions induced by certain plants, minerals, animals, or magical practices. Today we refer to such experiences as “altered states of consciousness” or “nonordinary realities.” The ancient Maya and their modern descendants certainly were deeply familiar with a whole range of visionary states—traveling in other worlds and encountering beings that, to us, appear incomprehensible, nonordinary, magical, or even alien. Their visions were expressed with surpassing artistry in the bas-relief sculptures on the walls of the temples, which in ancient times were brightly painted, and in ceramic vases and sometimes frescoes. These show the figures of men and women in various ritual postures, dressed in animal skins, especially the jaguar, encoiled with serpents, toads, and monkeys and with outrageously fantastic feathered headdresses and ornaments on noses, ears, lips, and heads.

The Lacandon and other Mayan societies still surviving in Chiapas, Yucatan, and Guatemala have preserved many of the traditions and practices of their forebear. Until quite recent times, when the pressure of tourism stopped them, small groups of Lacandones used to regularly visit the ruins of Palenque and perform ceremonies in the temples, burning copal and singing invocations to their gods and goddesses. Worldwide, the indigenous peoples of the so-called Fourth World have preserved the spiritual practices as well as the ecological awareness of their ancestors. By contrast, in the industrialized, urban North, the increasing dominance of the materialist worldview, and the colonialist mentality that accompanied it, has led to severe alienation from the traditional sense of embeddedness in the cycles of the natural world. This represents a contraction of consciousness and perspective—what the Indian ecologist Vandana Shiva has aptly called “monocultures of the mind.”7

Our little party of five people drove in a van the hundred or so kilometers from Palenque to the village of Naha, one of three remaining Lacandon settlements. On the drive there we had to pass through three army roadblocks, where solemn young men with machine guns questioned us about our destination, our origin, how much money we had, and so on. Laboriously, they wrote our names and passport numbers in a book—evidently under orders to track all movements of people in and out of the contested regions. The road became progressively narrow and eventually unpaved, winding through open fields and dense tropical rain forest. We seemed to be leaving the Third World urban environment and entering the indigenous Fourth World environment of small villages by lake- or streamside. We saw fewer and fewer cars and trucks, but the villages, including Naha, had an occasional satellite dish and color televisions—the long tentacles of the urban industrial center have reached here as well.

Most of the remaining five hundred Lacandones live in traditional villages; some of them live in towns like Palenque, like our driver, and make a living doing odd jobs there while still maintaining frequent contact with relatives. Christian Rätsch is an adopted relative of the Lacandones because of his previous long stays there, and he was therefore asked to don the ankle-length white cotton robe worn by all the men. When we arrived in Naha, several of the young men came out to greet him, maintaining a certain respectful distance but laughing and talking with great animation and obvious pleasure. Christian introduced us as relatives of his, and we were graciously welcomed also. All the men were barefoot, wearing white robes, and they had long, jet-black hair, which never turns gray or white with age. The women wore somewhat more colorful clothes, with necklaces of beads and multicolored sashes and dresses. The young boys also wore the “white” robes—though most boys and their clothing were incredibly filthy. Their speech is delightful to listen to, even though I didn’t understand a word; it has a kind of rhythmic cadence, with many glottal stops and rich vowel sounds. I was content just to soak up the nonverbal ambience.

Although some of the Lacandones have watches, and some have television sets and radios, these artifacts of twentieth-century technology seem to play a marginal role in their lives. Like other indigenous people, they are still mostly connected to the natural cycles of sun and moon, of wind and rain, of growing crops and flowering plants. The Lacandones do not make decisions about when to plant or harvest, when to go on a hunt, or when to hold a ceremony on the basis of complex calendrical calculations, as did their ancestors, who lived in the ceremonial centers of Palenque and Yaxchilan. Rather, they let the natural occurrences of the seasons and the needs of the community determine the timing of such events.
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Lacandon men conversing with Christian Rätsch, on right, in the village of Naha. (Photo by Ralph Metzner)

We spent the afternoon visiting several families, including that of old Chan K’in, who is said to be between 107 and 110 years old (he does not know himself, nor does he care). He has had four wives, dozens of children, and innumerable grandchildren. Two of his wives are still living—one in her seventies and a younger one in her forties. The younger one was carrying around a two-year old child of the old man. He is not a chief—the anarchic Lacandones have no chiefs. Perhaps “elder” would be an appropriate term. He is obviously respected, even revered, and has a reputation far beyond his village for his extensive knowledge of traditional lore, chants, incantations, and magical practices. We found him sitting on a pile of blankets on a cot in the middle of his hut, which, like all the huts in the village, had plain wooden board walls and an earthen floor, with a few simple pieces of wooden furniture. His very mobile, expressive face was kind, with large, sparkling, round eyes. Christian told us that the Lacandones have no way of saying “hello” or “goodbye”; when they meet they just start talking, and when they depart they just walk away. It’s as if the bonds of family and friendship are not disconnected by distance and therefore do not need to be reestablished.
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Old Chan K’in, 110-year-old village elder. (Photo by Ralph Metzner)

The Lacandones farm the surrounding land, growing corn, beans, chili, and squash using the traditional slash-and-burn technique; their diet is supplemented by occasional hunting expeditions (formerly with bows and arrows, now with rifles) for monkeys, tapirs, parrots, and other game. The old Chan K’in has always worked on his part of the communal land; later, we saw him walking, slowly, carefully placing his feet, assisted by a long wooden staff. I was reminded of Lao-tzu’s description of the Taoist sage: “He walks carefully, like a fox crossing a frozen river.” Christian tells me that when he lived here, he once contracted amebic dysentery and lay at death’s door for three days; none of the Western medicines was working, and he wrote a farewell letter to his parents. Finally, old Chan K’in came and chanted magical songs for several hours—this led to a full recovery. Although the Lacandones have extensive knowledge of edible and healing plants of the forest, they seem to rely for most healing primarily on chants and incantations. There are no “shamans,” or healers. Everyone learns to heal through singing, just as everyone learns to plant and to harvest, to hunt and to prepare food.

A BALCHÉ CEREMONY


Balché is the ceremonial intoxicant of the Lacandones. The preparation of the drink normally takes two or three days, but in honor of our coming one of Christian’s adopted relatives, a man in his seventies who looked to be in his forties, had already prepared the drink for us, and the following morning, after a freezing night, we assembled in the “god-house” for the ceremony. The drink is made in a large dugout canoe from the strips of bark of the balché tree (Lonchocarpus violaceous) soaked in water and fermented with honey. Hour-long incantations are sung by the one who prepares the drink: numerous gods and spirits of the forest are invoked, especially the spirits of various poisonous plants, mushrooms, and insects. They are asked to enter into the drink, to make it strong and healthy. The Lacandones say the balché makes them strong and helps them live long. Perhaps the invocation of poisonous ingredients is a kind of spiritual immunization; the drink with those spirits in it fortifies the drinker against those poisons.8
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The god-house, with balché ceremony in process, seen from the forest. (Photo by Ralph Metzner)

The god-house is a thatched-roof structure with open sides. Only the men assemble for the ceremony; women, if they participate at all (rarely, though it is not prohibited), sit in a separate structure about twenty-five feet to the side. Inside the god-house are rows of blackened god-pots—ceramic pots for holding the copal incense, each one carved with the face of a deity. Part of the way through the ceremony, the master of ceremonies lights the chunks of copal resin, which burn brightly and send up great clouds of black smoke. He also takes a gourd bowl of the drink and offers each of the god-faces a little bit of the drink with a leaf—all the while chanting and praying softly. The master takes a quantity of the drink from the canoe that is nearby and fills a large gourd; from this large gourd he then fills the smaller gourds and gives each participant one to drink from. One is expected to drink large quantities, we are told—several liters every hour—and the ceremony continues for several hours. Balché is an intoxicant, emetic, and purgative; from time to time, the men go into the nearby forest to urinate, vomit, or defecate. Afterward you feel cleansed, lightened, hungry. As visitors, no one put pressure on us to drink—we were told just to take as much as we wanted.
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Master of the balché ceremony lighting the copal-filled god-pots. (Photo by Ralph Metzner)

The three Western men in the group sat on low stools in the god-house along with about a dozen Lacandones, who came and went quite informally. The group included, from time to time, young boys, who also drink the balché. Two visiting women sat in the nearby women’s house and were also given balché to drink. The mood was festive, respectful but joyous, with much laughter and mutual kidding and teasing. Only when the balché master sang his songs to the gods did everyone become quiet and attentive. At the beginning, in a nervous mishap, I spilled my just-filled gourd on the leg, foot, and robe of the master, who was sitting close by. He looked at me and laughed—there was not the slightest hint of reproach. The Lacandones’ approach to the ceremony was very casual; there was much animated conversation (including political discussions—I heard the Zapatistas mentioned) and almost constant smiling and laughter.

The drink tasted slightly bitter and tart in a pleasant way. After drinking about three or four gourds, I began to feel a warmth in my chest, accompanied by mild distress in the abdomen. My head felt light and almost transparent, without any hint of alcoholic wooziness. Indeed, measurements confirm that the alcohol content of the drink is only about 2 percent. The feelings that gradually developed over the next couple of hours were not unlike those with which I am familiar from therapeutic work with “empathogenic” substances, such as MDMA (commonly known as Ecstasy). There were no perceptual changes or inner visions, as with the classic hallucinogens.9 The effect of the balché seemed similar to what I have heard about the Polynesian drink kava: a nonalcoholic euphoric intoxicant that induces strong feelings of interpersonal affection and functions to bond community members.

I noted that I was feeling a profound affection and admiration toward these people, whom I don’t know and can’t even understand. I also felt affection emanating from them toward me and toward each other. Those not participating in the ceremony were also included in this empathic web, as were the creatures and plants of the forest all around us—indeed, the whole world of sky and earth, rain and sunlight, wind and rocks, and trees. It seemed that by not understanding the words being said, I could concentrate totally on the waves of positive feeling that were washing through the group. Someone began to laugh, and the rhythmic sounds of laughter rippled and resonated until all of us were laughing in synchrony. Deep black eyes were shining in dark, bronze-skinned faces. And then one or another of the men, leaning up against one of the supporting poles, fell silent and looked to a faraway place of dreams.

My capacity to take the drink is quite limited compared with that of the Lacandones, who down five or six liters every hour. After three or four hours, the ceremony comes to a close. The master stops filling the gourds, and the people disperse back to their respective houses or work projects, carrying benevolent and cooperative feelings with them. The cycles of life continue. Such ceremonies are not conducted on fixed days, as are worship on Sundays or the Sabbath; rather they are held when someone requests a healing, or when the weather has destroyed crops, or when someone is being honored, or when there is a crisis or conflict of some kind in the community. The balché ceremony can be used as a way of resolving conflicts. Christian told us of ceremonies he’s participated in where the master has given two men angry with each other enormous quantities of the drink, until the two antagonists are no longer able to hold on to their enmity. From our Western point of view, this must be considered a truly innovative method of conflict resolution.

THE TRUE, ORIGINAL FIRST WORLD


Gradually, it dawned on me: we have it backward in our conventional view. The world of the indigenous people, like these Lacandones, is the real First World, because it has been here the longest and it was here first. The so-called First World of the industrialized North is first only in capital wealth and military force. Those cultures that were superimposed later in time on the enduring world of the aboriginal inhabitants are the ones that should be called Second, Third, or Fourth Worlds. We can understand why some North American “Indians” have begun to refer to themselves as “First Americans” or “First Nations”—after all, the term Native American would logically apply to anyone born in America. “First Nations” or “First World” puts it in the correct historical context.

I realize, too, that the lifestyle of these “true, original humans” is much the same as that of my Germanic and Celtic and pre-Indo-European ancestors in the neolithic village cultures of Old Europe—a mixed subsistence economy of farming and gardening, supplemented by hunting and fishing to add meat protein. Everyone was attuned to the recurring cycles of nature, revering nature and all the gods and goddesses that animate the world of visible living beings and that connect us to the invisible realms of spirits, of the ancestors, and of dreams.10 A few such cultures have survived more or less intact to this day. Cultivating social bonds through shared food and drink and ceremonies of empathic intoxication, such as the balché, is a widespread practice; one example is the Polynesian kava ceremony. The old Norse Eddas tell of rituals of reconciliation between previously warring rival clans of gods that involve a shared “mead of inspiration.”

To consistently use the term “First World” in a manner that reflects the realities of historical development, rather than the realpolitik of military and economic dominance, would have a consciousness-raising effect on our thinking, I believe. The mixed farming-gardening village communities that began to be formed concomitantly with the rise of grain cultivation about ten thousand years ago in Europe, the Near East, Southeast Asia, and the Americas represented the form of social organization that evolved with the so-called neolithic revolution, also known as “domestication.” It was truly the first, original form of human settlement, and in a large, though diminishing, number of areas around the world, this form still survives and thrives. The Lacandones, for example, are not in any real sense of the word “underdeveloped.” They have an economy and culture that is sustainably adapted to existing ecological conditions.

It is, of course, true that preceding the neolithic village culture, there was an even more original, primal world—the world of the nomadic bands of paleolithic gatherer-hunters, which existed for hundreds of thousands of years. Before the domestication of Homo sapiens—the only animal species ever known to have domesticated itself, our ancestors lived in the “wild” state, even more dependent upon and hence attuned to the ever changing cycles of nature than the settled villagers. Remnants of paleolithic hunter-gatherer societies also survive, in such areas as Australia and the Kalahari Desert. The Lacandon Mayan economy combines elements from both layers, since they both farm and hunt. Perhaps we should say that the real, or original, First World is the combined world of indigenous people, made up of seminomadic gathererhunters and small gardening and farming villages. The historic (and prehistoric) developmental sequence—gathering-hunting economies, followed by farming-herding with some elements of hunting and gathering preserved—can be observed to this day in the layering of different strata of society, superimposed one upon the other or blended together like a photographic multiple exposure.
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