



[image: ]








WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


Future Consciousness


Lombardo has written a masterpiece, a must-read book, not only for futurists, psychologists, social scientists, scholars, and academics of every type showing them how to improve their thinking about future consciousness, but also for ordinary people to improve the quality of their future daily lives … It is a powerful and convincing statement. Lombardo’s book is one of the most creative I have read.


Wendell Bell, Emeritus Professor of Sociology, Yale University


Tom Lombardo is probably the single most impressive thinker, philosopher and author I have met in recent times. His unique perspective about wisdom and future consciousness, his eye for what matters in life and his depth of knowledge and experience make this book a must-have for those concerned about the collective future evolution of human society.


Kiko Suarez, Vice President, Lumina Foundation


Tom Lombardo’s worldview is like a multiverse: vast, in depth, multidimensional. Each new book from this world-renowned futurist is a new stellar light enlightening the understanding of what it means to be human: be conscious, imagine new worlds, build our collective future. Thanks, Tom, for this vital breathing!


Fabienne Goux-Baudiment, Former President of the World Futures Studies Federation, CEO of proGective, Associate Professor at ISTIA, University of Angers


Reading [his new book] one appreciates that Tom Lombardo is an unsung hero whom the world desperately needs to hear from. His contribution demands a global audience in an age of increasing complexity and mega crisis … Dr Lombardo brings us to the edge of our seats in excitement, passion, love and the desire to self-improve with clarity and efficacy, with our eyes looking forward in future consciousness … a must-read for all human beings irrespective of race, nationality, class, gender and position.


Stephen Awoyemi, Miriam Rothschild Scholar, University of Cambridge, UK; President, Society for Conservation Biology, Africa Section, Nigeria


It would be hard to imagine a book that covers such a vast landscape with the clarity and coherence found in [this book] … Tom Lombardo has connected all the dots: the future(s), agency, creativity, the good, well-being, flourishing, evolution, future consciousness, character, virtue and ultimately wisdom. He assembles an enormous mosaic of how these concepts interact that contains a philosophy of reality and of life that is truly breathtaking.


Dr Peter Bishop, Retired Professor, Human Sciences and Studies of the Future, Univ. Houston-Clear Lake, Houston, Texas


Tom Lombardo’s [book] is a masterpiece of creating a deep understanding of the continuum of society’s evolution at the same time that it sets the stage for the ongoing transformation of human consciousness that is needed for the sustainability of humanity during this shift from an Industrial Age to an Ecological Civilization. His book is a must-read for anyone who wants to understand how to re-conceptualize the future.


Rick Smyre, President, Center for Communities of the Future


Tom Lombardo’s exploration of future consciousness examines a state that many search for in vain, that of full self-actualization, and lays out both the strategic and tactical paths to reach that state. Based in the inherent wisdom of foresight thinking, Dr Lombardo describes the nature of creative flourishing in both the empirical and spiritual realms. This is an extraordinary accomplishment and deserves the laurels that it will undoubtedly receive.


Tim Mack, Former President of the World Future Society


Living a fulfilling life is among the top priorities of almost everyone … The question and answer around this [challenge] has bewildered too many scholars, and ordinary people, throughout history. Dr Tom Lombardo in his new book builds upon his vast knowledge and experience in diverse fields of expertise … which impressively addresses the evolutionary nature of human consciousness. This book takes an extremely well studied prescriptive approach to help all readers begin and continue a lifelong … journey to achieve wisdom … skillfully teaching and communicating deep and complex philosophical ideas in a streamlined and incredibly simple framework and vocabulary.


Vahid V. Motlagh, Executive Board of the World Future Studies Federation, Tehran, Iran


Tom Lombardo’s [new book] is a most important book in all sorts of ways. His major point is correct: “The central question we ponder and debate within ourselves and among ourselves, across the years and through the decades of our existence on the earth” is “How do we create a good future?” … his answer to how we create a good future is spot on: “by developing a core set of character virtues, most notably and centrally wisdom.” In making his case for his arguments, Lombardo displays an impressive understanding of not only psychology and futures studies (his specialties), but also of global intellectual history, and he does so in a readable prose which avoids any academic jargon. This book deserves a wide readership and appreciation.


Walter Moss, Professor Emeritus of History, Eastern Michigan University


Tom has done it again! Always compelling, hugely informative, unconventionally provocative and wisdom inducing, he has created a definitive book on the psychology of future consciousness! A valuable resource for futurists and non-futurists alike.


Karen Sands MCC BCC, GerofuturistSM and Thought Leader on Ageless Aging


Tom Lombardo has … created a guide to the pursuit of a good future that is applicable to the individual and to society alike. Lombardo bridges the academic and the applied, the theoretical and the practical, offering a tool for self-actualization that is logically developed and clearly expressed. [His] idea of “flourishing in the flow of evolution” captures the ever-changing nature of both present and future realities … [envisioning] a dynamic adaptability that is as inner-directed as outwardly grounded.


Cynthia Wagner, Former Editor of The Futurist and Editor of Foresight Signals


As ‘ordinary’ people seeking a good life and good future, character virtues and wisdom are essential to our ability to flourish, evolve, and extend ourselves into tomorrow. [In this book] Tom Lombardo provides insights for achieving a good future and enhancing our future consciousness. Whenever I read his works or listen to his talks I am always compelled to reflect on my own self growth and do something with my new awareness.


Wanda Tucker, Chair of Psychology, Philosophy, and Religion at Rio Salado College


Lombardo challenges us to an Odyssey, with wisdom as a beacon for heightening our future consciousness. This grand narrative of evolution of the human mind and of the search for a good future is applicable as thought-provoking reading for both academic courses and individuals.


Professor Sirkka Heinonen, Finland Futures Research Centre, University of Turku


What Dr Lombardo has the very real possibility for achieving is to provide a template to understand the future-oriented nature of the human mind and the central importance of futurist thinking in the guidance of human society.


Janice Dorn MD PhD, Assistant Professor, University of Arizona College of Medicine


Thomas Lombardo is a polymath with a long-standing reputation among his peers for outstandingly comprehensive treatments of whatever topic he takes to write about, and this book is no exception … a uniquely comprehensive and interdisciplinary contribution to the literature of psychology, futures studies and related intellectual orientations, as well as to ordinary people who possess a strong sense of curiosity and felt responsibility for the future.


Oliver Markley PhD, Professor Emeritus, Univ. Houston-Clear Lake


Lombardo’s emphasis upon human cultural and individual “flourishing” as the core concept of future psychology adroitly sidesteps the frustrating “two cultures” war between the humanities and the sciences … his new work offers an astute look ahead to a truly comprehensive “psychology of the future,” solidly grounded in a thoroughly evolutionary perspective.


Donald Sanborn, Assoc. Prof. Emeritus, Philosophy, City Colleges of Chicago


It’s rare today to find anybody writing about the future who can articulate a grand historical vision of social change and also address the specifics of personal transformation. Tom Lombardo’s excellent book does both, and invites us to think about the future in new and exciting ways.


Alfonso Montuori, Professor, California Institute of Integral Studies


Lombardo’s book argues with a deep passion that, whether we realize it or not, we are all futurists and the question of creating a good future is what drives us forward every day, in everything we do … A passionate and important book that challenges you to take your everyday thinking and zoom way out … on a whole new epic scale … a deeply wise book for a wise future.


Charles Cassidy, Director, Evidence-Based Wisdom
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Part I










Chapter 1



Wisdom and Creating a Good Future




“If you want to awaken all of humanity, then awaken all of yourself. If you want to eliminate the suffering in the world, then eliminate all that is dark and negative in yourself. Truly, the greatest gift you have to give is that of your own self-transformation.”


Lao-tzu





The Question and the Answer


How do we create a good future?


This deceptively simple question is the central challenge of human life. Moreover, as a key thesis of this book, the question brings to center stage the most distinctive and empowering capacity of the human mind: to imagine, think about, and purposefully pursue desirable and preferable futures. Our minds are uniquely constructed to raise and attempt to answer, in theory and action, this most important of all questions within our lives.


Each of us routinely thinks about this question, in one form or another. Each of us repeatedly attempts to answer it. However clearly formed and focused in our consciousness, we awake to some mini-version of this question every morning—even if our future horizon extends only to what we want to accomplish for the day. And based on the answers we come up with, as our consciousness rises and blossoms in response to the morning sun, we all set goals, take action, and pursue the good future, however narrowly or vaguely we define it.


Yet beyond the mundane, the routine, and the simple issues of the day, creating the good future is the big, deep practical question of life—the central question we ponder and debate within ourselves and among ourselves, across the years and through the decades of our existence on the earth. This is the pivotal challenge we are given as children; this is the question we strive to address as adults; and this is the issue we reflect upon in our senior years: Have we succeeded or not in answering the question and achieving the goals that follow from our answers?


Given the great importance and centrality of this question, as an ongoing concern within the human mind, it is not surprising that since the beginnings of recorded human history, innumerable, varied, and often conflicting answers and philosophies of life addressing this question have been created, marketed, proselytized, and frequently even forced upon human populations across the world. This is the meat and potatoes of world religions, cultural belief systems, businesses and governments, political ideologies, grand narratives and theories of the future, and all manner of pop philosophies and psychologies. If we examine any contemporary book dealing with organizational, social, environmental, or personal improvement we will find, as central to its message, proposed answers to the question of the good future and how to create it. Whether we fully realize it or not, we are all bombarded every day, explicitly and subliminally, with answers to this big question. Individually, what should we do with our lives? Socially, in what direction should we attempt to guide our collective actions and the future of humanity? What is the right or best course of action for all of us in the years ahead?


Moreover, there is a dimension of urgency, human drama, and often peril associated with this question, since when we imagine and think outward into our future we see an array of anticipated problems and crises threatening our continued well-being, if not our very existence. The quality of our future seems jeopardized by climate change and environmental degradation, ongoing war and terrorism, greed and corruption, inequality and injustice, incessant and intractable political, religious, and cultural conflicts, and stress, frenzy, and information overload in our modern technological world, to name just a few of the most notable challenges facing us. The future seems filled with dangers and obstacles that require our attention and corrective action if we are to realize a good future.


Frequently, answers to the question of the good future are framed as proposed solutions to the perceived problems and threats facing us. The positive—what we should hope for and aspire toward—often gets defined relative to the negative—what there is to fear and avoid that is looming ahead of us. We had better figure out how to create a good future, or else we are going to end up with a really bad one. The reader is referred to The Millennium Project‘s comprehensive list of major global challenges facing humanity and global efforts to solve these problems, and my Contemporary Futurist Thought (Lombardo, 2006b) for a compilation and analysis of theories of the good future and the problems these theories are supposed to constructively address and solve.


As just a partial list, consider the diversity of answers below to the question of what the good future is (these varied answers can apply to our individual lives or the collective future of humanity):




•   The acquisition of financial or economic wealth


•   The purchase, consumption, and accumulation of things


•   The evolution of techno-gadgetry and the envisioned wondrous future of techno-marvels


•   Basic material necessities, physical comfort, and security for all humanity


•   Physical health and vitality and perhaps vastly extended human life spans


•   Increasing power, individually and/or collectively


•   Fame and social recognition


•   Following the moral commandments and teachings of varied religions, often within the religion being identified as the Word of God


•   The triumph of good over evil, of God over Satan, and the reward of everlasting heaven for deserving souls


•   A spiritual life of transcendence (emancipation) of worldly and material concerns


•   The preservation of tradition (values and beliefs) and the continuation of the status quo


•   Increased harmony with nature and the restoration (improvement) of our natural environment


•   Creating a sustainable society


•   Lifelong learning, education, the evolution of human consciousness, and ongoing personal enlightenment


•   Self-development, professional advancement, and personal accomplishment in life


•   Mental health, inner peace, and sustained happiness


•   Pleasure, excitement, and sensation (the good future as “bread and circuses”)


•   The pursuit and enhancement of love, family, and communion and friendship with others


•   Equality and justice for all


•   Liberty and democracy for all


•   A collective spirit of global humanity embracing human diversity


•   Interpersonal and world peace





These various answers regarding the good future are not in all cases incompatible and it may seem that there are degrees of validity in many of these proposed ideals and aspirations. But there are also differences and disagreements, and what some may see as the good future, others see as flawed and disastrous in its consequences or implications. Throughout human history and up to present times, at least to a significant extent, we have not agreed on what is the good future or how to realize it. As one clear dimension of disagreement in the above list, is the good future defined primarily in terms of environmental and physical realities, or is it more psychological, social, ethical, or spiritual in nature?


That we live and navigate within a rich and engulfing array of answers to the question of the good future makes perfect sense since, as I argue in this book, the core distinctive function and purpose of the conscious human mind is creating visions of good futures and then attempting to realize these visions, as well as communicate our hopes and dreams about tomorrow to others. We are beings that create and share futures. As part of this general capacity, we also create and share our apprehensions and fears regarding what would be a bad future, indeed a disastrous, dystopian, or depressing future. Our minds are perpetually creating positive and negative futures and comparing them, and we dialogue and debate among ourselves their merits and deficiencies, as we travel through our lives upon the river of time.


To sum up, quoting Ortega y Gasset,




“Since man is above all future-making, he is, above all, a swarm of hopes and fears.”
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Focusing on this central issue of human life and our ongoing efforts to meet this fundamental challenge—how do we define and create a good future that constructively addresses the varied problems facing us today—this book offers a unique and enlightening vision, an evolutionary, future-focused theory of the human mind and the nature of wisdom that will educate, inspire, and guide individuals, organizations, and society as a whole to create a good future.


Over roughly the last twenty-five years, as a futurist, psychologist, educator, and philosopher (all my life I have resisted narrow specialization), I have taught courses and workshops and written on the general issue of the good future, and all manner of variations and elements of this question (Lombardo, 2006a, Chapter 1; 2011a). The relatively simple version of my answer to this question that has emerged over this time is:




Flourishing in the flow of evolution is the good future, and wisdom is the means to create it.





A lengthier version of this answer, adding a bit more detail to the above is:




We create a good future, defined as flourishing in the flow of evolution, through the heightening of future consciousness, which is achieved by developing a core set of character virtues, most notably and centrally wisdom.





Consider each of the key words and expressions in the more expanded answer:


Let’s begin with the word “future.” The future is ongoing reality, whatever it will be, from now forward in time. When I use the word “future” I do not mean some specific point in time or period ahead. Rather, the future is an open-ended continuum and a journey; the future continues and continues and continues from the present. Perhaps there is no end, no final future.


Also, I do not assume that there is only one possible singular future relative to the present. I see the future as an indeterminable array of possibilities (which is why many futurists prefer the plural word “futures”) extending outward in time. Metaphorically, the future is a branching tree of potential, diverse trajectories. From these myriad potential alternatives, the future is perpetually realizing itself and taking form in the present, to some significant degree being determined and created by us.


Therefore, the future is not some place off away from us, separated from the experience of life. We face the future. We are perpetually swimming into it, continually and creatively realizing and living through choices and decisions within the unfolding of events. The future is where we are spending the rest of our lives, starting right now.


Although it sounds paradoxical, I frequently tell people that the future is now. It keeps happening and getting created in front of our eyes.


I also frequently tell people that the future is the act of creation and we are all participating in it. (The act of creation did not happen sometime in the distant past; it is ongoing.)


There was a time when I would have said that anything is possible in the future. I still believe that what is possible in the future is not easy to determine or delimit. Both our understanding of the world and our imagination are limited by, among other things, our views of the past and the present. Consider that throughout history, many things that we thought were impossible in the future became reality. Our imagined future is psychologically and socially constrained, at any point in time, by our understanding of the nature of reality. What history teaches us is that without question the possibilities of the future extend way beyond our present imagination and capacities of conception.


Yet, the universe is not some willy-nilly chaotic mishmash of everything; there is order and structure to things, and in particular to the way things unfold in the future. There is a pattern to reality and the flow of time. The future has to be consistent with the overall structured order of reality. To put it simply, the future is a subset of reality, and reality has an order, hence so does the future.


Therefore any credible vision of the future, good or bad, needs to be grounded, with appropriate humility, in a solid theory of the nature of reality. Even if we are fallible and limited in our understanding of reality (such is the nature of human knowledge), what we say about the future needs to be consistent with our best contemporary understanding of reality (its laws, principles, and structure).


What I present in this book is a theory of reality and the future, and in particular human reality and the possibilities of our future, that is grounded in our best scientific understanding of the cosmos at this point in time.


The nature of the “good” is a philosophical and personal challenge of critical importance in life. Part of the challenge is that there are many different and often competing approaches to defining this key idea within human life. The good is love; the good is obedience to God; the good is prosperity; the good is freedom; the good is relative to person, place, and time. There are many different answers to the question of what constitutes the good or the good life, which is why there are many different answers to the question of the good future.


Yet, the idea of the good is essential to understanding human existence. Humans, by our very nature, define and pursue ideals and goals according to what we believe is good. The good defines our purposeful trajectory in life. We are ethical and purposeful beings who direct our behavior relative to our conceptions of the good. We evaluate our lives and other lives in terms of what is preferable and what is not. Even if we differ in our answers to the good, we all organize our minds and our behavior relative to some notion of the good. This is the way our minds are constructed.


The good provides a preferential compass for the future. In living our lives, we create and direct our future relative to our conception of the good. What we purposefully pursue in the future is anchored to our view of the good. Any answer to what a “good future” is depends upon some concept of what the good is.


The good can be defined as what is ethical and what is best. Theories of (or practical approaches to) the good invariably involve some set of values and ideals and some set of standards and principles of excellence. Even if we have different beliefs regarding what the good is, and even if we do not live up to these ideals in our actions, we all have values regarding what is good or best which provide a guiding light for how we believe we should live and how we should direct our future.


One of my central opening arguments in what follows is this: If we examine human beliefs regarding the good throughout history we find that the good is usually connected with some notion of well-being; that is, what is good is seen as what creates, supports, or leads to well-being. It follows then that the “good future” is a future that best supports ongoing well-being, both for ourselves and others. Moreover, well-being and the good can also be extended to all life and not just limited to humans.


Another major point I present early in this book is that theories of what is good, as well as theories of the future, start from ideas or assumptions regarding the nature of reality. Theories of ethics or the good always assume theories of reality, in particular, the nature of human reality. This makes perfect sense, since the good, however defined, has to be enacted in the context of reality and human life. Reality, and in particular, human reality, sets the boundaries and possibilities and defines the working territory in which the good is realized.


A vision of what is good that is unrealistic is irrelevant to life, if not counterproductive. If we are going to describe what a good future is, then it had better be realistic and applicable to life; it needs to be consistent or resonant with the way the universe and nature work and consistent with the facts of human society and psychology.


Bringing the concepts of the good and the future together, and following from the above points, a theory of the good future needs to be grounded in a sound theory of reality, for the future, whatever it will be, must be consistent with the nature of reality, and what is good has to be something that can be realized within this context.


Let’s now consider the key expression in the opening thesis: “flourishing in the flow of evolution.” The phrase “flow of evolution” provides an appropriate and credible vision of reality. I propose that our best contemporary understanding of reality—a reality that all of us are embedded within—is that we live in a dynamic, evolutionary, creative, and interactive universe that is filled with possibilities. Moreover, as revealed within our consciousness, our history, and our present ways of life, and reflecting the above general dimensions of our universe, we are fundamentally dynamic, evolutionary, creative, and interactive beings embedded within this universe of possibilities. We exist within the evolutionary flow and the evolutionary flow exists within us.


The term “flourishing” provides a concept of well-being and the good that aligns with a dynamic, evolutionary, and interactive vision of the universe and the psychological and social nature of humans. Psychologically and socially, well-being (which includes happiness, purpose, and success) turns out to be strongly connected with growth, dynamism, purposeful self-direction, and engagement with the world, all qualities of flourishing. Contrary to features of sustainability theory, and conservationist and traditionalist movements regarding the good future, we need to center our minds and actions on change and purposeful development (key features of flourishing), rather than persistence, preservation, or stability, in order to realistically pursue and achieve the good. “Flourishing in the flow of evolution” provides a reality-based, dynamic, growth-oriented, holistic, future-focused vision of ethics and the good.


Moving to the next key expression, everyone (except for severely brain-damaged individuals) possesses some level of “future consciousness.” Future consciousness is the set of psychological capacities (of sentient beings, including humans) that focus on the future, including, for example, foresight; anticipatory hope and fear; planning; goal setting; and purposeful behavior. We all routinely engage in all these psychological activities.


As another key hypothesis in the book, I propose that future consciousness is the central psychological function of the human mind; our conscious minds, supported through the structures and processes of our brains, are anticipatory, planning, purposeful, future-creating agents. This is our distinctive and most empowering psychological capacity. It is through future consciousness that we identify and purposefully pursue the good future.


Moreover, it is through the strengthening of our future-creating capacities—the heightening of our future consciousness—holistically, along multiple psychological dimensions (including emotional, motivational, cognitive, and personal), that we flourish in the flow of evolution and realize the good future. Well-being and the good are intimately connected with the ongoing creation of a positive future through heightened future consciousness.


Again, in disagreement with another contemporary popular philosophy, we cannot realize the good with a focus on the present (or the past for that matter). Our minds, based on millions of years of evolution, are not constructed to live in the present; “living in the present” is a primordial mode of consciousness; flourishing within the human condition requires a purposeful future focus. It is unquestionably the case that living in the relative present is the fundamental cause behind many of our most significant problems. (As I explain later, no one can actually live in the absolute present.) Well-being, the good, and flourishing in the flow of evolution require the heightening of future consciousness.


Moreover, future consciousness is also intimately connected with evolution through purposefully guiding evolution within us and our environmental surroundings. As explained below, humans engage in purposeful evolution, both individually and collectively across historical time. We are an evolutionary jump forward in the process of evolution, bringing knowledge acquisition, anticipation, and goal direction into the evolutionary process. At the individual level, human consciousness continually flows into the future—there is a directionality to consciousness, an arrow to the experienced flow of time—and we purposefully direct the flow of consciousness within ourselves. We are purposeful facilitators of the flow. All in all, future consciousness drives the evolutionary process, in ourselves and in our world.


“Character virtues” are those traits or capacities that define and express excellence within human consciousness and behavior. That is, character virtues are personal embodiments of what we define as the good, or consider to be of value, within the human personality and human behavior. Examples of often-cited character virtues include honesty, discipline, self-responsibility, optimism, compassion, and courage.


How do character virtues figure in my response to the question of what a good future is? Character virtues provide a set of standards for describing excellence within heightened future consciousness. Although everyone possesses future consciousness—by the very nature of what makes up the human mind—we heighten or enhance future consciousness through the development of character virtues.


One unique feature of centering my theory of the good future on the heightening of future consciousness through character virtues is that it implies that the good future is fundamentally realized through ethical and holistic psychological and social development. We create a good future by becoming (by aspiring to be) better human beings—by self-evolving along mental and ethical dimensions—and the idea of a better human being is a holistic concept, involving all the fundamental psychological dimensions of the conscious human mind.


Consider the initial list of views given earlier, regarding what constitutes the good future. Contrary to economic, materialistic, technological, or environmental visions of a good future, the key to the good future primarily lies within ourselves. We need to ask, as our primary focus in creating a good future, what are the capacities within us that we need to strengthen and develop. The answer to the good future is not “out there.” The answer requires taking responsibility for ourselves and our development as the means to realize the good future.


In addition, contrary to futurist visions of more intelligent or smarter human beings, as the key feature of our future psychological evolution, I suggest that a viable vision of the evolution of humanity (inclusive of our own personal futures) must be psychologically holistic, involving the development and integration of all our mental capacities, including the emotional, social, motivational, ethical, and personal. The more evolved (or better) human being is to be found, metaphorically speaking, in the heart and not just in the intellect.


This brings us to the final key term in my answer to the question of the good future: wisdom. I propose that wisdom is a synthesis of numerous character virtues, as I define it the synthetic virtue that integrates all the virtues of excellence connected with heightened future consciousness. Wisdom is an ethical concept and a psychologically holistic one. Wisdom is the highest expression of future consciousness, the means for flourishing in the flow of evolution, and consequently realizing the good future.


Wisdom is often identified as the pinnacle of human development by psychologists, philosophers, and religious-spiritual leaders throughout history. Varied theories through the ages and up to the present have attempted to define it and prescribe how to realize it. I draw from these theories, both Eastern and Western, secular and religious, in creating a vision of wisdom consistent with the ethics, psychology, and theory of reality I present in this book.


Returning to my opening point that the good future is the central personal challenge of life, I propose that wisdom as the way to create the good future applies both to our own individual future, as well as to how we assist others in realizing theirs. It is an answer that speaks not only to professional futurists, but to any other individual involved in helping people to create a good future, such as teachers, counselors, therapists, coaches, religious or spiritual leaders, consultants, politicians, or sympathetic friends and relatives. We help others by developing wisdom in ourselves and attempting to facilitate its development in others. As role models we walk the talk, and we strive to teach people wisdom as the means to the good future.


In coming to the end of this opening section, I should highlight that my vision of wisdom, although inspired by the past, looks forward toward the future. What I present in the following pages is a future-focused evolutionary theory of wisdom. If future consciousness is the most empowering and distinctive capacity within the human mind, then wisdom is the highest expression of this capacity. Wisdom, as I understand it, facilitates the purposeful evolution of consciousness and the flourishing of humanity. In essence:


For ourselves and others, wisdom is the means to creating a good future. There is no other realistic, viable, intelligent, and ethical way to achieve it.


The Big Picture


Having introduced some of the main hypotheses of the book, what follows is a brief overview of the content and chapters of the book.


The book is divided into two parts: Part I addresses the foundations and fundamentals of my theory of heightened future consciousness; part II sequentially delves into the basic psychological processes of the conscious human mind, such as emotion, motivation, learning, and thinking, illustrating how the character virtues of heightened future consciousness apply to each basic activity of the human mind and human behavior, with a final synthetic chapter on wisdom. Part I of the book is more theoretical; part II is more practical and applied.


In this first part of the book, I address in succession the following topics:


What is the nature of the reality in which we find ourselves? I describe the dynamic and evolutionary nature of the physical world and the cosmos.


Focusing on human reality, how does evolution apply to the human condition and human consciousness? I describe the dynamic nature of human consciousness and the basic process of purposeful evolution within human reality.


I next introduce the principle of reciprocity, another key idea in understanding human reality, and explain how this principle applies to nature and the relationship of the conscious mind and the environment. I explain how reciprocity and evolution are connected.


Next I address the question “What is the good?” providing an overview of the concepts of ethics and well-being. I then introduce and explain the theory that flourishing in the flow of evolution best captures the reality of well-being and the good, followed by an introduction to the virtue theory of ethics and an explanation of how character virtues are connected to flourishing.


Having established a scientific and philosophical foundation for the nature of reality and the good, I next describe in depth the centrality and value of future consciousness within the human mind. I also connect the development of character virtues with heightened future consciousness, describing in depth the set of character virtues of heightened future consciousness.


The two fundamental complementary poles of human psychology are the conscious self and the ambient environment. The last two chapters of part I describe these two basic poles of our psychological existence.


The first of these two final chapters of part I considers the self-creative nature of the conscious self and how we are responsible for our reality and our future. I explain how self-responsibility is a cardinal virtue needed for the development of any of the other virtues of heightened future consciousness.


In the last chapter of part I I describe the ecology of future consciousness, describing the reciprocal interdependence of the conscious self and the environment. I examine the role of the environment in the ongoing creation of the future, and particularly focus on the relationships between the responsible conscious self and the social, technological, natural, and cosmic environments.


In part II I apply this general theory to the basic psychological processes of the human mind and illustrate how each of these processes can be strengthened, heightening our future consciousness and enhancing wisdom. The reader is referred to the introduction to part II for a more detailed description of its content.


The Author and the Journey toward Wisdom


One day in a class I was teaching on wisdom and future consciousness, during our break, a student named Ellen came up to me and said that she had difficulty with aspiring toward the ideal of wisdom, since she found the ideal too elevated and perhaps even pretentious. Who was she to aspire toward wisdom? Ellen is a warm, friendly, and humble soul, and to her, it was better to simply work toward “greater awareness” through life than to strive for something as highfalutin as wisdom. I told Ellen that greater awareness was part of wisdom and that a critical component of wisdom (and greater awareness) is a good dose of humility; the journey of wisdom should not feel highfalutin. Greater awareness reveals human fallibility. She was on the path of wisdom, at least in some respects, whether she realized and acknowledged it or not.


Still, this was not the first time someone had brought up to me the issue that wisdom sounds too elevated, perhaps too serious, philosophical, or intellectual an ideal for humanity as a whole. Should we all aspire to wisdom? Can we?


What I explained to the class after the break that day, after bringing up Ellen’s point, was that (to hit the nail on the head) regardless of our individual personalities, ways of life, and levels of education, we should all aspire to wisdom; for all of us this is the key to a good future and flourishing in the flow of evolution. Given my assessment of the nature of reality, of what is good, and what the problems and challenges are that face us in our lives, both individually and collectively, the ideals of wisdom and a flourishing future ring true and make perfect sense. Better to aspire toward what scientifically and philosophically seems best than to aspire toward what seems limited, flawed, half baked, or superficial. Why dumb life down? Why distort and impoverish our existence? Yes, existence is big, baffling, and fast moving. Yes, we all fail or fall short at times. The challenging journey of enlightenment is an essential part of flourishing and the journey of wisdom. Where else can we find the good? The good is not necessarily easy.


Ellen’s comments also provoked me into thinking about another question: As a teacher, who was I to think that I could facilitate the development of wisdom in others? Wasn’t the aspiration to teach wisdom just as pretentious and highfalutin, perhaps even more so, as the goal to achieve wisdom within ourselves? Yet, if (as I believe) the overarching goal of education should be the development of wisdom, then as educators, are we not responsible and obligated to aspire to this goal in our teaching? Shouldn’t all teachers be teaching wisdom? Just as our most important personal goal should be to aspire toward wisdom, our most central and important educational goal should be to teach it.


Still, to provide some background and explanation on how I came to teach and write about wisdom and the future, presently I am, along with my wife, Jeanne Lombardo, co-director of the Center for Future Consciousness, a futures educational institute we co-founded around ten years ago. I am also the director of The Wisdom Page, an online educational resource that was founded by my dear friend Copthorne Macdonald back in the 1990s, and that I assumed directorship of when Cop passed away in 2011.


Previously, I was the chairperson of psychology, philosophy, and the future at Rio Salado College in Tempe, Arizona, a position I held from 1991 to 2010. Aside from teaching at various colleges and universities over the last four decades, I have worked in mental health, alcohol and drug abuse, and clinical psychology as a therapist, dean, head psychologist, and director of staff development. Working in mental health and drug abuse taught me what it meant for the mind to open up, engage, grow, and flourish. It also taught me what it meant for the mind to close off, flounder, or spiral downward, unable to grow or change.


I became professionally involved in the study and teaching of the future around twenty years ago, when I created and taught my first college course on the future at Rio Salado College. I wrote the introductory textbook for the course, The Odyssey of the Future (Lombardo, 1996), which I distributed to students but never published. Within a few years after, I became a member of the World Future Society and started attending their annual conferences, giving at least one or two presentations each year. Later I joined the World Futures Studies Federation, Association of Professional Futurists, and other futurist organizations, and became a contributing editor for the Journal of Futures Studies and the World Future Review.


In 2002 I wrote another book on the future: The Future of Science, Technology, and the Cosmos (Lombardo, 2002a). Although again I did not publish it, all five chapters of the book, covering theoretical science and cosmology, computers and robotics, biotechnology, ecology and environmental engineering, and space travel, are electronically available on my website. The chapters of this book are cited throughout this present text.


Beginning in 2004 (Lombardo and Richter, 2004), I started publishing a steady stream of articles on the future, which now number around fifty. I have continued giving presentations and workshops on almost all areas of the future, including science and technology, science fiction, religion and spirituality, love and marriage, psychology, environmental ethics, globalization, culture, and the future of education. I have looked at the future through both mythic and religious, and scientific and secular eyes.


Over the last ten years, I have written and published four books on the future: The Evolution of Future Consciousness (Lombardo, 2006a), Contemporary Futurist Thought (Lombardo, 2006b), Wisdom, Consciousness, and the Future (Lombardo, 2011a), and Mind Flight (Lombardo, 2011b). In addition to these books, I have recently completed another book with a futures focus: Science Fiction: The Evolutionary Mythology of the Future. See my article (Lombardo, 2015b) for an introduction to this book.


Given my background in psychology, and as a budding futurist in the 1990s, I became interested in two related questions:




•   How can we enhance all those psychological capacities that have to do with the future?


•   What are the possibilities and preferable directions for the future evolution of the human mind?





The first question addresses what I refer to as “the psychology of the future,” “consciousness of the future,” or for short, simply “future consciousness,” as I use the expression in this book. The second question deals with what I describe as “the future of psychology” or “the future of consciousness.” In the mid-1990s I created various presentations on both issues, which I periodically refine and evolve further (Lombardo, 2016j, 2016k). I have published numerous articles on both topics as well, which are cited throughout this text. As a teacher, I have been especially concerned with finding educational methods to enhance students’ psychological capacities for “consciousness of the future” or “future consciousness,” and I have published a number of articles on the teaching and development of these capacities (Lombardo, 2006c, 2008, 2009a, 2010b). This present book emphasizes “future consciousness,” but also repeatedly delves into the “future of consciousness,” since the two topics are strongly connected.


The ideal of wisdom came to the forefront of my mind in 2004, when as an educator and department chair I began to explore the question of how to facilitate and evaluate “deep learning” in college students. As a teacher in the classroom, as well as a supervisor of other teachers, for years I had observed, assessed, and thought about the growth of knowledge in the minds of students. What is really important in this process? What are we, as teachers, trying to facilitate in students, above and beyond memorization of facts and figures?


At the very least it seemed to me, from early on, that we should be teaching critical thinking skills and attempting to instill deep learning in students, as opposed to simply surface learning. Further, it seemed that we should be helping students to develop a love of learning and a love for thinking. More broadly, we should be addressing student character development and academic ethics, inclusive of self-responsibility and honesty, in the pursuit of knowledge.


I came to realize that these various higher-order cognitive skills and character traits come together under the umbrella of wisdom. They are all steps in the development of wisdom, all individual capacities that can be defined, taught, and assessed. As I thought about it, it became clear to me that wisdom should be the ideal central goal of higher education. Wisdom integrates and gives focus to all the major goals of higher education. Above all else, facilitating the growth of wisdom is exactly what we should be doing as educators.


Moreover, I realized that wisdom was the answer to both futurist questions raised above. Wisdom is the highest expression of future consciousness—the synthesis of all those capacities and virtues essential to creating a positive, informed, and efficacious approach to the future. Wisdom is the ideal behind a psychology of the future or future consciousness. And the development of wisdom is the preferable direction for the future evolution of the human mind. Wisdom is the ideal for the future of psychology, or the future of consciousness (Lombardo, 2006d, 2009b, 2011c). Pulling education, philosophy, psychology, and the future together, and giving wisdom a future-focused quality, I elevated wisdom to the center of our psychological universe.


After beginning to publish articles on wisdom and the future, around 2006 I first began to communicate with Copthorne Macdonald, discovering his website The Wisdom Page, in my mind the best resource for readings on wisdom on the Web. Cop began to post many of my publications on his site, up to and including the first few chapters of my book Mind Flight, just before his death in December of 2011.


After Cop passed away, the members of The Wisdom Page advisory board decided that his website must live on, and—as if it were a calling that I felt compelled to pursue—I volunteered to take responsibility for his great website. Soon thereafter, I began two new monthly electronic newsletters: one newsletter, the Wisdom Page Updates, for The Wisdom Page; and one newsletter, Futurodyssey, for the Center for Future Consciousness. Eventually I synthesized the two newsletters into one online journal, Wisdom and the Future, connecting themes and topics from both websites. In my mind wisdom and the future are inextricably connected: Without wisdom the future (however it plays out) will not be very good; and without an eye on the future, wisdom is really not wisdom at all.


In this book on wisdom, the good future, and flourishing in the flow of evolution, I weave together the ideas of philosophers, scientists, researchers into psychological well-being, and personal exemplars of wisdom. It is a challenge, but a very interesting and centrally important one, to grapple personally and intellectually with understanding wisdom and the evolution of the human mind. I am on a journey of discovery—a journey that took form through a series of steps over the last twenty-five years. What I offer is my present perspective on the worthiest of human ideals.


As Cop stated in one of his essays on wisdom, no one has ever been completely out of the dark, and this to me seems both unequivocally true and deeply wise. As a popular book of the 1960s stated in its title, “If you meet the Buddha on the road, kill him.” Yet, as the great Chinese philosopher Confucius is reputed to have said, “It is better to light one candle than curse the darkness.” It is better to search for the light and communicate to others vistas of illumination than to throw in the towel because we lack omniscience and perfect character and insight. Who indeed can argue otherwise? Surely not someone who is wise.










Chapter 2



Reality and Cosmic Evolution




“Evolution is a light which illuminates all facts, a curve that all lines must follow.”


Teilhard de Chardin





The Circle and the Line


To restate a key point presented in the opening chapter, answering the question of what is real precedes answering the question of what is the good and how to realize it. Reality sets the context and constraints on how we understand and realize the good life. Our understanding of what is good, which provides a preferential direction for the future, should be consistent, indeed resonant, with our best understanding of reality. Reality should inform and inspire our approach to the good.


Moreover, understanding the nature of reality informs us about the future. The future unfolds as a consequence of the laws and principles of nature, including both the physical world and the psychological realm of the conscious human mind. The future is a subset and manifestation of the totality of reality. Our understanding of the future should be consistent with our best understanding of the dynamics and structure of reality.


Finally, our understanding of human reality—in particular, the nature and the capacities of consciousness and the human mind—will guide us in determining how humans can best realize a good future. In order to determine what is good or beneficial for human nature, we need to determine what is human nature. In order to determine how humans can realize what is good, we need to determine the capabilities of humans, actual and potential. Our understanding of human reality provides a foundation for determining what is good for humans.


Pulling these points together, if we are to thoughtfully determine what is the good future and how to realize it, especially as it pertains to humanity, we need to begin with the question of what is real, with a special focus on the reality of human nature.
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There are many different answers to the question of what is real. (Just as there are many different answers to what is the good or the good future.) For example, there appear to be significant cultural differences in viewpoint across the globe regarding the nature of reality.


Richard Nisbett, in his The Geography of Thought: How Asians and Westerners Think Differently … and Why (2003), recounts that one of his student research associates, who was Asian, remarked that the basic difference between how the two of them thought was that Nisbett, as a Westerner, saw reality as a line, while the student, who was an Easterner, saw reality as a circle. This simple way in which to characterize the fundamental difference between Eastern and Western modes of thinking and understanding served as an overarching thesis within Nisbett’s comparative analysis of modes of cognition and behavior across the globe.


On one hand it is essential to critically assess the credibility of different beliefs regarding the nature of reality and, using the best standards and principles of evaluation we have at our disposal, to compare and ascertain which view or views seem most plausible and valid. Beliefs need to be judged on credibility. On the other hand, we should acknowledge and keep in mind the diversity of views regarding the nature of reality across the globe, so as to not lock ourselves into a cultural-centric position on the nature of reality, reflecting a bias in our mode of thinking and understanding.


It seems to me that we can address both these concerns. For one thing, being conscientious about the latter consideration—to be conscious of our cultural biases—will help us in achieving the former goal—assessing the validity of our beliefs. But moreover, I propose that the two fundamental perspectives on the nature of reality found across the globe, aligning with the Western view that reality is a line and the Eastern view that reality is a circle, capture the two most basic and significant features of reality, as revealed through our best principles and practices of thoughtful investigation and evaluation. We can have both cultural expansiveness and balance and high standards of credibility in answering the question of the nature of reality.


With the intent to present a global contemporary perspective on reality, grounded in solid epistemological standards of inquiry and assessment, I suggest that reality is both a circle and a line, and these two models fit together into a coherent and convincing whole regarding the nature of reality, as best we presently understand it. The Eastern mode of thought—viewing reality as a circle—supports the view that reality is reciprocities, cycles, and holistic interdependencies. The Western mode of thought—viewing reality as a line and hence possessing a direction—supports the view that reality is evolutionary.


In the following three chapters, I first examine the idea that reality is a line, after which I turn to the idea that reality is a circle. In the concluding section of the third of these chapters I integrate these two views under the conceptual umbrella of reciprocal evolution, that humans and the totality of the cosmos evolve inter-dependently.


The Eternal and the Changeless




“The only thing that stays the same is that nothing stays the same.”


Heraclitus





As a young child, everything felt changeless and somehow eternal. My parents, my aunts and uncles, my “old grandparents,” the small apartment we lived in, the repeating cycle of the holidays, going to school and having summers off—it all seemed so permanent and solid. I was, of course, learning history in school (the Civil War, the Age of the Dinosaurs) and I knew (in some disconnected intellectual sense) that I would eventually grow up, and that everyone was going to age and die, but none of these facts had penetrated very deep into my psyche. Everything felt stable; at least part of me wanted everything to remain stable.


The present, though, became history, as the future became the present. Changes in my life accumulated; people began to disappear. I no longer lived with my parents; I no longer lived in the same state. New children were born, and spouses came and went. My parents eventually grew old and died. And all around me, the world steadily turned from the 1950s to the new millennium. I began to feel time and unending transformation.


I needed to experience history—to watch it and live it—to realize that what I perceived as solid and stable was ephemeral. I had to journey across the river of time and grow up. I had to feel myself changing, to live through different chapters in my life. Perhaps this personal transformation, of permanence morphing into fluidity, recapitulates the collective conscious evolution of our species.
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In examining the history of human thought, both scientific-secular and religious-spiritual, and Eastern and Western, we find that humans, especially in ancient and classical times, elevated and aspired toward the eternal, stable, secure, and epistemically certain. Ultimate reality (as well as the ultimate good) was identified by the ancients as eternal, changeless, and an indubitable bedrock of the true and the good.


One of the most universal expressions of this belief was the Western idea of an eternal, singular, and personified God, and along similar lines, in the East, the concept of an ultimate, infinite, and timeless being, immanent in and supporting all of reality, the Hindu Brahman.


Secular philosophers as well, such as the ancient Greek Parmenides, from whom Plato took much of his theory of reality, also argued for some absolute timeless realm. For Parmenides what was ultimately real was an eternal and changeless One; time, motion, and separability were all illusions. Similar ideas can be found in both Eastern and mystic philosophies, both ancient and modern. Brahman is a changeless unity undergirding the apparent but illusory diversity of the physical world.


Plato, the most influential of all ancient Western philosophers, providing Christianity with its basic metaphysics and theory of reality, argued that “eternal forms” (such as truth, beauty, and the good) were at the apex of reality and that the temporal world of flux was mere appearance (as he metaphorically described it as “shadows on the cave”). For Plato, existence was a duality of the truly real, which was eternal, and the ephemeral and temporal, which was not ultimately real.


All in all, as expressed in the writings of Plato, as well as many other ancient and classical thinkers, religious and secular, time was messy—time was chaotic—time was derivative and a fall from the perfection of the eternal. Knowledge, justice, and the highest good were to be found in the latter, not the former. Interpreting these philosophical and spiritual belief systems psychologically, the eternal and the changeless provided ancient humanity with a sense of security and certainty in protective defense in the face of the mystery and apparent capriciousness of existence (Lombardo, 2006a, Chapter 3).


From early on, in these spiritual and philosophical views, theories of the good were tied to theories of reality. What was good existed in the postulated eternal realm of timeless being, which was most real and true. The good was absolute, singular, and changeless. Contrariwise, the world of time and the ephemeral and illusory nature of the physical world (inclusive of the human physical body and bodily desires) were associated with delusion, shallowness of insight, primitiveness, and often moral degradation and evil.


Moreover, generally speaking, time was not seen as producing any fundamental change (or improvement) in reality, for the most influential view of time in ancient and classical history was the cyclical theory. Time was a circle, repeating the same patterns or changes, over and over again. This was the ancient Chinese Taoist view of time—of the rhythmic and orderly cycling of the forces of Yin and Yang—as well as the view of the ancient Egyptians, who saw orderly temporal cycles in the rhythm of the flooding of the Nile and the journey of the sun across the sky. Many of the ancient Greeks also believed that time was cyclical, such as the philosopher Empedocles, who saw reality as an oscillatory conflict of the forces of love and hate. And as one final historical example, we find a similar idea in the aphorism from the Old Testament book of Ecclesiastes, “There is nothing new under the sun, and there is a time and season for everything” (Franz, 1978; Lombardo, 2006a, Chapter 3).


There were, though, notable exceptions to this emphasis on the stable and the eternal in ancient theories of reality. In anticipation of what was to emerge in later thinking about nature and the cosmos, the Greek philosopher, Heraclitus, argued that all is flow, and that “the only thing that stays the same is that nothing stays the same.” Yet Heraclitus also believed that there was a Logos or form to change—a principle of stability within the flow—an idea that would come to center stage in modern scientific thinking regarding the laws of nature (Kirk and Raven, 1966).


Other ancient thinkers as well, in various ways, saw change as a significant dimension of reality. For example, Aristotle, putting a biological emphasis on his vision of reality, saw the forms of nature as dynamic, developmental, and directional, where each individual form strives and moves toward the actualization of its potentials (Randall, 1960).


But perhaps most significantly, the Roman philosopher Lucretius, building on the ideas of the Greek atomistic philosopher Democritus, proposed a progressive view of nature and humanity, in which the more complex and advanced develops (or evolves) out of the more simple, primordial, and chaotic. Time is neither chaotic nor cyclical, but a progressive line toward increasing complexity (Nisbet, 1994; Lombardo, 2006a, Chapter 3).


In entering modern times, the philosophical reverence of and aspiration toward ordered stability was still, though, at the center of human thinking. In the West, modern science circa AD 1600 to 1700 began with the intent to discover the changeless laws of nature, assuming that natural reality, as it presently exists, had remained relatively stable and harmonious, being governed by these changeless laws, since its creation by God.


This is what Isaac Newton—the most influential scientific theorist of the seventeenth century—believed. In Newton’s scientific vision, the idea of stability was applied to the temporal physical world. Newton articulated the three laws of motion and the law of gravity. These hypothesized laws presumably have remained and will continue to remain constant throughout all of time. Newton was in search of what the Greek philosopher, Pythagoras, had referred to as the “Harmony of the Spheres”—the orderly and constant mathematical principles that explain the motions of the heavens, as well as the physical dynamics on the earth. From Newton and the seventeenth-century scientist-philosopher, René Descartes, we get the idea that the universe is like a great cosmic clockwork, deterministic in its lawful regularities, set by God to keep (relatively) constant time from the beginning to the end of the universe (Goerner, 1999). There is a Logos to change within the cosmos—a set of stable patterns of change that modern science intended to discover and reveal (Lombardo, 2006a, Chapter 4).


The Dynamic Nature of the Cosmos




“Because things are the way they are, things will not stay the way they are.”


Bertolt Brecht





If there is one pivotal shift in scientific thinking since the time of Newton it has been the progressive abandonment of the idea of a stable universe with stable laws. With steady advances, over the last few centuries, in our historical and scientific understanding of nature, including the discovery of the vast expanse of physical time and the long history of the human species and our ancestors, the contemporary scientific and philosophical view has emerged that the universe is thoroughly temporal and dynamic, future-directional, evolutionary, creative, and filled with possibilities. Contrary to Newton’s vision, in the beginning the universe did not look at all like it does today. The universe is not a deterministic and stable clock.


Highlighting just a few of the significant discoveries and insights in the history of modern science that led to this dynamic contemporary vision of reality:


This modern transformation in thinking actually began during the time of Newton. Early modern philosophers, such as Leibniz and Kant, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, disagreed with Newton’s stable image of the cosmos. Instead, they argued that the universe was transformative and evolutionary. Even Descartes, in some of his writings, expressed evolutionary views on the formation of stars, planets, and the universe as a whole (Morris, 2001). Yet, in such early dynamic theories of the cosmos—more speculative than empirically grounded—it was believed that the evolutionary directionality of nature was orchestrated by a timeless God; the theories proposed were “teleologically” evolutionary. The direction to time within the universe was believed to be purposeful.


One critical step toward a dynamic scientifically grounded vision of nature in the late eighteenth century was the discovery of “deep time.” James Hutton, who is frequently identified as the father of modern scientific geology, published in 1795 his famous work Theory of the Earth, “the earliest treatise which can be considered a geological synthesis rather than an imaginative exercise.” Hutton described in his book a vision of the history of the earth that extended back in time indefinitely for millions upon millions of years. At the time Hutton published his book, the historical accuracy of the Great Flood, as well as the entire story of creation as described in Genesis, was not questioned. Yet Hutton’s ideas would challenge all of this. He is famous for the statement describing the vast panorama of earthly time, “we find no vestige of a beginning,—no prospect of an end.” According to Hutton, the earth was very old, much older than almost everyone had supposed. Through a detailed examination of geological strata and forms of deposits around the world, Hutton provided a scientific explanation for how the surface of the earth was continuously being transformed over time through two complementary processes of destructive deterioration and creative restoration. He viewed earthly time as an endless cycle of creation and decay—of becoming and passing away. The apparently stable ground under our feet, for Hutton, is actually in a state of perpetual motion (Gould, 1987).


Also, during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, fossil remains of species that no longer seem to exist anywhere on the earth kept accumulating, raising increasing doubts regarding the constancy of life forms in the history of the earth. Species appeared to come and go within the history of life. How were we to explain the discovered layers of distinctive collections of fossil remains? (Religious advocates attributed such fossil remains to the “Great Flood,” but how many floods?) It appeared that as we moved down through the geological layers, and hence, backward in time, there were different populations of life forms, both plant and animal.


Turning our eyes toward the heavens, the eighteenth-century astronomer William Herschel (the discoverer of the planet Uranus) began to accumulate mounting evidence, based on improved telescopic devices, that there were fundamental changes occurring in the cosmos. Based on detailed observations of stars and gaseous nebulae throughout the sky, Herschel hypothesized that the stars were not static or permanent, but rather formed out of nebulae. Creation was not something that happened once and for all at the beginning of time, but was ongoing. In ancient times the idea of an eternal and changeless realm was strongly associated with the heavenly panorama of stars, and even if—as modern science steadily began to reveal—the earthly realm was more messy and fluid than previously supposed, to challenge the view that the visible heavens were not even stable was an even deeper philosophical jolt to human consciousness and our reverence of the timeless and eternal (Green, 1959).


With numerous theories of biological evolution in the air by the nineteenth century, Darwin, building on such ideas, put forth his theory of evolution through natural selection, meticulously researched and documented, arguing that natural laws could explain the creation of new life forms; there was indeed both “becoming and passing away” in the history of life. The laws of nature, at least pertaining to life, do not keep things constant (as in Newton’s vision) but generate fundamental change (Lombardo, 2006a, Chapter 4).


Moving across the second half of the nineteenth century and into the early twentieth century, the developing science of thermodynamics, through the cumulative work of Rudolf Clausius, William Thomson (Lord Kelvin), Hermann von Helmholtz, and Arthur Eddington, among others, ascertained an arrow or directionality to physical time due to the increasing overall entropy of the universe. The second law of thermodynamics, in particular, seemed to imply that the universe was not a stable system, but had an overall direction or motion.


But perhaps as the ultimate cosmic blow to a stable vision of natural reality, based on steadily improving astronomical observations in the 1920s, Georges Lemaître and Edwin Hubble determined that the observable universe was in an ongoing state of expansion and profound transformation. The galaxies are receding away from each other at colossal speeds. The universe appeared to be a great opening up, an expansive process extending back billions of years in time. Time was very deep and cosmically transformative (Chaisson, 1987; Ferris, 1988).


Through the work of Einstein, Hubble, Lemaître, and numerous others, a fundamental insight—a general cosmological perspective—has emerged in the last century of scientific thinking and research: the universe has a transformative history. As we extrapolate backwards in time, the overall make-up and configuration of the cosmos changes. There is a temporal asymmetry (the arrow of time) across the history of the cosmos, defined as increasing entropy relative to the hypothesized origin of the universe in the Big Bang. Moreover, it appears that the actual laws of the universe evolved through a process of symmetry-breaking. Newton’s vision of stable natural laws has steadily given way to a historical-dynamic theory of the origin of our most fundamental laws (Smolin, 1997; Primack and Abrams, 2006; Carroll, 2010).


Newton’s deterministic philosophy—that change within the universe is completely determined and in principle totally predictable—was also challenged in contemporary science. In modern quantum physics, the future, rather than being set and determined, appears to be probabilistic and filled with possibilities—at least at the microcosmic level. Further, there are also clear indications that more complex levels of reality, including biological and ecological systems, are, in principle, unpredictable from earlier and simpler physical systems (Gell-Mann, 1994; Prigogine, 1997; Kauffman, 2008).


In contemporary open systems science, increasing complexity and order appear to arise creatively and unpredictably out of chaos. Based on Ilya Prigogine’s classic scientific research (Prigogine and Stengers, 1984), although the overall direction of the cosmos is toward increasing entropy, local areas, in the form of open systems, fueled by the energy flow of the universe, can move in the opposite direction toward increasing order. Such open systems, if they move into increasing chaotic fluctuations, can at “bifurcation points” jump to higher levels of complexity. For Prigogine, at such bifurcation points, it is in principle unpredictable if an open system will fall apart or jump forward. In general, the process of order emerging out of chaos is at the core of physical and cosmic evolution, and there is an element of unpredictability in it.


Prigogine, in assessing the historical development of science over the last couple of centuries, has seen an ongoing shift in our thinking from a science of being (stasis) to a “science of becoming” (dynamical) in understanding the cosmos. In line with this new science of becoming, the distinction has arisen between “reversible” (cyclic) and “irreversible” events, the latter producing a directionality to the flow of time (Prigogine, 1980). Natural time is not always simply cyclic and reversible; there is direction within the overall flow.


All in all, the future and the ongoing flow of time appear to be the act of creation itself; new things keep emerging in the flow and flux, out of the flow and flux. Whereas the ancients saw creation as some distant distinct event instigated by the gods (or God), it now appears that creation is the ongoing modus operandi of the universe. Echoing the opening quote of Bertolt Brecht, creativity seems built into the essence of the way things are such that tomorrow will not be the same as today (Davies, 1988).


These last points on cosmic dynamism, determinism versus possibilities, creativity, and chaos and unpredictability, should, though, be qualified and tempered. To a degree, there is still truth to be found in the Newtonian perspective, just not the whole truth. There is a great deal of predictability and determinism in the cosmos—there are innumerable laws, constancies, and orderly cause-effect relationships that have been discovered through modern science. There is a great degree of relative persistence and stability in the objects of nature. We see a complex hierarchy of forms, from the subatomic to the atomic and molecular, and from planets, to stars and galaxies, all of which exhibit relative long-term stability through time. In our everyday lives, the familiar people, places, and things show levels of constancy or invariance over time. Patterns repeat themselves (as the ancients noted) and within certain parameters, based on our experiences of regularities in the past, we are very good at predicting (such regularities into) the future. Without this relative level of order, constancy, and predictability, the universe and our lives would be a “blooming, buzzing confusion.”


But to re-emphasize, the degree of stability in nature is far from the whole picture. Uncovered in contemporary science there is unpredictability and possibility in the cosmos as well. There is order but there is also chaos, and the chaotic dimension is of great significance in the dynamism and creativity of the universe. There is a level of stability, but there is additionally a great amount of change, especially when one takes the long view (a deep-time perspective) on things. There is constancy in the forms of nature, but there is also the creation of new forms, and the passing away of many entities and beings. The continents across the earth drift and collide, and even the stars are born and die, and the galaxies in the very, very long run get torn asunder. The relative stability of things is embedded in an overall fluidity.


Stability and change are in various ways coupled together in both the universe at large and within our individual lives. All the open systems within nature (and we are prime examples) maintain their relative integrity and stability through interaction with the environment, drawing from the ubiquitous energy flow around them. Change is the fuel of stability; things configure and grow in the great entropic flow of the cosmos. We ingest and utilize energy to grow and to stay alive. In coming chapters, I address the deep significance of the polarity of stability and change in human psychology.


Also of relevance to understanding growth and transformation in human beings, we see that the history of change in the cosmos involves a repeated pattern of new forms emerging that build upon relatively stable older and simpler forms. The new frequently involves enveloping and transcending the old, but still having been built upon it. Our physical bodies are a hierarchical concatenation of the subatomic, the atomic, the molecular, and the chemical, each newer, more complex level resting on the foundation of the older and simpler. Creativity and transformation within human life frequently involves combining existing ideas, habits, and constructed technologies into novel configurations (Lombardo, 2011f).


The stable arises out of change, and frequently facilitates the creation of more change.


As a final concluding point in this section, in spite of the immense and pervasive evidence that the cosmos is a dynamic and creative reality, we could still (and many do) believe that “behind or above” the scene of the temporal and the scientifically observable, something eternal and absolutely stable exists. But the credibility of such a view is increasingly suspect, since all around us, and in the observable heavens above, we see a creative and transforming reality, rather than a static one. As a key point regarding the credibility of perspectives, as observations of nature and the universe became more detailed, penetrating, systematic, and technologically empowered with improved observational instruments (consider the evolution of the Hubble telescope and electron microscopes), the dynamism of nature has become increasingly more evident and pervasive at multiple levels of reality, from the subatomic to the super-galactic. Belief in the absolutely eternal and stable flies in the face of everything.


The stable and the eternal, in ancient times, was invoked to explain the temporal; it was invoked to explain the origin and nature of existence (Holt, 2012). But how does something absolutely stable and timeless give rise to time and change? How does the static create, since creation is a process? To use an expression of Aristotle, how can we have an “unmoved mover” at the beginning of time? To argue that it is a mystery and we simply must have faith is to retreat into obscurantism and, in dogmatic petrification, abandon the quest for knowledge. Such a view is neither realistic nor practical.


But to come down out of the clouds of cosmic eternalism, the dynamic vision of reality clearly seems to apply to human nature. Thus far, a few opening points have been made regarding the dynamic dimension of human nature (open systems theory for example), but as I examine in much more detail ahead, human nature (including psychology, society, and history) is deeply dynamic and transformative. If we are to build a realistic theory of how humans create a good future, and what the good future is for humans, then our theory needs to be grounded in the fundamental fact that we are dynamic beings living in a dynamic earthly environment, enveloped within a dynamic universe. We are beings of flow, living within a flow, and any credible theory of the good future that is applicable to humans must be grounded in this ubiquitous and fundamental feature of our reality. To ground our theory of the good future for humans in a static and eternal vision is totally at odds with the nature of what we are.


Evolution




“To suppose universal laws of nature capable of being apprehended by the mind and yet having no reason for their special forms, but standing inexplicable and irrational, is hardly a justifiable position. Uniformities are precisely the sort of facts that need to be accounted for. Law is par excellence the thing that wants a reason. Now the only possible way of accounting for the laws of nature, and for uniformity in general, is to suppose them results of evolution.”


Charles Sanders Pierce





In the above section on the rise of the dynamic scientific vision of reality I briefly described both Darwin’s theory of biological evolution and the more general idea of cosmic evolution. At this point, I want to focus on evolution, as a key principle in answering the question of what is real, for if the universe (inclusive of life and humanity) is dynamic—if the universe shows a history of change—then the fundamental principle that describes and explains this cosmic process of change is evolution. If there is a “Logos,” it is evolution; indeed, evolution is the grand narrative of humanity and the universe. As the historian Peter Watson stated, “Evolution is the story of us all” (Watson, 2001, 2005).


Carter Phipps (2012) states, in his book Evolutionaries, that evolution is a world view or “core narrative” (story of the universe) that encompasses, but also transcends both Darwin and even science. The contemporary evolutionary vision is an interdisciplinary and collectively articulated creation of many scientists, philosophers, historians, humanists, and even spiritual-religious thinkers. Phipps uses the expression “meta-scientific” to describe its domain. Although evolution, as a scientific theory, has been applied to the cosmos as a whole, according to Phipps, evolution has been extended by numerous thinkers outside of science as a general framework to encompass all forms of human understanding, including the philosophical, spiritual, and humanistic.


As Phipps highlights, evolution is both an origin story and an inspiration for the future. By articulating a pattern to change in the past, evolution points toward and anticipates a general direction for the future. Evolution identifies a direction to time, providing a cosmic framework for understanding and connecting the past and the future. Evolution opens up an expansive and rich temporal consciousness, of both the past and the possible future. Evolution, as a theory of reality, provides a basis for a theory of the future.


Over the last few centuries, through the research of numerous scientific disciplines, from the biological and paleontological to the geological and the astronomical, as the history of nature and the cosmos came increasingly into clearer and more expansive view, what we have discovered is the incredible depth and richness of the evolutionary process throughout history. This growing knowledge vastly exceeded any level of understanding of the past we possessed in ancient or classical times. Penetrating into “deep time,” our temporal consciousness of reality and the past has been tremendously amplified as we grew to appreciate and comprehend the evolutionary saga of the universe. Evolution appears to extend billions of years into the past, and there are evolutionary histories, progressively being uncovered, behind the physical, chemical, geological, ecological, biological, psychological, cultural, and technological dimensions of reality. Everything in nature, from the smallest to the largest systems, has evolved.


But also as Phipps notes, evolution, as revealed in incredible detail through history, appears to show a direction—a progressive motion, at the very least toward greater complexity within nature over time. This directionality to evolution—of increasing complexity—uncovered in the study of the past, provides a model for the future that both predicts and inspires.


From this past of ever-increasing complexity we can extrapolate into the future. Although it may not be humans who further extend and “ride” the process of growing complexity within nature (if indeed we are at a leading edge of it), we can reasonably anticipate rising complexity either in our descendants, or in various other locations across the cosmos (Kurzweil, 1999, 2005). If not us, then things beyond us will further evolve in the future.


Moreover, since this direction can be seen as “progressive” in the sense, at the very least, that reality moves from the simple to the complex, it is seen by many evolutionists as providing a positive and upbeat vision of the future that is psychologically energizing. Evolution engenders hope and optimism (Brockman, 2007). Evolution inspires as well as predicts, as a theory of the direction of time and the future. Viewing reality through the eyes of evolution heightens our future consciousness, impacting the human mind at both a cognitive and a motivational-emotional level; evolutionary theory both anticipates the future, providing a cognitive framework of understanding the future, and enlivens and motivates the human spirit in facing the future.


Keeping in mind Phipps’s contention that evolution as a framework of understanding has been extended beyond scientific considerations, it is still important as an anchor for the subsequent examination of evolution to present a succinct statement of the scientific theory of cosmic evolution, a scientific framework encompassing the natural universe. In this regard, we should note that Darwin’s theory of biological evolution, as well as other scientific theories of biological evolution, are subsets of the more general scientific vision of cosmological evolution; biological evolution is just part of the general phenomenon of cosmic evolution. The cosmic theory can be described as follows:


The entire universe from the simplest and smallest of its component parts to the largest and most complex, as well as all its laws, fundamental forces, and constants, is the result of a multifaceted evolutionary process extending back over more than roughly 13 billion years into the past. This evolutionary principle may further extend beyond the observable universe to the multiverse (all that is, encompassing our own universe). This principle can also be applied to the future: Everything that will happen, and everything that will emerge, will be the result of this cosmological evolutionary process.


See Smolin, 1997; Adams and Laughlin, 1999; Morowitz, 2002; and Chaisson, 2005 for a set of informative and thought-provoking scientific books on cosmic evolution.


As the historical record of evolution, both on the earth and within the cosmos, has been unraveled over the last centuries, certain fundamental features to the evolutionary saga have become more clear. For one thing, evolution has moved in stages, steps, or epochs; it is not smooth, continuous, or completely uniform.


The contemporary biologists, Stephen Jay Gould and Niles Eldredge, modifying Darwin’s hypothesis that biological evolution proceeds in a steady and gradual way, proposed that the evolution of life shows a pattern of “punctuated equilibria.” The fossil evidence revealed over the last century indicates extended periods of relative stability in life forms (and ecosystems) punctuated by relatively short periods of abrupt change (Eldredge and Gould, 1972; Eldredge, 1985; Gould, 1995; Gould, 2002).


At a more general level, cosmic evolution has shown a history of hierarchal growth, in which smaller and less complex entities (such as atoms) integrate into larger and more complex realities (such as molecules). Wholes combine as parts into bigger and more complex wholes. Consequently, there is a series of levels, of bigger and more complex wholes, making up the hierarchy of nature. Evolution is a pervasive process of hierarchal concatenation, through a series of increasingly more complex steps, throughout the cosmos.


The astronomer Eric Chaisson describes this repeated hierarchal concatenation up through many levels of increasing complexity as the “epochs of evolution,” where each epoch represents a stage in the ongoing cumulative development and complexification of the entities in the cosmos. Quarks and electrons concatenated into atoms, atoms into molecules, molecules into planets and life forms, life forms into ecosystems and societies, where each progressive level of order and complexity ushers in a new epoch (Chaisson, 1981, 1987, 2005, 2009).


This cumulative and stepwise developmental pattern, where each level builds on earlier levels, is not, though, simply additive; the concatenated wholes go beyond the properties of the parts. Novelty emerges when parts combine. In this process there is both envelopment of the parts by the whole and transcendence of the whole over the parts. This is an essential feature within the creativity of the cosmos.


Different scientists and philosophers divide up the history of nature into lengthier or shorter periods (or epochs or eras) of time; what are taken as the key steps or milestones forward vary in different treatments of evolution. But the general consensus in evolutionary science is that history shows a pattern of stages, jumps, and significant milestones in its development, and what are believed to be the natural most distinctive markers within cosmic history show a high level of overlap and agreement among researchers and theorists across numerous disciplines and perspectives (Gell-Mann, 1994; Kurzweil, 1999, 2005; Morowitz, 2002; Kelly, 2010).


To make things more interesting and relevant to the human condition, as an additional feature to the pattern of cumulative stages, it appears that new epochs, levels, or milestones in evolutionary reality are emerging at an accelerative rate. Evolution appears to be accelerating. Many argue that the evolution of life, mind, society, and technology shows a dramatic pattern of accelerative change. Attempting to quantify this accelerative process, Hans Moravec and Ray Kurzweil have plotted historical time against rates of information processing in inorganic forms, living forms, society, and technology. The rate is increasing exponentially (Moravec, 1999; Kurzweil, 1999, 2005). Something significant is going, and we are in it. We are participatory in the accelerative dimension of evolution.


One issue where disagreement seems to arise among evolutionary writers is whether evolution has a direction, and if it has a direction, if this direction is progressive. This issue specifically comes up in the context of biological evolution. Stephen Jay Gould, for example, has argued that there is an accidental or contingent dimension to biological evolution (the luck of the draw); as opposed to a direction, biological evolution has a willy-nilly quality to it. Which particular species continue to survive, and which particular genetic lines generate biological descendants, can be due to environmental accidents (comets hitting the earth, for example). Also, to combat the idea that evolution has a purpose or design behind it, guiding it toward some end or goal, Gould disputes the idea of an overall direction to the history of life. Moreover, based on the criteria of adaptability to their environments and the long-lived existence of many “primitive” life forms, how can we argue that humans, for example, embody progress relative to crocodiles, sharks, or cockroaches? How are we more advanced than bacteria, since bacteria are the most pervasive and long-lived life forms across the surface of the globe? (Gould, 1987, 1989)


Yet, Gould’s arguments against either direction or progress in the history of evolution suffer at both the biological and general cosmological levels. First, neither direction nor progress implies purpose or design. The progressive direction of evolution can be seen as a natural consequence of how the universe operates—Darwin himself believed as much, seeing evolution as progress due to natural forces, without the need to invoke some purposeful design or designer. Events may move in a particular long-term direction without some something purposefully directing the events. Trends can occur without directors; similarly, a trend may be progressive (relative to some property such as size, complexity, diversity, power, or intelligence) without the need for a force or being intentionally guiding the trend. Progressive direction does not need to be teleologically determined.


But more to the point, at a cosmological level, as noted above, there has clearly been over time an ongoing direction of increasing complexity through concatenation. Things build up across time, at least in local areas in the universe. This is a direction, even if it is “without purpose.” Humans, as representative of this process, embody a hierarchal inner structure, of the subatomic, atomic, molecular, chemical, and cellular, that is a structural record of the history of evolution and the growing complexity of the cosmos. We are complex forms of stardust (heavier atoms) synthesized out of simple elements within stars.


Although things are falling apart, as a result of the overall entropic flow of the cosmos, in this universal and pervasive Gestalt of disintegration, mountains of complexity are building up, reaching higher and higher—such is the apparent paradoxical Yin-Yang quality of existence. Order and chaos are coupled in the history of evolution, and we observe a complex, albeit localized directional flow within the overall cosmic process.


Specifically regarding the history of life, the nervous system, as a central integrator of life processes throughout the animal body, has shown progressive enlargement and increasing complexity from the earliest multicellular life forms until today. The complexity of the nervous system can be used as a measure of progressive development across biological time; with evolving nervous systems comes increasing intelligence, and greater, more complex modes of information processing (Tipler, 1994). Looking at the prehistoric history of our own ancestral line, from Australopithecus to Homo sapiens, there is a definite directionality of increasing brain size over the last five million years (Johanson and Edey, 1981, 1989; Calvin, 2002; Roberts, 2011).


Although we might question whether this is progress or not (are bigger brains all that great?), the overall conditions of human life show a historical direction of increasing complexity from our prehistoric biological origins until today. In comparison to the lives of Neanderthal and Cro-Magnon man of 40,000 BCE, consider the world in which we presently live. Modern human society is an almost unfathomable labyrinth of complexity, with its architectural and engineering structures, gadgets and machines, laws and customs, political and economic systems, art and literature, and modes of vocational and professional activity, entertainment, and ways of life.


All in all, there are overwhelming indications that both the cosmos, as a whole, and life on earth, including human society in particular, exhibit directionality across time toward increasing complexity, inclusive of increasing intelligence and informational storage and processing. If we define progress as increasing intelligence and complexity, then there has been progress. And we need not assume that the process has been purposefully directed from “above”; as I explain below, for human evolution, at least, the element of purposeful direction actually derives from us rather than being there from the start.


Thus far I have been rather restrictive in identifying criteria for determining direction and progress in evolution. Besides complexity and intelligence, many other scientists and philosophers see a variety of other dimensions of progress in the history of the universe. As Phipps documents, evolutionary thinkers across numerous disciplines—physical and psycho-social—believe that it is quite apparent that there is a progressive direction to evolution along numerous physical, biological, social, psychological, and technological parameters. Looking at these different proposed indices of evolutionary progress adds to our picture of the richness and scope of the evolutionary process, within both nature and humanity.


For example, Kevin Kelly (2010), in What Technology Wants, lists over a dozen dimensions of progress in evolution, including increasing efficiency, complexity, diversity, flexibility, freedom, and mutualism.


Hearkening back to Darwin (Green, 1959), but including contemporary writers such as Steven Pinker (2011), Francis Fukuyama (1992), and David Loye (2007), we see the empirically documented argument for the emergence and ongoing progressive development of morality within human evolutionary history. Morality and ethics did not exist at the physical-chemical level of evolution; it emerged later in cosmic history. Moreover, morality has been evolving. Is this not progress?


Stuart Kauffman (2008) sees the evolution of agency and purpose within nature beginning at a primordial level of life. And the awakening and empowerment of consciousness, as the arena in which agency and purpose expands and articulates, is another directional dimension to evolution (Damasio, 1999, 2010; Chaisson, 2005; Koch, 2012). Quite significantly, we should note that purpose (beings with purpose such as ourselves) arises as a consequence of evolution, rather than being the cause of evolution.


Robert Wright, John Stewart, and Matt Ridley argue for a social dimension in the progressive evolution of humanity. They all attempt to demonstrate that there has been progressive enrichment and expansion in cooperation, communication, exchange, and reciprocity among humans through human history (Stewart, 2000; Wright, 2000; Ridley, 2010). There is ongoing progress in economic, cultural, and intellectual sharing and interdependency among humans.


Attempting to pull it all together, in a rigorous quantitative and measurable framework, Eric Chaisson has formulated a general theory of cosmic directionality—increasing energy rate density per unit of matter—that applies to the entire history of the physical universe. Within increasing complexity and the processing of more information per unit of matter, the “metabolism” rate of matter is increasing across evolutionary time (Chaisson, 2009, 2012; Lombardo, 2012c).


To return to an earlier point, what follows from a progressive view of evolutionary history is a progressive view of the future. To recall, evolution in providing an overarching description of the past informs us about the future. As Phipps puts it, evolutionaries believe that reality shows real progress through the past and will continue to do so in the future.


For those who see progress (in some manner or form) within evolution, an optimistic view of the future is not merely wishful thinking; the evidence seems to indicate pervasive long-term progress in the past (perhaps the biggest trend in history). In predicting or anticipating the future, our major source of information and point of departure is the past; it is from the past and the patterns of change observed that we learn to anticipate the future. Kurzweil (1999, 2005), for one, clearly believes that based on his quantitative assessment of the historical exponential growth of information processing, he can reliably predict at least certain aspects of the future, which includes increasing intelligence and information processing, in the shape of things to come. The progressive vision of evolution is the cognitive foundation and motivational inspiration behind “evolutionary optimism,” which diametrically opposes the ancient view that time is a fall from perfection; to reverse metaphors, time is an ascension from the most primitive and primordial (Fraser, 1978). As Desmond Morris has noted, although we may prefer to think of ourselves as “fallen angels,” in reality, we are “risen apes” (Calvin, 2002).


The progressive vision of evolution, past and future, though, does not imply that either history or the future is a smooth and peaceful march forward. Recall, with Kauffman and Prigogine, chaos plays a key role in evolution; for Gould, accidents happen, often big ones. In fact, it is generally agreed that evolution requires a certain amount of crisis, calamity, chaos, stress, and destruction, in one form or another. The evolutionary biologist Elizabet Sahtouris in Earthdance (2000) argues that such factors are absolutely necessary for evolution; things have an inertia to them, and unless a system is kicked and shaken up it won’t move much. This is a key notion in explaining punctuated equilibria; jumps in evolution occur when biological and ecological systems are adaptively stressed and challenged due to sudden changes in the environment (Bear, 1999, 2003). To recall the work of Prigogine (1984), chaos, stress, and extreme fluctuations all seem integral to the emergence of new systems within nature; all these disruptive factors are integral to evolution.


The essential roles of chaos and calamity have also been included in describing human evolution and development. For Barbara Marx Hubbard, the crisis (individually or collectively) is equally an opportunity to evolve. (A crisis is a bifurcation point.) Influential social-psychological writers, like Thomas Kuhn, in his history and sociology of “scientific revolutions,” and Erik Erikson, in his stage theory of psychological development, attempted to extensively document how challenges and turmoil instigate profound human transformation (Kuhn, 1962; Hubbard, 1998; Sahtouris, 2000; Hergenhahn and Olson, 2003, Chapter 6).


Another theme that frequently shows up in discussions of evolution is the relative roles of competition versus cooperation in the evolutionary process. Darwin’s concept of natural selection and Herbert Spencer’s idea of “survival of the fittest” seemed to highlight the central significance of competition in evolution. Social Darwinists, in the early twentieth century, in their efforts to apply evolutionary theory to purposeful social management, saw competition as the key process behind the advancement of society. Individuals in competing against each other push the envelope of competency and efficiency forward; hence, competition is a good thing and should be encouraged. However, excessively focusing on and advocating for competition in human affairs, presumably justified by evolutionary theory, carries with it a “win-lose” mindset and “dog eat dog” vision of nature and human society (Lombardo, 2006a, Chapter 4).


More recently, a complementary process in evolution highlighting integration, as opposed to simply opposition and competition, has gained increasing credibility in both science and social thinking. Walter Kauffman, to use one example, has argued that natural selection may not be sufficient to completely explain evolution, and that a second type of principle—a self-organizational process—is also needed (Kauffman, 1995a, 1995b, 2008). The central importance of self-organization in evolution can also be found in Prigogine.


As other related examples, Lynn Margulis, garnering accolades and attention from her scientific efforts, convincingly demonstrated that “symbiosis,” as a process in biology, has played a crucial role in the emergence of complex forms of life. Nucleated cells evolved through a symbiosis of simpler, non-nucleated single-cell life forms. In fact, we find in our individual cells the result of this evolutionary integrative step, with symbiotic mitochondria, possessing distinctive genetic material, providing essential activities in the overall metabolic processes of the human cell (Margulis, 1986, 1998).


David Loye, in his scholarly studies of Darwin’s writings, has highlighted that even Darwin himself went beyond natural selection as the primary mechanism for understanding evolution; for Darwin the development of love and cooperation were critical factors in evolution as well (Loye, 2004a, 2004b, 2007).


Sahtouris (2000), aside from highlighting the complementarity of order and chaos in life, has also highlighted the complementary processes of competition and selection among individuals and cooperation and synthesis between individuals within the evolutionary process. To use contemporary popular expressions, evolution is a dual product of “win-lose” and “win-win” interactions and relationships.


Analogously, the popular science writer Howard Bloom (2000), in describing the historical development of human civilizations, proposes that social advancement occurs through two basic processes: war and conquest (the competitive dimension) and reciprocity and exchange (the cooperative dimension).


Referring back to earlier points, Stewart, Wright, and Ridley all highlight the significance of “win-win” exchanges and the growth of cooperation and new reciprocities in social-economic interdependencies in their explanations of evolution and the growth of human society. The growth of mutualities, especially evident at the biological, ecological, and social levels, is a key feature of natural evolution (Lombardo, 2002c, 2002d).


Bottom line, one thing is clear: Evolution involves concatenation and integration, as well as competition and elimination, as smaller, simpler units combine into larger, more complex units; this happens at the physical, biological, and psycho-social levels of reality.


Hearkening back to the ancient Greek philosopher Empedocles, and his theory of reality, there does seem to be some truth, at least metaphorically, in his idea that nature involves an ongoing interplay of love (the coming together of things) and hate (the opposition and antagonistic destruction of things) (Kirk and Raven, 1966; Lombardo, 2006a, Chapters 3 and 4).


Another significant issue and one that frequently divides evolutionary researchers and writers is the question of the relative degrees of determinism versus creative unpredictability within the evolutionary process. As introduced in the previous section, there appears to be both determinism and indeterminism in the dynamics of reality.


Going back to ancient theories of reality and time, we can find numerous examples of the philosophy of fate, destiny, and predetermination: The direction (and ultimate culmination) of time is determined and even purposefully guided. This is teleological determinism: the doctrine that somehow the end (final cause) determines the flow of events and the process of change. This teleological vision of change is clearly what Gould, for one, opposes in his understanding of evolution. It seems also clear that Darwin did not believe in teleology; indeed the whole point of Darwin’s theory of evolution through natural causes and natural selection was to eliminate the need for this type of explanation. (For Darwin and Gould there is no transcendent purpose behind the directionality of evolution.) Yet, modern philosophical thinkers, inspired by evolution, such as Teilhard de Chardin and Sri Aurobindo, seemed to believe in a teleological direction to evolution (Chardin, 1959; Lombardo, 2007e). Kant in his prescient cosmic evolutionary vision believed in the teleological guidance of evolution by God (Lombardo, 2006a, Chapter 4).


When final causes were dropped in modern Newtonian science, the idea of mechanistic determinism became the dominant explanatory mode of thought in science: Given antecedent causes, future consequent effects are completely determined. The past completely determines the future. Hence, combining this deterministic view of causality with evolution, we can argue that the future evolution of the cosmos, as a totality and in every possible detail, is determined and cannot be otherwise (no final causes or purpose, but still complete determinism).


Yet, for a variety of different reasons, many evolutionary writers and researchers reject the notion that evolution is completely determined and set. For J. T. Fraser (the physicist-philosopher and former President of the International Society for the Study of Time) and Walter Kauffman, evolution is creative, open-ended, and in principle unpredictable, at least in certain respects. For example, will humans continue (to evolve) in the grand cosmic evolutionary saga? This is uncertain. Even if evolution is progressive, there is no guarantee that humans will continue within the evolutionary future. Moreover, we can’t with any certainty predict what will follow. What would a more complex, intelligent, and qualitatively different mode of existence than humanity be like? There is no way to predict or understand the nature of such a qualitative evolutionary jump (Fraser, 1978, 1982, 1987).


Within our evolutionary universe, it seems that there are possibilities ahead in time—possibilities that cannot even be articulated or understood, given the present state of affairs, or our present state of understanding. Ray Kurzweil (1999, 2005) argues that we cannot even grasp, given our present intellectual limitations, what will transpire after passing through the “technological singularity,” that is, when computers exceed human intelligence. Evolution may provide a general framework for how to describe the form of change, but, at the very least, the details of the future are not inevitable and “big things” to come may be beyond our capacities to understand. Evolution seems to require the dimensions of chaos, creativity, and possibility to work; it is by its very nature not a totally deterministic process (Lombardo, 2002b, 2002c). As Richard Tarnas notes in his The Passion of the Western Mind (1991), the modern theory of evolution undercuts the psychological security earlier humans felt in their belief in a teleologically determined universe. (Many people in contemporary times still hold to such comforting beliefs.) Evolution, though pointing toward progress, has robbed us of a secure, certain, or even totally comprehensible future.


The Evolution of Evolution




“Evolution isn’t what it used to be.”


Walter Truett Anderson





As one final basic point on evolutionary theory, which builds upon the idea that evolution is accelerating, the theory has emerged that evolution is evolving. What this idea means is that evolution as a general process generating directional change (such as increasing complexity) is progressively evolving new mechanisms or activities for amplifying or further empowering this general process. Aside from increasing complexity, the evolution of evolution may include new mechanisms or processes for increasing the rate of growth of intelligence, mutuality, freedom, morality, and diversity (Gell-Mann, 1994).


As the “evolution of evolution” argument goes, if we see accelerative progressive change in the history of the cosmos, then this phenomenon is due to evolution evolving. Moreover, if we observe a series of hierarchal levels of complexity emerging across time (such as in Chaisson’s model of evolution), then each new level (or epoch) of increasing complexity represents a more efficacious system for generating progressive change within its domain. The “Logos” of change is evolving. Fraser (1978, 1982), in his evolutionary vision of the cosmos, suggested that the hierarchy of nature represents a hierarchy of forms of time; that is, the complexity of time (the structure of change) is evolving through the hierarchy.


To explain in more depth the concept of the evolution of evolution, let’s begin with a basic scheme of the levels (or as Chaisson refers to them “epochs”) of the natural universe. Each level or epoch represents a distinctive population of dynamic entities that in diverse and complex ways interact with each other and transform across time; each level is intrinsically dynamic with things happening within that level. This particular scheme provided below is primarily derived from Chaisson (2005) and Murray Gell-Mann (1994), but very similar schemas can be found across the scientific literature (Fraser, 1978, 1982; Kelly, 2010).




•   Particulate-quantum-atomic


•   Chemical-molecular


•   Macro-physical gravitational


•   Galactic


•   Stellar


•   Planetary-geological


•   Biological-ecological


•   Psychological


•   Social-cultural


•   Technological





Entities at levels further down (or later in time in evolutionary emergence) on the list are built upon (through concatenation)


simpler entities higher up or earlier on the list. Each subsequent level is more complex than the previous level (or epoch). Subsequent levels emerge later in the history of the universe. Hence, the scheme represents both increasing complexity and the progression of time. Although not always highlighted in such schemes as a separate level of complexity, I have included the “psychological” in the list, which would include all those complex capacities and mechanisms of the individual mind, such as learning and thinking, that build upon and coordinate the physical and biological and allow for the emergence of society, culture, and technology.


For each level we have scientific disciplines of study, such as physics, chemistry, and biology, and in the historical development of each of these sciences, the structural make-up of entities and distinctive natural processes at each level have been described in great detail. (With undoubtedly more discoveries to come in the future.) Numerous “natural laws” describing patterns of regular and repeatable change have been uncovered for each level. There are laws of physics, laws of chemistry, and laws of biology.


But not only are the entities lawfully dynamic at each level, we can also systematically describe patterns of directional change that occur within entities or systems at each level. Galaxies, stars, planets, molecular structures, biological cells and organisms, etc. all show directional changes across time. Stars go through “life cycles,” involving formation, various stages of maturity, and eventual termination, and galaxies age through a progressive slowing down in the creation of new stars. We find rich and lawful “dynamisms” at each level, but we also find a science of “becoming,” of becoming and passing away that manifests various directional changes as well.


In so far as natural structures and entities are coupled together with natural laws and processes at each level, as the complexity of entities increases in successive levels, the nature and types of changes evolve as well; new laws of nature and patterns and directions of change keep emerging with new levels of complex structures.


If we focus on the biological-ecological level, change occurs across generations of life forms through (at the very least) genetic mutations coupled with natural selection brought about by the complex and varying conditions of the environment (or ecosystem). Due to the immensely diverse and subtle array of possible genetic variations produced in a new generation for any species, life across generations exhibits a high degree of flexibility in possible forms from which there is a natural selection of the most adaptive forms. Although chemical molecules transform across time, leading in various cases to more complex molecules configuring due to the physical-chemical laws at work at that level of organization, complex living systems, combining the mechanisms of genetic inheritance, mutation, and environmental natural selection, have generated a much more complex and transformationally fluid array of forms than non-living simpler chemical molecules, keeping in mind, of course, that living forms are, at one level of analysis, very complex integrated arrangements of chemical molecules and chemical interactions. Hence, we could say that biological-ecological evolution is an evolution on chemical-molecular evolution, generating more complex changes (including progressive change) and resplendent variety.


But change within biological evolution (which includes increasing complexity), due to mutation and natural selection, occurs across generations (and according to Gould without purposeful direction). Within this process, genes do not change in individual life spans, and natural selection works on successive generations of genetic types. There is no natural selection at work on different possible genetic types within an individual life span, since an individual life form only possesses one genetic configuration in its life span. (It should be mentioned, though, that environmental factors almost certainly trigger and suppress the expression of various genes in a biological organism during its lifetime, and it also seems to be the case that individual bacteria can transform biologically within a single generation by the sharing and swapping of genes.)


But what if individual life forms could modify themselves within a single generation? What if individual life forms could acquire new capacities within an individual life span, layered on (and undoubtedly integrated with) genetically inherited traits, and what if such new capacities could be both shared with other individual life forms, and recorded for future generations? And what if these progressive changes could be purposefully guided? Given such new modes of transformation, generating across the individual life span and across successive generations accumulated changes, progressive evolutionary change would be significantly enhanced.


These new modes of change within life forms include learning through individual experience and the historical development of culture, with the latter a consequence of the former; what is learned by individuals becomes part of the ever-growing accumulation of ideas, practices, and new technologies within a culture. Hence, learning and culture are mechanisms of progressive change that are an evolution in evolution above and beyond biological genetic evolution through natural selection, allowing for a much quicker mode of cumulative and progressive change. The growth of complexity is enhanced and speeded up.


Further, science, as a relatively recent development in the accumulating corpus of cultural knowledge, provides increasingly more detailed, organized, thoughtful, and reliable knowledge to inform human actions and purposes; science further speeded up the collective cultural growth or evolution of knowledge. Science is methodical and conscientious cultural evolution through systematic, purposeful, and principled learning.


Finally, as some contend, such as Kelly and Kurzweil, technological evolution, supported by cultural and scientific evolution, speeds up the process of evolution even more. Machines can be repeatedly redesigned and improved upon, bypassing the biological constraints of human redesign, as fast as our technological knowledge can accumulate, and economic support for such improvements can be provided (Arthur, 2009). Because technological evolution, working on the hardware or somatotype of its evolutionary entities, generates the redesign, replacement, and invention of new parts in relatively short periods of time, it is presumably (as Kurzweil, for example, argues) facilitating a faster growth in “information processing capacities” than the ongoing evolution of the human mind. The hardware for the mind (up to this point in time) is dependent upon the biological evolution (of the brain), which generates physical design improvements only across successive biological generations. Even if humans learn, we cannot at this point replace parts of our brain as needed or desired.


With a speeding up of evolutionary change, notable milestones or markers within the history of evolution, such as compiled and documented by Kurzweil, Moravec, and Morowitz (among others), seem to come more and more quickly. Each new level in the evolution of evolution provides mechanisms and processes for progressively accelerating the emergence of new milestones in its ongoing history. Noteworthy psychological, cultural, and technological changes have emerged at a much quicker rate than distinctive biological developments did in the past (Morowitz, 2002).


Finally, as a general point to be introduced within this hierarchical framework of the evolution of evolution, to be expanded upon in later sections, for the psychological, cultural, and technological levels, the synthesis of acquired knowledge through learning with the capacities to think and create and act upon goals introduces informed and thoughtful purpose into all of these higher levels of evolutionary reality. What is so significant about this new dimension to change is that, whereas in previous levels, change seemed to occur without purpose or any conscious sense of the future, with the psychological, cultural, and technological, change becomes informed and guided toward consciously articulated future goals. Although we do not require conscious purpose or informed intention to explain evolution, purpose or intention, frequently informed through learning and guided by thought, seems to have emerged as a complex reality as a result of evolution, and once it emerged, it began to take the bull by the horns and orchestrate further changes into the future. In so doing, the informed and thoughtful purposeful human mind significantly amplified the power of the evolutionary process.


In summary and conclusion, evolution, as the fundamental pattern of change, appears pervasive within the universe, encompassing a progressively emergent hierarchy of levels, including the physical-particulate, physical-cosmological, chemical, stellar, geo-planetary, bio-ecological, psychological, social-cultural, and technological. Evolution generates growing complexity (among numerous other developmental trends) across the hierarchy of levels (or epochs) of reality. Evolution, with its directionality of increasing complexity, provides a temporal framework for understanding past, present, and future. Various factors come into play in the evolutionary process, including stages and jumps, order and chaos, competition and integration, and creativity and uncertainty. Additionally, evolution appears to be accelerating, with more complex levels of reality in the hierarchal structure exhibiting progressively quicker rates of transformation; milestones and markers keep coming faster. As an expression of the ongoing creativity of the universe, new principles of evolutionary change seem to come into play, at each new level, speeding up and enriching the transformative process. Evolution is evolving, and with the emergence of learning, thinking, culture, science, and purpose toward the future—phenomena associated with the conscious human mind—a new epoch in evolution has opened up. Humans are immersed within and on the creative directional edge of evolution.










Chapter 3



Human Evolution and Consciousness


The Evolutionary Nature of Human Reality




“It is as if man had been suddenly appointed managing director of the biggest business of all, the business of evolution—appointed without being asked if he wanted it, and without proper warning and preparation. What is more, he can’t refuse the job. Whether he wants to or not, whether he is conscious of what he is doing or not, he is in point of fact determining the future direction of evolution on this earth. That is his inescapable destiny, and the sooner he realizes it and starts believing in it, the better for all concerned …”


Julian Huxley





I now narrow the focus from general evolutionary theory to the evolutionary nature of humanity. Having already established some of the groundwork in the previous section, I propose that human consciousness and our psycho-social reality are thoroughly temporal and dynamic, future-directional and purposeful, evolutionary, creative, and filled with possibilities. Human reality (inclusive of biology, psychology, society, culture, our civilizational infrastructure, and technology) is embedded within and reflective of the evolutionary universe and further contributes to the evolutionary process. In this section, first I describe the general evolutionary nature of the human species and human society, and then second I focus specifically on the evolutionary nature of individual human psychology.


Just as ancient humans revered the eternal and the stable, it was also a popular ancient belief that in the distant past there existed a “Golden Age” of perfection and harmony in the human condition, and that humankind, perhaps due to our sins, mistakes, loss of innocence, or a clouding of consciousness, had “fallen” or regressed from this ideal state. As many modern humans at times still similarly feel, ancient humans suffered from a deep nostalgia, if not reverence, for the “good old days.”


Yet, even as far back as the early Greeks, an alternative perspective on the past history of humankind was emerging. Perhaps we hadn’t fallen or devolved. Instead, perhaps we were advancing; perhaps our ancestors were actually more primitive than us. Perhaps human civilization was moving forward. The ancient Greeks appeared to have seriously entertained this alternative progressive view of human history (Nisbet, 1994).


In modern times, especially with the growing influence of the philosophy of secular progress in the West, the idea that humankind was advancing throughout history and that our distant past was brutish, uncivilized, and barbaric increasingly became the more accepted popular view. As evolution, as a general explanation of biological change, took hold in science in the nineteenth century, the origins and development of humanity were assimilated into this world view. We must have evolved from something more primitive than us, and human society must have evolved as well (Green, 1959).


As historical and scientific discoveries accumulated in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the scientific picture emerged of a long line of mammal and primate ancestors, extending back tens of millions of years. Within progressively increasing brain power over time, eventually leading in the last four or five million years to a series of hominin species (apelike creatures with erect posture and dexterous hands), our ancestors began to make and use ever more sophisticated tools; harness fire; create art, bodily adornments, and constructed habitats; and domesticate animals and evolve agriculture. Out of our evolutionary prehistoric background emerged cities and the earliest expressions of human civilization. Although archeological research has revealed that the ancient Egyptians, Sumerians, and Chinese achieved relatively advanced societies, the overall historical direction of human civilization has been dramatically progressive, building on the various more foundational biological evolutionary trends (Johanson and Edey, 1981, 1989; Watson, 2001, 2005; Baxter, 2003; Lombardo, 2006a, Chapter 2; Ridley, 2010; Roberts, 2011).


In the ongoing investigation into the historical evolution of humans, it has become clear that humans are a manifestation of, embedded within, and participatory in the ongoing process of natural and cosmic evolution. Our biology, psychology, society, culture, and technology have all emerged and developed within the evolutionary process, and all of these major dimensions of human existence show distinctive and extensively documented evolutionary histories within their own progressive transformations across time from the prehistoric to the contemporary. Our bodies, our minds, our social groups, our norms and beliefs, our artwork, our habitats, and our numerous forms of instrumentality all have ongoing evolutionary histories, and in various ways, all reflect the basic evolutionary qualities discussed earlier, including competition, cooperation, integration and concatenation, order and chaos, rhythmic periods of relative stability and sudden change, and accelerative evolution (Gell-Mann, 1994; Wilber, 1996; Kurzweil, 1999, 2005; Morowitz, 2002; Cochrane and Harpending, 2009; Arthur, 2009; Lombardo, 2006a, Chapter 2, 2009b; Kelly, 2010). The human condition is a multidimensional and ongoing evolutionary reality.


Not only are humans reflective of and participatory within evolution but given our emerging understanding (over the last two centuries) of the evolutionary process, we have, so to speak, self-consciously “awoken” to our evolutionary reality. As Huxley said, we are “evolution become conscious of itself.” This “awakening to evolution” is a progressive process as well; the more we understand about evolution, the more conscious we become of its details and general principles; our conscious knowledge expands and deepens along multiple dimensions of evolutionary reality, from physical and biological evolution to social and technological evolution. In awakening to evolution we have awoken to the nature of what we are; in a sense, we have achieved a new and higher level of self-consciousness.


Therefore, as the popular argument goes, with knowledge of nature and ourselves comes (at least potential) power. Understanding reality is a step toward controlling it. If we understand how evolution works, as many contend, we can and should influence or guide it (Hubbard, 1998; Stewart, 2000). Many nineteenth-century advocates of the philosophy of secular progress believed that in discovering the laws of evolution and progress within nature and human history they were becoming more empowered and could speed up and direct the process of advancing change (Nisbet, 1994; Lombardo, 2006a, Chapter 4).


As Phipps states, many contemporary evolutionary thinkers believe that humanity in becoming conscious of the evolutionary process (particularly within human reality) now has a moral responsibility to guide the process.


This argument connecting knowledge with ethics provides an illustrative example of how theories of reality get connected with theories of the good. For evolutionists, reality is evolution, and as we gain knowledge of this reality, we are ethically obligated to apply this knowledge to the creation of the future. Moreover, evolution as a theory of reality articulates and informs for us the patterns and possibilities that exist ahead of us from which we select our choices. In essence, our ethics should be informed and guided by what we know about reality, and this reality that we are growing to understand seems to be evolutionary.


Expanding on these points, consider the following:


First, if we are embedded within and participatory in the evolutionary process, by our very actions we clearly impact the process. We are causally responsible (at least to some degree) for the unfolding of events around us—whether or not we are even aware of how we are affecting our surrounding reality. By our presence, we cannot avoid influencing and contributing to the evolutionary process (even if we don’t believe in evolution).


Second, if the future is possibilities—if the future of evolution, at least in specifics, is not determined—then there are choices in front of us. Which choices we make will inextricably influence, along different pathways, the future of evolution, and in particular the future evolution of humanity.


Third, if we understand the process, we have degrees of power to guide it toward different specific ends or along different directions. Not only do we have choices but we have the potential power of knowledge of nature to inform our choices, decision making, and guidance of our actions.


Fourth, looking at the choices in front of us, it makes sense to suppose that some choices (and pathways) are better than others. When humans are consciously aware of choices, we invariably assess which choice seems best (however we define best). Regardless of how we define the “good,” we apply our ideas of what is good and what is not good in making the choices we do. Due to our very nature, we evaluate possible pathways ahead.


Hence, if we can’t help but influence evolution, and if we understand the factors influencing and structuring the process of evolution, and if we can see possibilities and choices ahead of us within this context of evolutionary pathways, we can argue that we should attempt to make the best of it. We need to influence the process toward what we consider to be the best directions. It would be irresponsible, if not foolish, not to. It is irresponsible not to attempt to guide reality, as best we understand it, toward preferable ends. If it is irresponsible not to consciously and thoughtfully guide the evolutionary process, then it seems to follow that we are accountable and morally responsible to guide the process. We can’t avoid this moral choice (Hubbard, 1998; Dowd, 2009).


In summary, we are morally responsible to do the best we can within the reality of the conditions, as best we understand these conditions, in which we find ourselves. The conditions in which we find ourselves are evolutionary, and hence, we are morally responsible to guide evolution.


The awakening to evolution within human consciousness, which entails an informed and ethically responsible guidance of evolution, fits into the general theory of the evolution of evolution within nature; it is a developmental expression of the evolution of evolution and an evolutionary advance in this process. As Barbara Marx Hubbard puts it, we can now engage in “conscious evolution.” Humans, in gaining knowledge of the evolutionary process and making value-based choices regarding how to guide the process, are participating in consciously informed purposeful evolution. We can increasingly, with ongoing advances in genetics, biology, ecology, psychology, and information technology, apply our knowledge, with ethics and foresight, to self-consciously and purposefully guiding evolution. This is a great evolutionary empowerment, well above and beyond the apparent “blind” unconscious evolutionary processes in biology and the physical world, and even above and beyond what we have been doing within our history over the last millennia, with our capacities for learning, thinking, and goal setting, before becoming aware of and understanding evolution.


We can argue, though, that tampering with “Mother Nature,” or “Playing God,” is arrogant and unwise. Who are we to attempt to orchestrate the natural processes or direction of the universe? We should not attempt to influence the process of evolution. Who are we to attempt to control our own future nature or life around us? Science fiction, from its beginnings in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, is filled with warnings about attempting to do such things.


Yet this argument totally fails out of blind historical and psychological ignorance.


The genie is out of the bottle; the genie has been out of the bottle for a long, long time. Recall the closing point in the previous section, that humans have achieved the capacity for informed and purposeful control over the ongoing transformation of reality. Using knowledge and capacities learned and accumulated within our developmental cultures, humans, since the beginnings of recorded history and long before, have been consciously and purposefully attempting to improve their nature, as well as the environment around them, in accordance with their values, goals, and desires. We are purposeful beings with values, and using acquired (learned) knowledge, we act in order to make things better, however we define the concept of better. Religion, philosophy, agriculture, urbanization, technology, medicine, psychology, and science are all conscious and purposeful collective efforts to articulate a corpus of knowledge to utilize to improve the conditions of our existence. We have been trying to make ourselves better—to make the world better—since we first lit the fire, chiseled the axe, painted and adorned our bodies, and passed on words of wisdom to our children. Human civilization is an informed purposeful evolution.


What is different now—an ongoing development of informed purposeful evolution—is that roughly over the last century and a half our knowledge of the dynamic nature of reality in which we find ourselves has exploded in detail, depth, and accuracy. We discovered evolution; we discovered the dynamic reality that we were participating in all along. We have discovered that the universe is an evolutionary reality and that we are products of this process. There has been a knowledge explosion of ideas and information regarding the nature of evolution, to serve as a cognitive foundation for understanding and purposefully guiding our evolutionary direction.


Ancient and classical efforts to improve the human condition were grounded upon theories of reality (as stated earlier all theories of the good assume theories of reality) that we have now realized are, in one manner or form, limited or mistaken. Such theories were products of learning, thinking, and culture, but were more constrained in scope, depth and detail. Yet, still, we can see that such efforts, at the psychological, social, and technological levels, all facilitated and speeded up the ongoing process of evolution. Degrees of knowledge and conscious purpose supplemented and enhanced earlier non-conscious, non-purposeful evolutionary processes. We are now advancing knowledge still further (theoretically and factually) and building upon this basic process of informed purposeful evolution.


Even if we realize some better theory of reality in the future, our best contemporary understanding of reality is evolution and hence, it is within this context, of which we have become aware, that we should apply our natural capacities, efforts, and inclinations to make things better. We should be self-consciously and purposefully guiding evolution to make things better. In so far as we are embedded and participatory in the evolutionary process, and understand the process, it is our moral responsibility to guide the process.


In summary, human reality is a multifaceted evolutionary phenomenon. Moreover, since the beginnings of our history, humans through learning, thinking, and value systems have been participating in purposeful evolution within the evolutionary saga. Purposeful evolution is an evolution of evolution, and humans, through accumulating knowledge and an ethical mindset, create and empower purposeful evolution. As conscious and purposeful beings we have been engaging in intentional and informed efforts to improve and evolve our reality, however we understood it. Further, more recently becoming aware of the evolutionary process, and beginning to purposefully, self-consciously, and ethically guiding the process in the future, we have taken a further significant jump in purposeful evolution. Evolution becoming self-conscious within the human mind, in bringing its modes of operation under informed, reflective, purposeful, and ethical guidance, is an additional evolutionary advance in evolution (Anderson, 1996).


The Contemporary Transformational Rush




“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of light, it was the season of darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything before us, we had nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the other way …”


Charles Dickens





So here we are, riding the accelerative wave of evolution evolving; indeed coupled with our cultures and technologies, we are the accelerative wave. And we are watching the whole thing—the great accelerative whoosh—trying to understand and guide it. Yet, as the modern world seems to be picking up speed, with things changing faster and faster, for those who are living through this rush, many of us find it stressful, undesirable, confusing, too complicated, and emotionally frightening (Lombardo, 2006b, Chapter 3).


Critics of progress and accelerative change have voiced their concerns for centuries; within human history we find countless examples of the ongoing tension between those who support change and those who support stability and constancy. What is the good? What is best? What is going to work in the long run? Dynamism and eternalism have been fighting it out since at least the time of the ancient Egyptians and Babylonians (Nisbet, 1994; Lombardo, 2006a, Chapter 3).


Plato philosophically disapproved of change, in favor of stability and perfection, and in more recent times, the Romantic rebellion of the nineteenth century, critical of ongoing industrial and technological progress, advocated for a return to the beauty, simplicity, and tranquility of nature. Contemporary forms of naturalism and conservationism are an outgrowth of this reaction against excessive techno-industrial development (Lombardo, 2006a, Chapter 4). Alvin Toffler, in his highly influential book Future Shock (1971), argued that modern humans are being stressed and pushed to the limits of adaptability, as the future comes at us faster and faster.


Although presumably we have a better grasp of the dynamics of evolution and change, and we are increasingly guiding the overall process through advanced technologies and improved social, governmental, and business planning, to many people it seems as if the rush of transformation is too great and out of our control. Everything is becoming too complicated. Most recently, the argument has emerged that the whole progressive rush is unsustainable and that human civilization, as well as key dimensions of the natural environment, are perhaps going to collapse in a great global and ecological catastrophe (Nisbet, 1994; Kelly, 1994; Gleick, 1999; Lombardo, 2002d, 2006b, Chapter 4; Halal and Marien, 2011).


If we focus on the last few decades, it appears that we are in the midst of what I have referred to as “the contemporary transformation” where we seem to be moving from one way of life into something considerably different, a global “paradigm shift” in our thinking and behavior. We are becoming a global society; we are becoming a technologically connected network; we are becoming an urban species. For Ray Kurzweil, we are approaching the “technological singularity,” and what lies beyond will be so different from today that from our present perspective we can’t even understand, let alone predict, what is going to happen. But Kurzweil and others see this jump ahead as very positive and life enhancing, bringing with it many solutions to our most pressing contemporary problems and challenges (Kurzweil, 1999, 2005; Lombardo, 2006b, Chapter 3; Diamandis and Kotler, 2012).


But contrary to this optimistic vision of accelerative change within contemporary times, various writers and researchers argue that we are in the middle of a “global mega-crisis,” with so many deep and profound global problems that it is highly doubtful whether modern human civilization will survive the present crisis. We live in a time of great uncertainty and stress, and according to many it is our accelerative rate of change that has gotten us into this mess. There has been too much progress (at least at a material level), and our population and industrial-technological infrastructure is stressing the limits of the natural systems of the earth (Ponting, 2007; Brown, 2008; Verdoux, 2010; Halal and Marien, 2011).


Whether we are optimistic or pessimistic about the present and future impact of accelerative change, it is important to re-emphasize that change is occurring across all major dimensions of human existence, from the physical and technological to the ethical and religious. All the major dimensions of human existence have ongoing evolutionary histories, and extrapolating from our dynamic past, we should anticipate further evolutionary transformations, even if we do not know what these changes will be. We can at least identify a set of major current trends, such as urbanization, population growth, life extension, increasing resource consumption, global warming, the spread of the Internet and wireless communication, and overall accelerative capacities in information-processing technologies. And we also understand that these major global trends and others are interactive, mutually amplifying each other. (See Michio Kaku’s Visions, 1997, for an analysis of the mutually amplifying evolution of diverse technological and scientific developments, and see my video “Contemporary Trends and Paradigms and Theories of the Future,” Lombardo, 2015c, for a compact review of modern trends and developments, both positive and negative, across all major dimensions of human society.)


We all find ourselves embedded within this collective multifaceted transformational rush of modern times. As some argue, such as Walter Truett Anderson, we need a new kind of self (more fluid, flexible, and multifaceted) to successfully cope with the complex frenzy of the modern world. For some, like Kurzweil, we need to increase our cognitive capacities to comprehend and manage the complexity of the world (Anderson, 1997; Cornish, 2004; Lombardo, 2006b, Chapters 3 and 4, 2009b; Verdoux, 2010). The stress of it all, the chaos and the tension, is pushing us toward some type of significant psychological and social transformation, perhaps even, as transhumanists would hope for, our transcendence (Garreau, 2005; Kurzweil, 1999, 2005).


As people routinely observe, it feels as if time is speeding up in their lives—the days, the months, the years seem to zip by, faster and faster. And if we compare the scope and complexity of change experienced in an individual life today with what our parents, grandparents, and great grandparents experienced in their lives, it appears that each successive generation is living through deeper and more extensive change in the world around them and particularly within themselves. Perhaps Anderson is correct in arguing that we need a more fluid, transformative self to accommodate to such a reality; perhaps this type of self is already emerging.


As Toffler stated decades ago, we have become a disposable society; everything gets used up and replaced, including our own personal and professional identities. We move between locations, we change professions, and we divorce and remarry. And our consumerist society keeps throwing out at us new models and versions of everything—gadgets, lifestyles, and self-images—which we buy into and integrate into our lives, discarding the older versions of everything, including ourselves. The furniture in our homes and, metaphorically, in our minds, keeps getting rearranged and replaced at faster and faster rates (Toffler, 1971; Gleick, 1999; DeGraaf et al., 2001).


In reaction to this increasing speed, many contend that we should slow down in our lives and simplify things, but peace, calm, and simplicity become, in the process, just more products, options, and choices (make reservations, schedule vacations, meditate, relax, go on a retreat, buy the book, and subscribe to the magazine) in an already complicated and commercialized life (Gitlin, 2001; Schwartz, 2004; Elgin, 2010). It is part of the increasing complexity of the world that there are more and more choices and available life pathways, including a growing plethora of simple ones. The fact is that we are “beings-in-a-world,” and as such, our individual lives and conscious minds are embedded within the great transformational rush around us. The global ambience of our personal existence is change, and more change, complexity and more complexity. Although we may attempt to resist or counteract it, we can feel it swirling around us, and moving into the arteries of our bodies and the tributaries of our minds.


As introduced above, it seems to be integral to the very nature of humans (with our evolved brains, culture, science, and technology) to facilitate and further evolve the process of evolution itself. Within the big picture it may be foolish or naive to attempt to put the brakes on the accelerative flow, or attempt to resist it. We can try to cope or adapt, but we are, whether we like it or not, active agents in the process. It is not enough to “go with the flow.” It makes more sense to orchestrate and guide the flow. Although we may stress over increasing complexity and change in our daily lives, we are the architects of the contemporary global transformation. As stated above, it is our moral responsibility to guide evolution; it is realistically better to thoughtfully and ethically guide the process of evolution and change, than attempt to resist or opt out, or somehow to merely float on the currents of change.


In summary, human history, embedded and participatory in cosmic evolutionary reality, shows an accelerative growth in change leading up to and including contemporary times. There is a clear transformational rush to modern human existence, with multiple interactive trends and progress along multiple dimensions. All the dimensions of human reality (biological, psychological, social, and technological) are expressions of evolution and show ongoing evolutionary change within each sphere. The accelerative rate of change in human reality reflects an overall cosmic pattern of accelerative change, of evolution evolving, through its various historical epochs, with human and technological reality existing at the edge of increasingly rapid change within the history of the cosmos. Our conscious minds and personal lives reflect and tune into this transformational rush; we are orchestrating it, and at the same time, frazzled by it. The question is how best can we thrive or flourish in this pervasive flow of evolutionary change—for this is reality, and in particular, human reality, and whether we like it or not, we are steering a ship that is moving with the engine permanently turned on.


Psychological Evolution




“The most extraordinary fact about public awareness of evolution is not that 50 percent don’t believe it but that nearly 100 percent haven’t connected it to anything of importance in their lives.”


David Sloan Wilson





Turning the focus specifically to human psychology, although the term “human” might suggest some static, determinate, and singular reality, history and science reveal that the human mind, embedded within a dynamic evolutionary universe, is not a constant but rather evolutionary (Lombardo, 2009b, 2014). Evolutionary psychological change throughout our history has occurred along multiple and highly significant dimensions of the human mind and human behavior, and these psychological transformations appear ongoing, if not accelerating in the present. I have already introduced in the above sections some of these notable evolutionary psychological dimensions.


Building on the earlier discussions of human evolution, the evolutionary nature of humans is clearly supported through evidence from natural history. For one thing, our evolutionary heritage over the last few million years demonstrates a series of significant biological changes and, of special significance, the size and complexity of the brain has undergone monumental changes. In so far as our basic psychology is intimately tied to the workings of our brain, our psychological capacities and traits have undoubtedly transformed as our brains have transformed. These psychological changes almost certainly have included all basic features of the human mind, from cognitive and linguistic capacities to affective, motivational, personal, and social dimensions as well. Archeological and paleontological evidence shows various ongoing developments in tools, habitats, behaviors, art, and artifacts accompanying and corroborating the physical and psychological changes. Further, biological and psychological evolution has not come to a standstill within more recent times since the emergence of modern Homo sapiens, but has continued, right up to the present; genetic evolution is ongoing. Additionally, modes of thinking and conceptualization, as documented within written historical records, have changed in dramatic ways in the last few thousand years. The static conception of humanity, argued for in creationist theories of the origins of humans, is totally contradicted by scientific evidence (Diamond, 1992; Shlain, 1998; Calvin, 2002, 2004; White, 2003; Watson, 2005; Lombardo, 2006a, Chapter 2; Cochrane and Harpending, 2009; Roberts, 2011).


A key evolutionary trend in our collective mentality is that human consciousness has expanded away from the relative egocentric here and now toward increasing interpersonal, global, and cosmic awareness, and toward a heightening of historical and future consciousness, in which the acquisition of knowledge through learning (generating a growing body of historical knowledge) informs and serves greater anticipation and understanding of the future (Shlain, 2003; Lombardo, 2006a). We can see this process as a movement away from a tribal mentality toward a more globalized vision of humanity; we can see it in the opening of the conscious human mind to the vast expanse of the universe; we can see it in the discovery of deep time, and the growing sense of our evolutionary history.


As another significant evolutionary trend, there is an ongoing integration of the bio-psycho-social and the technological. Humans are cyborgs, defined as a functional synthesis of the bio-psycho-social and the technological, and we seem to be progressively moving toward increasing human-technological integration. Through the emergence and functional integration of new technologies, there is an ongoing extension and amplification of both mind and body and overall human capacities (Clark, 2003, 2008; Kelly, 2010; Lombardo and Blackwood, 2011).


This technological augmentation is integral to the very nature of what it is to be human. Human capacities and ways of life are almost always realized in the context and support of technology. Our biological cores are interdependent with our technological skins and shells. We are naked and relatively helpless—unformed—without technology. Technologies are part of us and we live in a technologically constructed reality.


This symbiotic connection goes back to our pre-human origins, with Australopithecus and Homo habilis developing crude tools to hunt and butcher animals and in other ways modify and manipulate their environment. As Andy Clark (2003) states, we are “natural-born cyborgs.” Our technologies are both extensions of our bodies and minds and enhancements and modifications of the environment. Technologies are a significant evolutionary advance over being locked into genetically determined anatomical structures and associated capacities. This fluidity and flexibility in our somatic reality and psychological capacities is one of the distinguishing qualities of our species.


Humans have co-evolved with their technologies. Throughout history, there are numerous ways in which technologies have deeply shaped human psychological and social capacities, traits, and values, and as our culture, knowledge base, and values have evolved we have created ever more sophisticated technologies to serve (and even articulate and evolve) our needs and ends (Carr, 2010). Technology is a dramatic demonstration of our ecological nature; our bodies and minds have been interwoven together in highly complex arrangements with a technologically enhanced environment. As a general evolutionary direction for the future, we should anticipate the continuation and further evolution of this technological-biological mode of existence (Lombardo, 2009b).


Another key evolutionary feature of the conscious human mind has been the ongoing development of an integrative coordinator and center of experience, the human self. The conscious human self is self-reflective and self-evaluative, and articulates and coordinates, to various degrees of success, purposeful human action and thinking. The self engages in self-narrative and self-talk, providing an ongoing story to itself for interpreting experience and guiding its future development. Individual autonomy and self-responsibility appear to have been significantly evolving through human history, as the self has acquired greater clarity, self-awareness, and self-control, transforming from the type of agency that received directives from imagined authority figures, animate spirits, and deities into a relatively self-determined individual agent. The individualized autonomy of the self seems, in fact, to be a relatively recent psychological reality (Jaynes, 1976; Baars, 1997; Damasio, 1999, 2010; Watson, 2005; Baumeister and Tierney, 2011; Lombardo, 2013).


All in all, as the numerous dimensions of collective human reality have evolved over time, the individualized psychology and capacities of the human mind have evolved as well. From the point of view of reciprocity, this coupling of collective and individual evolution makes perfect sense, given the rich interdependencies of the individual and human society.


The Future-Directional Flow of Consciousness




“Past, present, and future are not discrete divisions among an orderly succession of life’s events. Rather, past, present, and future fold backward and forward like Japanese origami. They collapse onto each other, emerge from each other, and constantly determine each other, as we construct and reconstruct both past and future in the present, and the past and future construct the present.”


Marcia Johnson and Steven Sherman





After this broad overview of human reality and the human mind set in the context of evolution and accelerative change, I want to focus more on the reality of individual consciousness, and how it is embedded and structured within evolutionary time. Some deep insights into our evolutionary reality can be found by simply looking at the ongoing flow of our personal consciousness.


First, individual or personal consciousness is bounded in time. Although some people argue that they have lived before (reincarnation) and some argue or hope that they will live beyond their physical death (immortality in heaven), on the face of it our individual consciousness seems bounded in time, by birth and death. Individual consciousness begins and ends. Within these boundaries, of beginning and end, individual consciousness has an overall experienced temporal extent (the length of our life), although we can divide this overall duration of a lifetime into a series of daily pulses of wakefulness, interspersed with periods of relative unconsciousness during sleep.


Second, not only is consciousness in time, there is consciousness of time. We are aware of our temporal boundedness. Further, we remember a past, before the present, and anticipate and plan for a future that unfolds in the opposite direction away from the present. Also, we experience and understand temporal durations, short and long term, and we are aware of beginnings, ends, and changes within and around us. We are temporal conscious beings self-consciously aware of both our inner temporality and an engulfing external temporality in the world around us, and there is a relative sense of alignment between these inner and outer temporal realities.


Third, there is an experienced succession of events and a primordial directionality within conscious time. The present moves into the future; the present never turns around, going backwards into the past. This directionality is referred to as the “psychological arrow of time.” (The physical arrow of time is the asymmetry of entropy in the universe, increasing in one temporal direction and decreasing in the other direction.) We can describe this ongoing future directionality of experience as the “flow of consciousness.”


Although the popular argument goes that what we directly experience is only the present (we remember the past and anticipate the future), the present is clearly enveloped within the temporal directionality of consciousness. The present is not a static snapshot of awareness, but rather a transforming reality. In the “now” we experience motion and change, and the beginnings and ends of events and things. The present is temporally asymmetrical—creating a past as it opens into the immediate future. There is a direct experience “in the present” of the directional flow of psychological time. In the present, there is flow into the future.


The expression “flow of consciousness” is attributed to the nineteenth-century American psychologist, William James (1890). And based on the idea that conscious time is perpetual flow, we can argue that the present is fleeting, always flowing into a different state of affairs. Try to grab hold of the present within our consciousness; it keeps slipping away through our attentional grasp into a different present.


But James also stated that it would perhaps be more accurate to describe conscious time as “flights” and “perchings,” with momentary stops in attention coupled with jumps to new focal points of attention. From this perspective, conscious time is like a series of saccadic eye movements, rather than a smooth and continuous flow. There is flow, but it is a jumpy flow, periods of momentary relative stability punctuated by relatively abrupt transformations.


Following the lead of contemporary writers on consciousness, such as Bernard Baars and Galen Strawson, individual conscious states can be described as integrated Gestalts (momentary synthesized holistic configurations of thoughts, emotions, and perceptions). Consciousness pulses from one configuration to the next (Baars, 1997; Blackmore, 2004).


Regardless of whether the present is a continuous flow, or a succession of relatively discrete experiences, the influential philosophy of “presentism” argues that our direct experience is always of the present. In one sense, the present may be fleeting, but in another sense, the present is perpetual and ongoing—it always is—it is the “is” (Russell, 1992). Although the content of the now keeps changing (at least to some degree), the now, psychologically speaking, is all there is, forever present.


This view of conscious time (as an unending now encompassing all that exists within the conscious mind) can be contrasted with the popular scientific theory of physical time, in which it is argued that there is no “now” or “present” in the physical universe at all, and hence no past or future, but only a co-existent succession or sequence. Without the demarcation of a present, how can we make sense of a past or a future? All points in time are equally real and somehow co-existent. Einstein, for one, believed in this theory (Carroll, 2010). Within this physical theory of time, the “now” is entirely psychological; there is no objective now.


Independent of its status as a physical reality, the present, though, is a complex psychological phenomenon. Consciousness of time begins at the foundational level of perception—of seeing, hearing, and touching. Even at this basic level of the perceptual awareness of time, humans are aware of both relative persistence and relative change. We can see things changing; we can see things at least for the moment staying still.


Moreover, consciousness of stability and change are relational, each anchoring the other; we perceive change relative to stability and perceive stability relative to change. Relative persistence and change, though, cannot be defined or experienced in an instant; both require temporal extent. Things change over time; things remain the same over time; neither reality makes any sense in the confines of an instant without duration. The experiences of becoming and passing away require a sense of duration. Hence, at the most primordial level of consciousness, there is no instantaneous or absolute present, for there is duration, persistence, and transformation experienced within the perception of the present, by necessity an extended present (Gibson, 1979; Lombardo, 1987, 2006a, Chapter 1). We can also add, from a physiological perspective, that the receptor cells of sense organs and the neuron cells of the sensory nerves react to changes in stimulation over time, rather than instantaneous values.


As a general fact of awareness, the “objects” of perceptual consciousness are always temporal “Gestalts.” Everything we see, hear, or touch has a bounded, extended, and configured temporal dimension. We do not perceive events or things that have no temporal duration. All these temporal Gestalts of consciousness are nested and configured, with experienced shorter events embedded in longer events, within the overall flow of consciousness. To perceive an object or an event, which are foundational functions of perception, consciousness must extend beyond an instantaneous present. There is a complex and extended temporal structure to perceptual consciousness.


Finally, and perhaps most significantly, what is experienced in the now is contextualized and understood in relationship to a remembered past and an anticipated future. Objects or events apprehended in the present are interpreted and identified in terms of the repository of knowledge gained through past experiences—we see the present through the eyes of memory and conceptual understanding—and further and equally so, in terms of expectations of where things are leading. The anticipated future can be very short term, such as, we expect the ball in our hands to fall to the ground if released from our grip, but there is still an ongoing sense of the anticipated flow into the future always within the experience of the present. We can also add that it is our memories of similar events in the past that inform the expectations of the future. Future and past consciousness invariably accompany and structure present consciousness, even at a perceptual level.


Undergirding this conscious reality is the basic neurological phenomenon that “incoming” sensory input through the sensory nerves is continuously being modulated and affected by outgoing neural activity that is guiding the sense organs and “anticipating” and attempting to “match up” the input with accumulated knowledge. Perception is anticipatory. There is no pure neural input from sensory stimulation. Additionally, our perceptual systems are active, controlling stimulus input, through movements and adjustments of the body and the sense organs. What “is” coming at us through the senses is continuously being influenced by exploration, attentiveness, and learned expectations, modulated by behavior and contextualized in the physiological embodiments of memory and anticipation (Gibson, 1966; Hawkins, 2004; Kurzweil, 2012; Tononi, 2012).


The contextualization of the future-directional flow of consciousness within memory and anticipation is the foundation of the narrative structure of the conscious human mind. We are psychologically primed or predisposed to make sense of reality, both of the outside world and ourselves (and the interaction of the two), in the form of stories or narratives, in which sequences of events flowing from the past into the future give temporal order and meaning to our existence. Our storytelling capacity emerges out of the primordial, sequential structure of the interpreted flow within human consciousness.


If we shift the focus from perceptual consciousness to basic behavior, almost all actions, except for reflexes (and this type of exception is even debatable), are purposeful, showing intent directed toward some future goal or consequence, even if the goal is relatively short term. We act to realize ends and these ends pertain to the future. Our present actions are guided and informed by anticipated future results. Behavior is purposefully future-directional. And moreover, our purposeful behavior is invariably guided and informed by the past, of what we have learned through experience and engagement with the world.


In purposeful action, we go beyond the more elementary processes and activities studied in the physical sciences. Although it is generally agreed that there is no “telos” (purposeful ends) guiding the motions of planets, or the chemical interactions in atoms and molecules, humans (and animals to degrees) exhibit future-directed behaviors. Animal and human behavior is guided toward intentional ends. Not only does consciousness perpetually flow into the future, but we are continuously anticipating the future direction of the flow and attempting to guide the flow and direction of events, through attention, thought, and behavior.


It is the nature of the conscious human mind (and the same is true of animal consciousness to relative lesser degrees) that we act with purpose and perceive with anticipation. Future consciousness informed by memory (consciousness of the past) is infused into the fundamental processes of our psychological existence. It is within this future-directional context that the conscious human mind purposefully evolves both itself, as well as the surrounding world.


Moreover, as with perception, behavior shows the influence of the past, in that learning and memory influence our present actions. Learning and memory are brought to bear on present actions as an informational foundation for guiding behavior toward purposeful ends. Learning and memory also serve as an informational foundation for our own personal self-development. We learn from the past to better realize what we want and desire and intend in the future.


People, based on levels of psychological maturity, may predominately live within a relative present. People may have a hard time in thinking out their futures very far. People may not show much of an influence of learning in their behaviors. In such cases, we see young or undeveloped minds. Such minds have limited temporal vistas. But these are limiting cases, and only relative, for learning, expectation, and purposeful intention can be found in almost all human behavior.


Individuals, to various degrees, can intentionally focus on the task at hand, or to various degrees attempt to free their conscious minds of distracting memories or expectations. It is not that the individual can’t think ahead, from a maturational point of view, but rather the individual is purposefully immersed in what is going on right now. Expert performance requires attention and focus. As contemporary expressions of the philosophy of presentism, found in both pop psychology and New Age workshops, we are told that we should attempt to become more mindful and “live in the moment.” Such states are seen as a heightening of consciousness, a clarity of mind.


But, intentional or not, the present is always a relative present. There is no absolute, instantaneous, or timeless present within conscious experience. There is no absolute separation of past, present, and future. The present is always embedded in the ongoing complex flow of consciousness, and this directional experience of time is past/present/future integrative, whereby our flowing conscious present is always contextualized by a remembered past and an anticipated future. It is psychologically (and probably physiologically) impossible to live exclusively in the present.


If a person shows the capacity to focus and attend—to “get into the flow”—this capacity is not a simple unstructured reception of what is happening in the world. Focus is disciplined; focus is anticipatory; focus is informed and selective. Focus is purposeful. Through learning and discipline, we educate our attention to focus on the relative present.


As noted above, part of the philosophy of presentism is not simply that all we have is the present—the present is what is real—but that we should for our own betterment focus upon or immerse ourselves in the present. Yet, it seems to me that a memory-empowered and expansive future-focused consciousness is more evolved and efficacious regarding the management and guidance of life, and as stated earlier, living in the relative present (short-term consciousness) is the cause of many of our problems in life, both individually and collectively.


Living in the relative present is the least evolved mode of temporal consciousness. If we examine our collective evolutionary history, as noted earlier, one of the most distinctive features of the evolution of consciousness is that it has progressively extended in both spatial and temporal scope—the evolution of mind has been moving away from the relative “immediate here and now.” Similarly, the development of an individual conscious human mind from infancy to adulthood moves outward from an egocentric present to “greater vistas” in space and time. Living in the relative present, both in the evolution of life and the development of an individual human mind, is an indication of a primitive egocentrism. Furthermore, it has been the growing temporal expansiveness of the human mind at the collective level that has, more than anything else, provoked the rise of human civilization (Stewart, 2000; Shlain, 2003; Lombardo, 2006a, Chapter 2).


In summary, not only is conscious time dynamic and extended, asymmetrical future-directional, past/present/future integrative, and frequently structured and guided by purpose, in both our collective evolution and individual life development, conscious time expands and enriches from a relative egocentric present to an increasingly empowered capacity, encompassing greater and greater vistas of past and future. There is no awareness of an absolute present; conscious time is embedded in an anticipatory, purposeful, and informed conscious mindset, laying the foundations for both purposeful evolution and narrative structuring and meaning-making in human life.


Perspectives on Time




“Not only are we in the universe, but the universe is in us.”


Neil deGrasse Tyson
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