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PREFACE

This book is a journey we will be taking together – you the reader and me.

We'll be exploring lots of ideas and possibilities. Some of these will be far

from conventional wisdom, so if we are to stay together, I would at least

like to be clear about where we start. 

However you have come to this book, I imagine you are likely to be in

general sympathy with my starting points. 

• A worry about the natural environment. You have a strong sense that

human activities are destroying natural habitats, that plants and

animals are going extinct rapidly, the climate is changing, the weather

is becoming more unstable, the air and seas are polluted, and more.

These issues have been in the public consciousness since the 1960s. A

lot more is understood now than then, but nevertheless it still seems to

be getting worse, not better. You find this upsetting and would like to

see it change. You do what you can in your daily life, but feel that that

is probably not much more than tokenism. To a large extent you feel

caught in an unsustainable lifestyle. 
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• Worries about the economy, local and global, and where it is going. For a

start, it seems so unstable. Very few people have much job security.

Recessions come and go, and a real economic crash, like in the 1930s

and affecting the whole world, could happen at any time. This despite

the efforts of politicians, central bankers etc to keep it stable and

prosperous. And so many people get left out. Even in places where

times are good, there are lots of people who are struggling. You may be

one of them. Or you may see your children or your friends struggling.

As for the really poor people in famine areas or in shanty towns, it is

almost too painful to think about. And you probably have a sense of

resigned cynicism about all the awful things which are done purely in

pursuit of money, whether it is arms and tobacco sales, or the

corruption that affects business and politics.

• A sense of hopeless despair about wars and ethnic cleansing. Yes, the cold

war has ended and the shadow of a nuclear war between the west and

communism has largely cleared. But you feel that so many of the

conflicts which are left are just as appalling.

• Nagging doubts about your government. You may live in a country with

a parliamentary democracy amd free elections. But somehow it doesn't

feel like 'government by the people and for the people'. All sorts of

special interests seem to get in the way. Taxes always seem very high and

public services underfunded, and the large mass of public employees

underpaid. You probably vote against the party you think is worse

rather than for a party you genuinely identify with. You are sure this

kind of government is better than the old feudal system it replaced, or

modern totalitarian equivalents. But you imagine that there could be

something much better, much more community-based and with a

much more human face.
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• Concern about the decline of relationships and community. If you haven't

been part of a broken family yourself, either as a child or an adult, you

are likely to know lots of people who are. You know of the damage it

causes to all concerned. You probably know about strong communities

from your childhood, or from your parents, or from people who have

come from other countries where 'they were poor but cared for each

other'. You worry about the effects on so many children of both a

broken family and a non-existent community. Perhaps you think this

has some connection with the rate of crime which seems to be getting

higher.

This book is for people who would like to see major change in these areas,

who want to be clearer as to what is desirable in their place and what kind

of change is possible. You may already be devoting some or much of your

time to creating change of this sort, and are interested in another

perspective on it. Perhaps you are looking for change in your life and are

exploring ideas which may help in that. You may simply be keeping a

watching brief on what is going on and are interested in a book which tries

to make some sense of the larger picture.

Our dialogue

I try to imagine the people who are reading this book so I know what I can

assume as I write. It sometimes seems that it would be easier if this could

be more of a dialogue than seems to be possible in a book. I would like to

know how much you agree with what I have just assumed about you. Have

I got it right? Are there areas I have missed out?

You Well, perhaps it can be a limited sort of dialogue. Yes, you

have more or less got me right, but I might not express it in

the same way. And what about issues of health and diet?
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Don't those concern you? Anyway, hello.

Me Well hello. Yes, I'm sure there are lots of other areas which we

could explore. 

Perhaps the first issue we should look at, before the book starts, is whether

or not you are open to the possibility that there might be very dramatic

changes for the better over the next few generations, if enough people want

it and work for it.

You That's not an easy question to answer. I certainly would like

to see dramatic changes for the better, but I tend to be quite

cynical, especially about people. This book is already sound-

ing somewhat utopian, and I might take some convincing.

Me What worries me is that you might mean utopian in a

dismissive fashion – too good to happen. 

The book is very much utopian, in the sense of trying to figure out what

kind of a society and what kind of relationship with the earth would work

best for us all, humanity in all its diversity, and the rest of life on earth.

That's the big question. 

Can we imagine a society in which human activities preserve and

enhance rather than destroy the natural world? And in which all the other

issues raised above were at least significantly better, if not fully resolved?

What might it be like? What sort of jobs would people do? What kinds of

social structures would be needed? What would their relationships with

one another be like? 

What I am hoping to offer more than anything else is that large-scale

picture, and to clarify it as fully as I am able. How do the different

problems reinforce each other? To help do that, I will need something to

compare the problems with. I will try to imagine some possible futures.
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You Are you trying to wriggle out of saying you think these

possible futures will actually happen?

Me Alright, let's be clear about that from the beginning. I

wouldn't be writing about something I believed couldn't

happen. What would be the point? But that's not the same as

saying I think it will happen. I don't know and don't believe

the future is knowable. Sometimes I feel very positive about

the future and other times I think everything is hopeless. I do

think it is very important to look at what is desirable, and to

understand what might stop it from happening. The

necessary changes might not happen simply because not

enough people take them seriously. Where do you stand on

this? How open are you to change?

You I want notice on that question, but I have a lot of sympathy

for change. 

The miracle question

My preferred approach to looking at the future is similar to that used by

‘solution-focused brief therapists’, a school of personal and family therapy

that works by exploring the positive in people's lives. They say to their

clients 'Imagine that you went to sleep, and while you were asleep, a miracle

happened so that all your problems were ended. What would you notice

when you woke up? What would be different?' This is a technique to bypass

their clients' habitual defences, negativity and preoccupation with what is

wrong. It allows them to look at what they really want. The therapist can

then ask 'What first steps could you take to make that happen?'

So it is in that spirit that I will be looking at possible futures. What do

we really want? And later in the book I'll look at steps in those directions. 
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You Well that sounds a little better. But anyway, why should I

believe you? What is so special about your view of the future?

Who are you?

Me I don't want you to believe me. When I find a book I like, it

is generally because it has clarified something I was already

generally sympathetic towards. I hope you will come to agree

with me rather than believe me. The ideas will then be as

much yours as mine. And as for who I am, perhaps a potted

biography will suggest where these ideas came from. 

Who am I?

I was born in New York City in 1943, in a family of immigrant Romanian-

Jewish origin. My family and friends were aware of the troubles and

conflicts in the city. There were racial problems between various cultures,

and lots of crime. We were very aware of the wars, conflicts and hatreds

that had afflicted people in the past and that still left their legacy in our

multi-cultural city. In particular, we knew about pogroms, Nazism and the

holocaust, and residual anti-Semitism. Some of our grandparents were

concentration camp survivors, with numbers tattooed on their arms. We

were also aware of slavery, the American civil war, and the residual racial

prejudice around us. As an older child and teenager, it was only natural that

I should join in with some of the social and political struggles around me,

which were, first, the campaigns for racial integration and later the anti-war

and anti-nuclear weapons movements. 

But I grew up with liberal American values, and viewed New York

accordingly. We enjoyed the many cultures that made up the city. We liked

each others' food and would join in the celebrations of each other’s

holidays. We went to Little Italy for the Festival of San Gennaro, to
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Chinatown for the Chinese New Year. Each year the line down the centre

of Fifth Avenue was painted green for the St Patrick’s Day parade. We went

to midnight mass on Christmas Eve. 

It seemed reasonable and normal that we could all retain the forms of

our ancestral cultures but at the same time see ourselves as New Yorkers and

Americans with all that implied. It seemed reasonable and normal for

different cultures to live mixed in together for the most part without

difficulty.

In school, my greatest interests were science and mathematics. This led

me into an undergraduate degree in electronic engineering from Columbia

University. Later I did a Master’s degree and then a PhD at Purdue

University in Indiana, doing research into non-linear circuit theory. The

research was virtually pure mathematics and highly abstract. Although

totally removed from my earlier social and political interests, it gave me

very useful ways of thinking about the dynamic behaviour of complex

systems – a set of mental tools which underpins the social views in this

book: How feedback processes can create either stability or instability. How

systems may have characteristic ways of behaving which involve 'flipping'

from one somewhat stable pattern to a quite different one.

This was just the time when a new wave of ideas was sweeping the

Western world, and in particular, the young. We were excited by New Left

ideas of decentralised socialism, angered by the discovery of the

environmental problems industrial societies were causing, and began taking

a new look at the relationships between men and women.

You Yes, I think I get the picture. You're an ageing hippie. But

isn't all this a little self-indulgent? I wasn't expecting an

autobiography. 

Me Please be patient. I'm getting quite near the time when the
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main ideas in this book began to emerge, but I think this

background is necessary for you to understand how they

came about.

In early 1971 I moved to England, with my wife and daughter. I was a

Lecturer in Electronics, Design and Communication at the Open

University (OU), just formed as the first distance-learning university and

aimed at adults who had missed their chance to go to university and were

learning at home. 

Many of us young academic staff were determined to bring our new

environmental insights into teaching. We felt that part of our mission was

to produce a much more integrated form of education to our students,

especially as we saw that advanced technology was intimately involved in

the environmental destruction that disturbed us. Our first-year course had

a strong environmental flavour to it, quite unlike conventional engineering

courses of that time.

When my friend and colleague, Peter Chapman, formed the Energy

Research Group, I eagerly joined as a founder member. When Peter

Chapman resigned as Director a few years later I took his place. 

During the mid-1970s a group of us decided to produce our 'grand

course', which we referred to as the Human Ecology Course. We wanted to

put environmental issues into their context: show their historical and social

roots. We were clear that it wasn't just ignorance that was the problem. We

saw a great contradiction between what was considered desirable for the

economy and desirable for the environment (and social well-being).

You Isn't that still the case?

Me Absolutely. That remains the big issue and will be central.
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We didn't believe that contradiction was a law of nature and wanted to

display the social processes that led to it, in the belief that only by doing so

could the root problems be understood and corrected. Our team set about

researching and developing the background material from many

disciplines. There was no obvious niche for a non-linear circuit theorist, so

I began to look into processes of social change and into the roots of

economic behaviour. I read extensively in the anthropological literature and

was fascinated by the variety of human cultures. Many were warlike, but

many were extremely peaceful and gentle with crime unknown. Clearly, the

aggressive, competitive nature of human nature as it now appears in

western cultures was neither inevitable nor the full extent of human

possibilities. The forms of economic behaviour were very varied too, with

systems of formalised gift giving very prevalent, and many systems of

symbolic exchange with money-like features. Clearly, the idea that

monetary exchange came about basically as a great advance over primitive

barter totally misunderstood the nature of early cultures and the forces that

held them together. All of this will come up later.

For many reasons, personal and otherwise, the human ecology course

was never produced, although several of us produced first drafts of the

written material. I've always thought of the it as unfinished business, which

this book is an attempt to complete. The course leader, Mike Hussey (to

whom this book is dedicated) took extended study leave, with the intention

of writing a book that would form the basis of the course at a later date. He

collected material on economics, development, psychology and many other

areas. One day in the spring of 1976, he had what he experienced as a

tremendous breakthrough. Suddenly, in a momentary flash of insight, all

the pieces fitted together. 

You Are you saying he had a mystical experience?
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Me Perhaps in an earlier age it would have been seen that way. I'd

rather leave it as I've described it.

Any previous ideas about blaming groups or organisations as the cause of

environmental or other social problems fell away. Instead, he could see

people caught in chains, or perhaps webs of circumstances, each of which

led to other circumstances, endlessly recreating the same patterns. A key

element in this was the way in which people's ideas and relationships were

formed and shaped by the words and concepts they used. Communication

and conversation were at the root of the problem. 

The flash of insight was far more than an understanding of what was

going wrong, for implicit in that was the possibility that it could be put

right. Getting the communication right seemed to hold the possibility of

getting relationships right at all levels. Mike immediately began talking

about a 'semantic unity network' where people had a shared understanding

of critical issues between them.

You Hold on! You are going much too fast. I have a general sense

of what you are saying, but it certainly isn't clear.

Me Sorry, I'm anticipating some of the key ideas of the book here.

It should get clearer. 

During that period I spent a lot of time helping Mike develop his ideas. For

many years I expected Mike Hussey to write his own book, but that never

happened. Then he died suddenly in 1990, leaving a mass of notes but no

book. 

During the 1980s and 90s, my career took on a new direction. I had

become one of the OU's pioneers in the use of computer communications

for distance learning, specialising in collaborative learning on-line. I saw

this as an opportunity to try out some of our insights into the



communications process. I foresaw the possibility of on-line communities

linking like-minded but isolated people, like our distance learning students.

I produced experimental computers, on-line environments, and

experimental courses and fed their results into real courses. All OU courses

are developed by teams, and my role generally included teaching students

to form on-line educational support communities. From small beginnings,

this led to around 100,000 OU students being on-line each year, mostly

learning to do so using material I developed.

This book brings together those two parts of my career: the interest in

social and environmental change and the use of computers to support

collaborative communities.

Up to date

This book builds upon one further part of my life that is personal rather

than professional. In the early 1990s I started going to various festivals and

camps for music and dance, mostly in the south-west of England. I met a

new partner at one of these. She was in the process of setting up a similar

music and dance camp in eastern England. We worked on these together

for several years. 

About 500 people would attend these events. They camped in groups

of between 20 and 40 people in a circle around a common campfire for

about 10 days. They cooked communally and socialised around that fire.

They lived much closer to the elements than they were used to. The social

setting, with its tribe-like camp divided into band-like camping circles, was

much closer to that of their pre-historic ancestors than they were used to. 

Among the various special qualities of these camps was that they

encouraged a sense of instant community. A culture grew up among the

campers of self-organising mutual support. A mixture of music, dance and
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creative play pervaded the practical work of preparing the food, keeping the

place clean, caring for the children – and even cleaning the toilets. Some of

the people who came to these events felt it changed their lives. Many felt

they wanted to extend the kind of community there more widely into their

lives. I thought of those camps as the nursery schools of the new culture I

was dreaming about, and which this book explores.
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INTRODUCTION TO eGAIA 

The problems which humanity has created for the natural world and for

itself are extremely severe. They are bad enough that the metaphor of a

global cancer seems appropriate. Although our environmental problems

have been in the public consciousness since the 1960s, it is only now that

their full severity is becoming appreciated. 
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Many people are writing and working to counteract this global cancer.

This book introduces the image of eGaia. It is an unashamedly Utopian

image, of humanity living in harmony with the planet and in harmony

with itself – a genuinely peaceful, sustainable world based around co-

operation and community through enhanced communication rather than

conflict, competition and war. 

Massive problems require radical solutions. Tinkering around the edges

won't have much effect. The radical Utopian image of eGaia both clarifies

the present problems and provides a pointer to practical steps in that

direction: co-operative social groupings, information systems, improving

human skills of communication and relationships. 

The image of eGaia is of the Earth coming to function as an organism

with humanity as its nervous system. An organism has wholeness and

coherence. Its parts don’t fight each other or destroy the health of the

whole. Its nervous system is as much controlled by its body as it controls

the body. It is part of the body and responds to its needs.

The e in eGaia is there because a nervous system is a communication

system. If humans are the nerve cells of a global nervous system, then our

electronic communication technologies will enable us to connect to each

other in a way rich enough to form locally and globally self-organising and

self-regulating social structures. 

To convey a first sense of the overall message of this book first demands

two metaphors – global cancer and global nervous system – but most of the

book will be much more concrete.

You Yes, they are quite emotional metaphors, and they don't quite

fit together. How can a cancer turn into a nervous system?

Me Well, it's the best I can do. And even though I really want to

separate the question of what is desirable from the question of
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how we might get there, I'll try to give a first answer to your

question by mixing my metaphors even more. Do you know

how a caterpillar changes into a butterfly?

This is a metaphor for the possible transformation, or metamorphosis, from

global cancer to global nervous system. A caterpillar is completely unlike a

butterfly. It is a soft, fat creature, with a body of many segments and a pair

of legs on each, which crawls slowly along plants spending its life eating. A

butterfly has a small, hard three-segmented body with a pair of legs on each

segment and wonderful colourful wings. It flies about pollinating flowers

and looking for a mate. 

Me You could say the caterpillar lives for food and the butterfly

lives for love!

How could such a radical transformation happen? When conditions are

right, the caterpillar creates a cocoon around itself and starts its

metamorphosis. Triggered by hormonal signals, small areas of its body

called ‘imaginal disks’ begin to grow into the various parts of the butterfly.

Simultaneously, the rest of the caterpillar begins to dissolve into its

component chemicals, providing the raw materials for the growing

butterfly. All this is carefully co-ordinated so that the growing parts link up

to form a coherent organism.

The analogy with the Earth is only loose. Unfortunately, there is no

protective cocoon. The dissolving of the caterpillar body is analogous to

many of the breakdowns caused by the global cancer. It is well underway

and is probably irreversible. The imaginal disks are the huge number of

organisations and initiatives working to create a sustainable world and a

peaceful world. Their influence is only marginal now, but their growth is

stimulated by the breakdowns. This book is about how to inspire their
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growth and help them link up through the development of a

communications-based global nervous system. 

The metaphor also implies that the results of the transformation will be

something completely new, neither a return to some mythical ancient

golden age nor business-as-usual but with more environmental awareness.

There is no doubt that most of humanity desires a transition to a genuinely

peaceful, sustainable earth. Of course, many caterpillars don't make it

through to the butterfly stage, and there is no guarantee that we will

succeed in transforming the earth. But what else is there to do which is as

important or exciting?

Outline of the book

As the overall message of this book is more important than any specific idea

in it, this outline will provide some context. Like many books, this one will

not necessarily be read from beginning to end. This outline is something of

a guide to those readers who wish to cherry pick. The book is in four parts

with part 1 laying out the main ideas and parts 2 – 4 filling them out.

PART 1  From global cancer to global nervous system

Chapter 1 Humanity as a global cancer uses a series of quotations from

experts in various areas to give the bad news: 

• how we are destroying the natural world 

• the ways in which humanity is at war with itself 

• how our money-driven, globalised economy perpetuates the first two

problems. 

Chapter 2 eGaian principles picks up on those three aspects of the global

cancer and turns them into organising principles for an eGaian world. 
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Chapter 3 A taste of an eGaian future suggests how these principles might be

implemented through an imaginary community of the future – ‘Pinecone

Network’.

You So if I want to see what you are proposing I could jump

straight to Chapter 3?

Me Well yes, but I wouldn't recommend it. The intervening

chapters begin to explain why it is like it is. Also, remember

that it is only my image of a desirable future, not of how to

get there.

PART 2 The five-billion-year story

Chapter 4 Symbiosis and competition is a history of the Earth and the

evolution of life on it. It lays out the evolutionary progression towards

which this book is leading, from the first simple cells to the living-Earth-

as-organism. Its second function is to counter the crude view of evolution

as shaped by competition, ‘nature red in tooth and claw’. Competition is

only a small part of the evolutionary process. Chapter 4 shows the key role

of symbiosis in the evolution of life. The third reason for this chapter is

simply that it's a very good story. The Big Bang plus evolution is our

modern, scientific creation myth. It is a real shame that the popular version

of it has conflict and random change as the central image. This re-write

puts symbiosis, collaboration and the growth of order at its centre, so that

it provides a sense of direction and hope for the future.

Chapter 5 The co-operative ape favours a positive view of human evolution

– collaboration rather than competition. It describes some early systems of

co-operation and exchange which provide a useful vision for the future. It

counter-acts the notion that the ideas in this book aren’t possible because
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‘the world isn’t like that …people aren’t like that … conflict and

competition are inherent in the way nature works and the way people work’.

You Yes, I bet people think you are completely naïve! 

Me Sometimes they do. And if you look at the world today and

read about past civilisations it doesn’t surprise me. But I think

that there is more to the whole picture than most people

realise, as I will try to show. There is a difference between the

ways things are now and have been recently, and the way they

are inherently and necessarily.

Chapter 6 Towards the global cancer traces the stages in the transition from

the co-operative ape to global cancer – in agriculture, civilisation, industrialis-

ation and globalisation. It shows how human societies have progressively

lost their connection with the natural world and even with human needs,

resulting in out-of-control growth which is the hallmark of a cancer.

PART 3 An eGaian guide: philosophy and principles

Chapter 7 eGaian relationships sets out the basis for the progressive type of

relationship characterised by the Pinecone Network in Chapter 3 –

supportive, and embedded in a social structure that nourishes it. It

describes communication principles necessary for collaboration and

conflict resolution. 

Chapter 8 A peaceful earth: conflict resolution compares cultures in which

conflicts are rare and easily handled because conflict resolution is built into

the culture, with those in which conflict is endemic. It describes basic

principles of conflict resolution based upon the experience of practitioners.

Chapter 9 A co-operative economy describes organising principles for 

co-operative economic structures in which information systems provide
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better measures of cost, of people's social contributions and the other

ingredients needed to organise an economy than are provided by

conventional money.

You A economy without money? I will read that chapter carefully.

This seems to me to be most far-fetched point you are

making. I will need a lot of convincing.

Me Well I can only try. I think this is one of those issues which

seems mad at first, but then becomes so obvious you see

evidence of it everywhere you look. 

Chapter 10 A sustainable earth is a largely practical review of ways in which

the sustainability of the earth might be improved if humanity made that a

real priority. It pays special attention to food production, as the basis of

human health and human connection to the natural world and also takes

a careful look at sustainable methods of production and of energy use.

PART 4 Making eGaia happen

Chapter 11 Starting points is about current 'imaginal disks' – what is

happening now that is consistent with the ideas in the eGaian guide: the

beginnings of a global communication system, of a global sense of identity

and of a sense of symbiosis or mutual support between human cultures. It

concludes with a telling case study, of the Damanhur community in Italy that

embodies many of the eGaian principles.

Chapter 13 eGaian co-operative networks is a practical guide to enacting

eGaian philosophy and principles: how to use communications technology

to create a limited, virtual eco-village within an existing community –

starting up, dealing with food, transport and so on.
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Chapter 14 Towards an eGaian Earth looks to the near future – the

Johannesburg summit – and beyond, in terms of further projects. It

describes six practical initiatives that would form the beginnings of a co-

operative economy, reduce poverty and conflict and work towards an

education system centred on sustainability.

You You really expect the major corporations, democratic

governments much less repressive ones to voluntarily join

your co-operative world?

Me Who knows what could happen? I don't believe it is actually

knowable; the future will be what the future will be. My

speculations might turn out to have some truth, or we may

take a quite different route towards a future that feels

similarly eGaian. Or we may not. The global cancer that is

our present human culture may make the planet a miserable

place to live for most of humanity or may even lead to the

extinction of humans among the many other life forms that

are being lost. Those who understand the possibilities at least

have the choice to work for an eGaian future.
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