


Kathleen R. Smythe

Kathleen R. Smythe is a history professor and chair of the His-
tory Department at Xavier University in Cincinnati, Ohio. She 
earned her BA at the College of Wooster in Wooster, Ohio, her 
masters and PhD at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. She has 
been teaching African history and colonial history at Xavier since 
1997. For the last decade, she has been teaching globalization, sus-
tainability and agriculture as well.

Dr. Smythe enjoys the challenge of addressing questions of 
contemporary relevance through historical investigation in the 
classroom and through writing and research. She incorporates 
community- and bodily-engaged learning in many of her classes 
in order to reconnect intellectual, social, and kinesthetic learning. 
For her class Bicycling Our Bioregion, students spend seven days 
on bicycling history and ecology excursions around Cincinnati, 
ending with a three-day trip up the Little Miami River Valley.

An African historian, she has years of fieldwork experience in 
Tanzania, East Africa. Her first book, Fipa Families (2006), exami-
ned the ways in which Fipa integrated and made sense of Europe-
an Catholic missionaries and their values during the colonial pe-
riod. Her second book, Africa’s Past, Our Future (2015) highlighted 
ideas and institutions in African history and culture that broaden 
our imagination about what is possible—socially, politically, and 
economically. 

She has been actively engaged with sustainability efforts on 
campus since 2007, first co-chairing the University’s Sustainability 
Committee, then serving as Senior Administrative Fellow for Sus-
tainability and the Environmental Imagination until 2015.

In her free time, Dr. Smythe enjoys walking, biking, hiking, 
backpacking, gardening, cooking, writing, quilting and spending 
time with family and friends.



Whole Earth Living:
Reconnecting Earth, 

History, Body, and Mind

Kathleen R. Smythe



Dixi Books
Copyright © 2020 by Kathleen R. Smythe 
Copyright © 2020 Dixi Books
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced 
or transmitted to any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, 
including photocopying, recording, or by any information and retrieval 
system, without written permission from the Publisher.

Whole Earth Living: Reconnecting Earth, History, Body and Mind
Kathleen R. Smythe
Editor: Virginia Aronson
Proofreading: Andrea Bailey
Cover Design: Pablo Ulyanov
I. Edition: September 2020

Library of Congress Cataloging-in Publication Data
Kathleen R. Smythe - 1st ed.
ISBN: 978-1-913680-01-5
1. Non-Fiction 2. Ecology 3. Anthropocene  4. History 
5. Environmental Issues 6. Nature & Ecology 
7. New Age Thought & Practice 8. Anthropology & Sociology

© Dixi Books Publishing
20-22 Wenlock Road
London, England
N1 7GU
info@dixibooks.com
www.dixibooks.com



Whole Earth Living:
Reconnecting Earth, 

History, Body, and Mind

Kathleen R. Smythe

The Voice of the New Age





Contents

Preface	 9
Introduction	 13
Chapter 1: Honoring Our Species	 29

PART I: HISTORIES OF LOSS	

Chapter 2: Agriculture as Progress and Productivity	       45
Chapter 3: Agriculture as Loss and Disruption	  69
Chapter 4: Technology as Loss and Disruption		         87
Chapter 5: Technology for Meaningful Work and 
Meaningful Lives	        107
Chapter 6: An Historian’s Critique of Sustainability 	      121

PART II: A NEW SUSTAINABILITY PARADIGM	
Chapter 7: Humans as Nature				        141
Chapter 8: The Long Now				        161
Chapter 9: Education for Homecoming	 175

Conclusion	 187
References	 191





9

Preface

This book was written by someone who is a student, teacher, 
seeker, parent, and global citizen. A person who likes gardening, 
flower-curating, outdoor showering, cow milking, local food eat-
ing, hiking, and biking. A wonderer. An historian. A humanist eth-
nographer.

The book had a life of its own from the beginning. I felt like 
I was wrestling a gargantuan animal into an enclosure where I 
could study it from as many angles as possible. I did this so I could 
make sense of it, then release it back into the wide, wonderful uni-
verse. 

In order to come to grips with the gargantuan animal, I had 
to write from the deepest places of my spirit and my life. I knew 
I would need to share small bits of my most personal ideas with 
a wide and varied audience. This required courage. Fortunately, I 
had several special people encouraging me, giving me permission 
to be my strange, idiosyncratic self on the page. 

So this was much more than a book project for me; it became 
a life project for me and those who are alive with me. People who 
are frightened by all the things going wrong with our ecosystems 
and people systems, yet encouraged by the wide array of creativi-
ty and commitment so many are showing in the face of our large-
scale problems. I’m talking about those of us who accept as fact 
that the future is not going to be easy; it is going to be very chal-



10

Whole Earth Living

lenging. This book is my spiritual, philosophical, historical, physi-
cal, and sensual attempt to come to terms with both the challenges 
and the opportunities inherent in this unprecedented time.

I am a historian. I am also a humanist who inhabits the world 
as an ethnographer, looking for patterns and meaning in human 
practices. I firmly believe that most of us are doing the best we 
can in the circumstances in which we find ourselves. But I believe 
those circumstances and our human limitations must be exam-
ined with courage and precision if we are to navigate a good life 
for ourselves and those around us—and those who follow us. 

I bring my scholarly training as an African historian to the ex-
ercise of being fully human. I use my experiences on the margins 
of society, both in Africa and in the United States, to examine loss 
and implement recovery. I am talking about losses like our own 
health, welfare, and sense of belonging and meaning. Exploring 
such losses is one of the main points of this book.

To give you a small example of my African experience, when I 
was a volunteer teacher in Kenya in the late 1980s, I had to travel 
six miles in order to buy basic goods. I had to go up the road by 
public transit or hitchhiking to the one small grocery store. There, 
my choices were significantly more limited than in the stores I fre-
quented at home in the Washington, D.C. area. Instead of finding 
this to be constraining or frustrating, however, I found it liberat-
ing. It took me less time and required less mental energy to buy 
toothpaste and toilet paper, yet my lifestyle did not change signifi-
cantly as a result. 

Since then, “the paradox of choice” has been widely promoted. 
These days, people are more aware that too many choices can be 
debilitating. Yet, our current economic system is built on a foun-
dation of choice, of seemingly endless “opportunity.” I had to go 
to Africa to experience for myself that having more choices does 
not guarantee more freedom or happiness. 

As a humanist, I am interested in all such aspects of human ex-
perience—past and present. I also see how various disciplines in-
tersect and strengthen one another. I am not an expert, but I have a 
strong desire to understand the human condition. I am especially 
interested in that which is within our control, the things we can 
change—about ourselves, our relationships with others, and our 
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relationship with the planet. Wedded to this is my lifelong quest 
for holistic living, that is, to integrate all ways of being and know-
ing—physical, intellectual, emotional, and spiritual—into my life. 

This book seeks to answer a pretty simple question: What 
might be a way forward in the face of catastrophic climate change, 
seemingly intractable religious, political, urban-rural differences, 
both local and global, and unprecedented levels of inequality? As 
I have lived these questions in Tanzania, Kenya, and Ghana, and 
in the southern, eastern, and mid-eastern areas of the U.S., I have 
come to believe that there are paths forward. Ways of living that 
are good for me and others—and for the planet. 

As an ethnographer, I do not come from outside the culture I 
am studying. The culture in this case is twentieth and twenty-first 
century suburban and urban United States. So I am deeply impli-
cated in valuing, practicing, and benefitting from certain ways of 
thinking and being that are threatening to our species’ very ex-
istence. Our culture tends to ignore all the other ways of being 
and knowing, ways that might be paths to recovery. These ways 
become more obvious to me and more open to ethnographic study 
whenever I return from overseas. These paths open up when I en-
gage in small-scale activities that promote connection and healing.

I am an historian interested in millennia of human history. I 
see human history as eight million years old, starting when the 
first species exhibited some traits that seemed more like us than 
chimps. Once you look at history like this, then the last 10,000 
years, or even 2,000, which are often the starting points for study-
ing human history, are but a blip in time. This is one way I stand 
outside the present moment and look at it differently, through a 
long historical lens. 

My ethnography has roots at home and far away. I was raised 
somewhat outside the dominant culture by parents and grandpar-
ents who questioned U.S. foreign policy, the role of television in 
family life, and leisure time choices. I lived in Africa for more than 
five years (although not consecutively), where I learned as much 
about the culture from which I came as I did about the ones I was 
studying.  

As a humanist, I have long been aware of the fire that burns 
within me, the one that marks the human condition. It is a fire of 
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spirit. It requires a balance of expression and containment, and it 
requires acknowledgement. It leaves me yearning; it will always 
leave me yearning—for connection with people and planet. 

For the last 20 years, I have been a teacher at a Jesuit institution. 
The tools of Jesuit and Ignatian pedagogy and Ignatian spirituali-
ty have helped to deepen my understanding of my own wildness 
and that of others, and showed me the potential for healing. At 
the heart of Ignatian spirituality is an intention to listen to one’s 
deepest desires, for that is where one’s passion and purpose are 
best nurtured. At the heart of Jesuit pedagogy is seeing God in all 
things. These core philosophies (among many others) have helped 
me to think about teaching and learning as ways to the deepest 
truths about human nature.  

A sustainable future is essential to the healthiest expressions 
of such fire and passion. The institutions and systems of which I 
find myself a part are often noxious and not welfare enhancing. By 
joining with others, mentors and friends, I have been able to chan-
nel that fire in productive ways more than I might have otherwise. 
Thus, I have sought ways of being and knowing that honor the 
power of human energy within a variety of parameters—family, 
religious organizations, university, local farmers market, a com-
munity program to support local farms, a pay-as-you-can pizza 
parlor, my own programs and teaching development, and other 
activities that foster my connection to the world around me. None 
of this is to say that I have it completely figured out or do not 
suffer, but I do think that I have learned something about how to 
move forward. 

Thus this book is full of my fire and passion, and is the culmi-
nation of decades of living, teaching, writing, reading, gardening, 
hiking, biking, praying, partnering, mothering, and daughtering. 
It is an invitation to you to become more whole. I invite you to 
become more integrated, to recognize our profound connection 
to everything. And to see how, at the foundation, we humans are 
the Earth. 

Please note that, unless otherwise indicated, the poems in this 
book are mine.
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But as with deep water, it’s a battle to stay in deep time. 
We’re constantly brought back to the surface, engaged in our 

thoughts and needs of the moment. Connecting with these organisms 
that have been alive for at least 2,000 years, however, is not meant to di-
minish our experience in the here and now; in fact, it’s meant to inspire 

quite the opposite. Perhaps looking through the eyes of these ancient 
beings, and connecting with the deepest of time, we can borrow their 

bigger picture and adopt a longer view. I can’t think of a single problem 
in the world that wouldn’t 

benefit from the perspective of long-term thinking.

	 —Rachel Sussman, The Oldest Living Things in the World

Winter Water

Water slides in the valley 
a twisting ribbon

a braid woven with rock, 
edged by soil.

On this warming day,
eternal water
kisses ephemeral ice

it tickles the
floating sheets, a soft
gesture 

a murmur
within  
the brown gorge
a generous reminder of steadfastness.



14

Whole Earth Living

Whole Earth Living: An Example
I became intellectually and emotionally hooked by long-term 

history when I was seven or eight years old and my family visited 
the Natchez Trace. An old travel route, the Trace was not far from 
my birth home in Gulfport, Mississippi. My parents had taken us 
on a drive along part of the 20th century Natchez Trace Parkway, 
which was constructed during the New Deal era.

I remember a small section of the “Old Trace,” the area that ex-
isted before asphalt. The older trace had been worn by a succession 
of beings in search of food and shelter. First it was animals—most-
ly buffalo, but also elk, wolves, and bears. Then Native Americans 
followed the animal paths, building a network of trails connecting 
villages. Early explorers and Americans like Meriwether Lewis 
and Andrew Jackson followed the trails. 

Dust storms had blown in loess soil from the plains during the 
last ice age. For this reason, the trace is worn up to ten feet deep. 
This is banked by walls of soil and vegetation. 

This made such an enormous impression on me (no pun in-
tended). It was evident to me that the landscape could tell a story 
if you knew enough to look. And if you had enough connections 
to those who had lived on the land and could impart the stories of 
centuries gone by. 

Up until this point, history was an abstract concept for me. As 
it was, I think, for many of my generation living in the U.S., a 
country with a young history—if one neglected all the previous 
inhabitants, both human and non, as our teachers and textbooks 
did. At the Trace (both old and new), it became clear to me that 
history was neither abstract nor young, and that it was written on 
the landscape for those who cared to look, listen, and learn.

Fast-forward 40-plus years. As an adult enamored with long 
distance cycling and walking, I was on the cusp of turning 50. 
At the time, I was planning various bodily-engaged trips back to 
home territories where my sensibilities had been forged. I con-
vinced my family (mother, age 75; father, 76; husband, 50; daugh-
ter, 14) to spend Thanksgiving weekend cycling on the Trace. We 
would bring along a sag wagon for those who thought 10 to 15 
miles per day was plenty. 
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In the far recesses of my mind was the memory of standing 
before the old Trace decades before. Also, Mississippi was home. I 
was born there and spent the first nine years of my life a few miles 
from the Gulf Coast. I wanted to go back and share it in a new way 
with my parents and my daughter. My son had already left home 
for his own adventures.  

On the second night of our trip, after we had pedaled our way 
from Tupelo, Mississippi, to Collinwood, Tennessee, we settled 
into a small rental cottage. The owners showed us a couple of pho-
tocopied newspaper articles about a man who had built a large 
stone wall. The articles talked about the millions of tons of stone 
Tom Hendrix had moved. The wall was in memory of his great 
grandmother, a Native American. 

We decided it was worth backtracking 15 miles to see this won-
der. 

At the time, Tom Hendrix was 87 years old. He was the 
great-grandson of Te-la-nay, a Euchee Indian from the part of 
western Alabama near the Tennessee River—also called “the sing-
ing river” because Te-la-nay and her family believed that a wom-
an who lived in the water sang to them. Tom had spent the last 35 
years building a series of stone walls using 9 million tons of stone. 
At some places the wall was two feet wide and three feet tall, at 
others more than 20 feet wide. It stretched in two directions, sym-
bolizing his great-grandmother’s journeys. She had been forced to 
move from Alabama to Oklahoma by the federal government in 
the 1830s. Then she returned, illegally, trekking through Arkansas, 
Missouri, and Mississippi to her home near the singing river. 

Te-la-nay and her great-grandson symbolize the way all us hu-
mans carry centuries of the past with us into the present day.

Tom’s grandmother first told him the story of his great-grand-
mother when he was in the fourth grade. She also imparted to 
him her mother’s medicinal magic. He had only visited a doctor 
once in his life, when he joined the army. For his boundless health 
and vigor, he relied on the teachings of his grandmother, which 
he learned from his mother. He said Te-la-nay was a “magician 
with medicines.” Her medicinal skills had kept her safe after her 
return to Alabama. Because she could cure ailments no one else 
could, she was too valuable to the community to be turned in to 
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the government.
Tom Hendrix channels the energy and wisdom—both human 

and non-human—of the ages, the wisdom that humans need to 
reconnect with to make it through the times we live in now. We 
are living in an era called the Anthropocene. This geological age is 
marked by dramatic human impact and dramatic climate change. 

Tom had learned from pre-Anthropocene indigenous Ameri-
cans, people who had less powerful technology but a deeper re-
liance on the earth’s systems for their well-being. Writer and vet-
eran Roy Scranton claims that if we want being human to mean 
something now, in the Anthropocene, then: “We must not lose our 
few thousand years of hard-won knowledge, accumulated at great 
cost and against great odds. We must not abandon the memory of 
the dead.” Moreover, we need to be conscious of our deep past. 
Our consciousness should be in resonance with the dynamics of 
the 14-billion-year creation event to which we owe everything.	

Tom’s stones are hundreds of millions of years old. This lime-
stone comes from the Tennessee River. Tom takes darker sand-
stone from farms where the farmers piled them so the ground 
could be easily plowed. Much of the stone, both big and small, is 
in roughly rectangular blocks. Some stones have holes in them in 
the shape of faces, others are less than 1/8th of an inch thick and 
are stacked up by the dozens, making a delicate topping for the 
otherwise rough-hewn wall. 

The wall honors a woman whose knowledge of the landscape 
allowed her to walk from Oklahoma to Alabama and back. She 
walked there with her sister, then walked all the way back alone. 
Her knowledge of the landscape also provided the medicinal 
knowledge she needed to stay alive. And this knowledge, this cul-
tivated wisdom, was not hers. It was the heritage of her ancestors, 
won through centuries of learning in that landscape and in others. 

Tom Hendrix embodies the millennia of geological history with 
the stories that have shaped his time, body, life, and landscape. He 
embodies the millennia of cultural history of the Tennessee Riv-
er Valley with his Native American inheritance, the stories of the 
river, and the stories of nearby farming families. For reasons he 
can articulate and those he cannot, he has been compelled to pass 
those millennia-old connections to a wider audience. (There were 
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361 visitors on one day around the time we visited.) And those 
stones will tell a story for hundreds of years after Tom is gone. 

Tom Hendrix believes in the past and the future, what scien-
tists call the Long Now. Tom found a healthy and holistic way to 
live as a bridge between the two. 

Tom is creating space and energy with his stone walls. After 
studying the walls, I found myself looking up to the trees, the sky, 
the enduring nature above and below. The enormity of his under-
taking, the dedication he has shown, and his years of effort could 
only be matched by my own silence, an opening to the vastness of 
the Universe as I was experiencing it on my own bodily journey. 
Being there I made an earth-history-body-mind connection.

The need for this essential connection is one of the major points 
I am making in this book. It is one that our market culture weak-
ens. This book was written to promote the restoration of such ho-
listic connections. Human vitality and the vitality of the ecosys-
tems of the planet are inextricably intertwined. 

For some time now, medical practitioners and others in the 
West have recognized the wisdom and healing powers of Eastern 
medicines such as meditation, yoga, acupuncture, and other an-
cient practices. These techniques build on the mind-body connec-
tion. This is an important step in achieving wholeness. However, 
health care providers, teachers, and many parents are not as aware 
of the role that our connection to the earth and to history plays in 
our well-being. Yet, there is significant evidence to support the 
need for this awareness. 

Hundreds of studies have measured the positive physiologi-
cal impact of being outside in nature. We all know it’s good for 
us. Though less studied, there is evidence to support the value 
of feeling connected to family history and a history of place, be it 
one’s hometown or nation. The popularity of roadside historical 
markers and national historical monuments are two indications 
of a widespread desire for historical connection. “Revitalizing 
the commons” means remembering and valuing natural systems 
such as water and forests, as well as cultural patterns and tradi-
tions passed on as intergenerational knowledge to be shared by 
all members of a community. For us, the commons includes the 
earth, our collective history, and our capacities both physical and 



18

Whole Earth Living

intellectual. 
Tom’s story illustrates how I think about the sustainable path 

humans must travel in the decades to come. In order to survive 
and thrive, we need to redevelop an intimacy with nature, with 
our long evolutionary history, and with people near and far in 
time and space. This will require significantly more bodily en-
gagement than our dominant culture promotes.

The Anthropocene
In between my two visits to the Natchez Trace, I had attended 

many years of school and spent nearly two decades teaching at 
a university. I became an African historian in an attempt to quell 
my ignorance about the continent where I had been placed as a 
volunteer teacher after I finished college. 

I spent several years living in rural Africa. I lived in an area 
where cash crop and subsistence agriculture were the primary 
ways of making a living. Sugar cane was an important cash crop, 
and the labor involved in harvesting was physically demanding. 
The work was often done by Africans from outside the commu-
nity, that is, those with lesser means. Maize was the other signifi-
cant crop, grown both for subsistence but also for sale in the local 
and regional economy. Over the last hundred years, maize had 
become the primary grain crop for East Africa, providing flour for 
a variety of foods that were served daily in most homes.

As a volunteer teacher in Africa, I lived without electricity or 
running water in a small house on the edge of a high school cam-
pus. I shared an outhouse with the largest cockroaches I had ever 
seen. I cooked my meals over a one-burner kerosene stove with 
rope wicks I had to replace once a month. I had to be careful to 
conserve over three days the 20 gallons of water a student hauled 
from the river for my use. None of this felt like hardship to me. 
Nor did hitchhiking everywhere—to the nearest big town, to new 
places on vacation, or to the capital city of Nairobi. It felt natural 
to me to be taking care of my own needs in ways I had not done 
before. It felt natural to take what would have been risks before, 
but now served as means for making a greater sense of connection 
and belonging. A kind of land and people connectedness that I 
never knew before, or even could have imagined.
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The hardest part was not fitting in. I started learning Swahili 
so that I could understand my colleagues’ conversations in the 
faculty lounge. This made me reflect on the economic, intellectual, 
and cultural chasms that existed between us. I came from greater 
wealth, but I soon realized there were huge gaping holes in my 
knowledge of global histories and cultures, as well as in human 
experience and knowing. I recognized that I had been stripped of 
something before birth due to the technological, economic, and 
cultural trajectory of my home country.

I was not sure what that was. What did I lose being given so 
much here in the U.S.? I spent several decades trying to figure that 
out, working on an understanding alongside my students. The 
bits and pieces of history, culture, and bodily-engaged experience 
I picked up while in Kenya were so deeply intriguing that I turned 
with a sense of urgency to my own culture and history, looking for 
greater welfare for myself, for all of us.  

As I worked to make sense of African history for students in 
Cincinnati, Ohio, I read widely and voraciously about globaliza-
tion, economic development, and sustainability. In my classes on 
African history, as well as a wide array of other classes, including 
agriculture and some taught while bicycling around Cincinnati, 
I began to share with my students what I was beginning to un-
derstand. That our fate was tied not only to those with whom I 
had lived and worked in Africa, but with how we treat the entire 
planet. 

What I realized was that the cultural and economic trajectory 
of which my students and I were a part was a threat to the future 
of our species. This is not only because we are increasingly render-
ing our planetary home uninhabitable, but also because we have 
significantly narrowed human experience. 

At first I assumed that somewhere, somehow, humanity had 
run amok. Certainly, humans were not “programmed” to screw 
things up this badly? Certainly, somewhere, at some point, maybe 
with the invention of the steam engine, maybe when early hu-
mans first started deliberately growing and raising plants and an-
imals, maybe when those in industrialized countries gave up on 
small-scale family farming, maybe that was when something just 
went awry? 
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I read books and essays by the environmentalist and poet 
Wendell Berry, seeking answers. His writings evoke an era I did 
not live through and places I am not familiar with but long for. I 
read Berry and thought, if only… I started to wonder about early 
human history, the development of agriculture and other human 
ventures, and what these things could tell me about where we’d 
gone wrong. 

I also thought maybe our species has not gone wrong so much 
as just gone. That we had more or less mindlessly followed our 
noses from one day, month, year to another, perhaps not noticing 
what has been slowly, piece by piece, discarded from our evolu-
tionary and cultural inheritance. Perhaps we simply failed to no-
tice all that society has lost with our “progress” and increasing 
reliance on energy-intensive technology.

This was what I had been pondering for years. Meanwhile, my 
students knew something had changed forever before I did. They 
were (and still are) coming of age in a totally different era than 
that of their parents, a time of greater economic, environmental 
and climate, and social insecurity. A time when, ironically, the ca-
pacity for connection and responsibility has broadened beyond 
human reckoning. My students knew this. They were living it.

These are all very real developments with a wealth of statistical 
and scientific data to support them. They are also all interrelated. 
Recent economic growth and labor statistics in the United States, 
for example, clearly demonstrate the challenges of obtaining full-
time work commensurate with one’s training and skills. The insta-
bility and vulnerability is captured by the presence of the Ameri-
can precariat. The precariat is a class of people who are living only 
a single paycheck, one medical diagnosis, or a bad weather event 
away from significant vulnerability.

Today’s youth find themselves unable to move into social 
adulthood—marriage, decent wage-earning jobs, and separate 
housing from their natal family. Development scholar Alcin-
da Honwana has called this limbo state between childhood and 
adulthood “waithood.” It was first visible in Africa, and now can 
be seen in most countries. 

The most recent report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change states that humans have altered and continue to al-
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ter the planet’s climate in profound ways. These alterations are so 
significant that, even if societies start making drastic changes now, 
the more severe storms, droughts, and temperature swings we are 
experiencing now are probably going to be with us for thousands 
of years. 

Several decades ago, Robert Putnam chronicled one aspect 
of our increasing social insecurity in his book Bowling Alone. 
He pointed out how social connections had withered since the 
1960s—and this was before Facebook and iPhones, the kind of 
technological developments that many studies suggest have aug-
mented our isolation. 

On the other side of all these developments is our increasing 
capacity to communicate, organize, and learn from people across 
the globe. There is the reality that citizenship now reaches across 
time and space. Sustainability requires us to become global citi-
zens, not just national ones, in order to address global concerns 
such as climate change, financial crises, and the movement of 
diseases. This broadening also subjects us to the inequalities that 
have been rapidly increasing with the use of fossil fuels. Many of 
us experience these inequalities, in part at least, through terrorism 
and other acts of violence.

As I listened to my students, I was looking to learn more about 
what makes humans unique, what has led us to be so versatile, so 
numerous, and so technologically advanced. Are these attributes 
part of what it means to be human? If so, then what does this mean 
for humanity’s future?

Then, as I was reading, thinking and writing about these ques-
tions, I came across the term Anthropocene, a geological term. 
This is geologist’s reckoning of our human power, of the fact that 
humans are now a geological force and will leave our mark in the 
geological record. Geology is the study of long-term processes that 
have shaped the foundation of life on this unusually blue planet. 
The rocks were the source of our soils, which in turn determined 
which kinds of plants and animals would thrive, including our 
early human ancestors. Geology is the bedrock of our existence. 
The forces that shape the Earth’s surface, the wind, air, water, and 
plate tectonics, are all powerful. 

Scientists look for the physical evidence left behind in air, 
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water, soil, and rock. These stratigraphic markers will be key to 
identifying the dawn of the new era. The Anthropocene will be 
defined by layers of carbon, sediment from fields and dams, plas-
tics, nuclear energy, sinking cities on river deltas, and a possible 
sixth extinction. 

There is growing consensus that the Anthropocene began at 
the end of the eighteenth century when people in the global North 
began to use fossil fuels for energy instead of sun, wind, and wa-
ter; when people began to rely on paleotechnics such as coal and 
iron instead of eotechnics such as water and wood. But it picked 
up significant momentum after World War II, when farmers be-
gan applying nitrogen and other minerals to the soil to increase 
food production. By this time, automobiles were widely used in 
the global North. 

The Anthropocene identifies a significant rupture in our ways 
of proceeding. Some have said that it might rank alongside evo-
lution by natural selection as one of a handful of ideas that have 
transformed our understanding of ourselves and our world. Just 
think about the human impact on land: natural processes erode 
continental surfaces several tens of meters per one million years; 
due to human activity after the first millennium, the Earth’s sur-
face has eroded at ten times that rate.

Homo sapiens have become a force equivalent to tsunamis and 
plate tectonics. How did we get to the point where humans are 
powerful enough to change the planet and alter the ecosystems 
that have been the cradle, nursemaid, and resource warehouse for 
our most fantastic accomplishments? 

On the surface, the causes are no mystery. Humans have over-
populated, over-consumed, and misused technology. Human ex-
perience has narrowed so that many people in the industrialized 
world are no longer connected to the earth, to their histories, or to 
their bodies. This does not provide us with a way out of the mess 
we are in.

We need to examine what is disappearing and what has al-
ready disappeared. The journey to the Anthropocene is the result 
of a specific way of thinking about being in the world. An histor-
ically unprecedented, disconnected way. A way that has become 
hegemonic, or totalizing, but need not continue to be so. We can 
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look at other eras and peoples to see different ways of thinking 
and being, so that both the terrain behind us and the way forward 
become increasingly clear.

Looking Back to Look Ahead
My fascination with the Anthropocene fit with my training as 

an African historian. African historians have sought to understand 
the ways in which the earliest humans responded to a challeng-
ing landscape over the last several millennia. They have relied on 
archaeology and historical linguistics, among other tools. African 
historians were writing deep history before the term Anthropo-
cene ever existed.

The broadest and deepest possible perspective on this exper-
iment in human civilization demands humility. Human geogra-
pher Nigel Clark expressed this concept in his book Inhuman Na-
ture:

We drink from wells others have dug, follow trails others have 
blazed, settle into landscapes others have shaped. We feed on life 
forms millions of years in the making, inhale an atmosphere ex-
creted by countless other organisms. Others both human and non-
human have, step by step, fabricated the worlds we depend upon, 
realities to which we add our own amendments and surcharges. But 
these worlds can also withdraw their support—gradually or sud-
denly, temporarily or permanently. They take turns we do not fore-
see, push us further than we are prepared to go. Those who have 
come before us, those whose well-trodden paths we walk, whose 
bodies and behavior we inherit, have also had their tolerance test-
ed by the elements they relied upon, in more ways than we can 
ever know. We follow not only their successful moves, but also their 
hesitation, their stumbling over their overreaching. And even their 
disappearance.

Modern day humans are the beneficiaries of a planet long in 
the making. And now we stand at the threshold of a new planet. 

In a previous book, I explored the wisdom and experience 
available to us in African history and culture. I remain convinced 
that societies more closely tied to their pre-industrial past offer us 
important information and ideas for moving forward. 
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South African parliamentarian Mfuniselwa Bhengu has noted 
the way in which African societies look at humanity as a “human 
triad of spirit, soul and body.” The Western ideology of capitalism 
denies such a reckoning. Thus, Bhengu identified something we 
need to address: the fact that many of us, particularly in the glob-
al North, are heirs to a narrowed vision of human, societal, and 
planetary health.

In order to appreciate and make use of the paths not taken by 
humans in various places and times, we must separate the con-
joining of progress and history. One of the most pernicious beliefs 
is that what occurs today is always better than what happened 
yesterday. People in the global North especially believe that all 
forms of so-called progress are desirable, inevitable, and irrevers-
ible. Some scholars attribute this notion of progress to the devel-
opment of agriculture. Robert Manning notes that gatherer-hunt-
ers’ lifestyles changed little for millennia. After the development 
of agriculture, the success of food production led people to as-
sume they were now in charge of their own destiny and to em-
brace technological change. 

In the United States, belief in progress is augmented by the 
American Dream: in this land of opportunity, we are told, with 
hard work you can create a better life for yourself and your chil-
dren. In the 2016 political cycle, this idea of infinite progress was 
alive and well; even though there were significant disruptions 
between 2008 and 2012, they were (and still are) perceived as set-
backs, not a true representation of our society’s potential for prog-
ress. 

The reality is this: the narrative of progress upon which the 
United States and much of Western civilization was built is no 
longer valid, if it ever was. In fact, in the United States and else-
where, a different vision of what the future could hold is essential. 
This vision must reconnect earth, history, body, and mind. Such a 
vision is not anti-progress. It is anti-disconnection. What human 
societies could look forward to is a way of proceeding that honors 
the past, makes prudent use of a variety of technologies for a safe 
and secure future, and restores the full human experience of earth-
ly connection—spiritually, materially, and culturally.

In order to understand why the usual stories about humanity 
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are not leading us where we need to go, we must take a closer look 
at the eras that came before the Anthropocene: the Pleistocene and 
Holocene. 

The Pleistocene lasted from approximately 2.5 million years 
ago (mya) to 11,700 years ago. During this most recent period of 
repeated glaciation, the multiple species of the genus Homo de-
veloped. Homo sapiens was the last. Then came the Holocene ep-
och, which roughly corresponds to the era of human civilization, 
a 10,000-year glacier-free expanse that ushered in agriculture, ur-
banization, democracy, and a host of tremendous artistic, cultural, 
and economic developments.  The Holocene was a remarkably 
stable time in terms of climate and provided a relative safe and 
secure context for humanity’s flowering. This period was Homo 
sapiens’ Garden of Eden. 

As a species, we are biologically of the Pleistocene and cultur-
ally of the Holocene. 

Perhaps progress is not the best way to think about the distance 
humans have traveled from the last epoch. During the Holocene, 
humans began to disrupt ecological cycles. With the introduction 
of agriculture, the balance between humans and the rest of the 
ecosphere was significantly altered. Industrialization and technol-
ogy further disrupted global balance and well-being.

Long-term History: Agriculture and Technology
The interrelated themes of agriculture and technology can 

serve as the foundation for examining how the earth, history, 
body, mind balance for the human experience has been eroded.

Agriculture has been an unending quest to restore the original 
fertility of the soil. Many of the earliest farmers cut down forests 
in order to grow food and, in so doing, gained access to soil that 
had been accruing nutrients for millennia. These nutrients soon 
began to be depleted and, as populations grew, societies had to 
figure out ways in which to restore soil fertility. However, except 
for 50-year fallowing, which means not planting for half a century, 
none of these methods proved to be generous enough to restore 
the original fertility to the soil. 

Increasing population pressure and an inability to achieve pre-
vious states of fertility have resulted in significant diminution of 
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potential production over the long-term. This is the case in spite of 
the Green Revolution and industrial agriculture. 

The Green Revolution introduced research and technology ini-
tiatives between 1950 and the late 1960s that increased agricul-
tural production worldwide.  Ever since the Green Revolution, 
farmers and politicians have pursued productivity, efficiency, and 
a better material life for billions of the planet’s inhabitants. For 
many, industrial agriculture has proved successful. But farmers 
and eaters alike have lost humanity in the process. In the industri-
alized world, agriculture has little need for human labor. Reduced 
need for human labor is just one of the ways in which we as a 
species have lost elements of everyday experience that optimize 
our health. The soil is less fertile, the food less nutritious, and we 
have less vitality. Our technological wizardry, while a natural out-
growth of our evolutionary past, is not serving us well at the scale 
at which it now exists.

Agricultural technology has proven to be a double-edged 
sword. It has fed billions, but the embrace and pursuit of technolo-
gy has brought with it a train of problems. In fact, many of us have 
become dependent upon, if not slaves to, technology. The irony is 
the human aspects that differentiate us from our closest ape rela-
tives includes our endless creation and our ability to intensively 
exploit the environment around us. Such abilities in technological-
ly advanced societies have landed us in our current predicament. 

The quest for what humans really need, for a new vision of 
the optimal life, must build from personal experience. It must be 
based on testimonies from us and others. It needs to include the 
facts about our deep biological and cultural past. Study of the 
more recent past in places with more selective access to technol-
ogy (either by choice or circumstances) might make it easier to 
envision a path forward that honors, respects, and employs the 
full reach of our human interdependencies on the natural world.

Optimal Human and Ecological Welfare
To view the past in terms of what has been lost, discarded, 

or neglected is a bit like studying the shadow of history. But like 
many things, once you start to look for something, you find signs 
of it everywhere. 
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We humans have encoded within us certain impulses, signs of 
paths not taken, that might enable us to become more balanced 
and to restore balance to our environment. One time I was dis-
agreeing with a colleague about what can be done regarding our 
serious environmental problems. In response to my claim that 
some technologies of the past might be valuable today, he said 
that it was not possible to go back. If a generation does not experi-
ence an earlier form of technology, he claimed, they cannot desire 
it. He cited as an example how our children do not miss the horse 
and wagon. I agreed with him at the time.

Later, I thought about my experiences with my own children. I 
recalled how each of them at the age of three or four asked about 
traveling on the freeway. At different times and years apart, each 
child had told me they did not like traveling on the freeway—it 
was too fast. This is not a scientific experiment, but I would not 
be surprised if each of us has had to override a biology developed 
for a three-mile walking pace in order to become comfortable 
traveling at 60 mph in a car. Or perhaps it is the speed at which 
information comes at us at 60 mph that requires more energy to 
process. In any case, the message, if there is one, is that humans 
are adaptable. But the other message is this: among the range of 
choices we have in our lives, some promote greater connection 
and vitality than others.

What it means to be human involves asking what kinds of in-
stitutions and ideas societies need to ensure health, longevity, and 
continuity. One way of looking at this is through sustainability. 
Although the term is fraught with the weight of decades of failed 
efforts, sustainability can be an opportunity, rather than a burden. 
Sustainability is not a contraction of needs and wants, but a chance 
for reconnection and increased human vitality. Sustainability is a 
chance to become more fully human and to restore our multi-fac-
eted connection with nature; to forge a deeper understanding of 
our species’ evolutionary and long-term history; and to engage 
intimately with other humans near and far. For me, sustainability 
means optimal human and ecological welfare, which is defined by re-
connecting earth, history, body, and mind. 

Human interdependency with nature has been and remains 
profound. Connection with our evolutionary and long-term his-
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tory is also part of our human inheritance. Yet these connections 
are peripheral to daily existence for so many people today. We hu-
mans are profoundly social creatures who have created technolo-
gies and business strategies that jeopardize our own relationships. 
Restoring connections is key to a future of optimal human and 
ecological vitality and welfare for all.


