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To Pachamama in ayni and with greatest love

The RETURN of COLLECTIVE INTELLIGENCE
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“At this critical, uncertain time in history, building interdependence and community resilience is crucial. To do this effectively, we need to bust out of our mental straitjackets and breathe in the freedom of collective intelligence. Dery Dyer’s exciting book is at the leading edge of how to do just that!”
BILL PFEIFFER, 
FOUNDER OF SACRED EARTH NETWORK AND AUTHOR OF WILD EARTH, WILD SOUL: A MANUAL FOR AN ECSTATIC CULTURE
“We need to draw on our collective intelligence, and we need to realize that the best way of doing so is to ‘re-cognize’ the intelligence that resides in each of us. Dery Dyer’s book tells us why and how. A must-read in our critical times.”
ERVIN LASZLO, PH.D., 
PHILOSOPHER AND AUTHOR OF SCIENCE AND THE
AKASHIC FIELD
“A compelling weaving of story, science, and mysticism that will help you remember who you are and the potential within and all around you. Dyer shows us how to release conditioning and misperception to see from the eyes of the heart and to root into primordial rhythms. She guides us into the mystery—to live in harmony with the Earth and the sacred circle of all life.”
LLYN CEDAR ROBERTS, 
AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR OF SHAPESHIFTING INTO 
HIGHER CONSCIOUSNESS  
AND COAUTHOR OF SPEAKING WITH NATURE
“The Return of Collective Intelligence is much more than a book—it is 
a Michelin-star mind meal at what could arguably be humanity’s last supper. Dery Dyer has dished out a veritable smorgasbord. This beautifully crafted, highly readable ride through the latest literature and research on collective intelligence brings clarity while delivering a challenge to our hearts that (she rightly tells us) our intellects alone cannot answer—how do we cultivate wisdom in this information age? Dyer skillfully offers a clearer lens through which to evaluate the usefulness and limitations of our social networks and digital media platforms. By directing us to indigenous wisdom and Great Nature as the sanctuary and source of collective intelligence, her words ring the golden truth bell in our hearts. Our collective intelligence contains the resources required to right our world through love, empathy, and connection, if we act together. This is the promise and hope provided by the title of this work. May our collective intelligence indeed return, and quickly! Dery Dyer has certainly done her part to make it so.”
ELIZABETH B. JENKINS, AUTHOR OF THREE BOOKS ON INKA NATURE WISDOM, THE RETURN OF THE INKA, JOURNEY TO Q’EROS, AND THE FOURTH LEVEL
“A richly textured tapestry, artfully woven from widely disparate threads of human experience—from ancient civilizations to modern medicine, education, and quantum science. If you harbor any doubt about the essential intra-connectedness of life across space-time, and that we are designed for the sole purpose of co-creating the magical TOGETHER, Dery Dyer’s engaging narrative will relieve you of it!”
CHRISTINA STRUTT, PRINCIPAL THINKING PARTNER AT COCREATING CLARITY
“I breezed through this book during the 24 hours when I was in the midst of tech-savvy people conferring about the internet’s future. My neural excitation surpassed my ability to stay grounded in wisdom about who to be and what to do! I’m endorsing The Return of Collective Intelligence as a prompt for our fieldwork—to utilize Dery 
Dyer’s great integration that stretches across times and cultures. The words on these pages are a robust pod for passing, the best collection I’ve seen—but how do we choose to live, applying what we learn? Please, let’s not go back to sleep.”
JOAN LEDERMAN, STEWARD OF THE COLLECTIVE WISDOM INITIATIVE
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In Gratitude
As might be expected, this book is a collective effort.
It grew out of an innovative two-and-a-half-year doctoral program in New Paradigm thought created in 2002 by the late visionary educator Francisco Gutiérrez. Headquartered at Costa Rica’s Universidad de La Salle, the Doctorado de la Tercera Cultura is also offered in Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Guatemala, Honduras, Italy, Panama, and Spain.*1
The program is unique in many respects. Instead of being taught by professors, you learn from the authors of books on a vast reading list—a bursting treasure trove of world wisdom most of us would never encounter otherwise.
Upon entering the program, you must declare your chifladura (madness, passion, obsession)—whatever it is you’re hungering to know more about. (Three guesses as to what mine was!) Your reading and writing are done through the lens of your chifladura. You must also find a group of people with similar or related chifladuras and produce group work.
It was one of the most enjoyable, life-changing experiences I’ve ever had.
Like the rivers of wisdom that flow from so many different sources into this book, the wisdom from our work in the doctorado program flowed into what I’d learned over the years from native wisdom keepers and other friends and teachers, many of whom are quoted here. For these priceless gifts, which have enriched my life beyond measure, I’m deeply grateful.
The book has had good friends helping it every step of the way. My soul teacher Janine Fafard planted the seeds years ago during many latenight conversations; laughter-filled talks with soul sister Katya de Luisa made new insights bloom; Linda Moller, the soul sister who first set my feet on the Andean Path, bravely slogged through an embarrassingly boring and overwritten early draft and gave me excellent criticism. Ehud Sperling and Jon Graham generously offered incredibly valuable advice that inspired me to vanquish my timidity and write from my heart.
Along the way, I was delighted and humbled to discover that the editorial job requirements at Inner Traditions include infinite kindness and patience with clueless, fretful newbie authors. Special thanks to Patricia Rydle and Mindy Branstetter for gently shepherding this one through the bewildering publishing process.
And the book would never have happened without the consistent kindness of my husband (and fellow chiflado) Jim Molloy, who listened to me patiently; clarified my thinking with brilliant insights; contributed books, photos, technical and artistic skills, and countless hours of his valuable time; and repeatedly restored the peace—and my sanity—with timely interventions whenever he’d find me locked in mortal combat with my nemesis, modern technology.
May he and my other co-chiflados—Victoria Fontan, Jacqueline Gillet, Jan Hurwitch, and Steven Kogel—continue exploring, learning and helping the world. May the spirits of my parents, Elisabeth and Richard Dyer, see their work in this work. And may my many waikis 
(spiritual brothers and sisters), on Earth and in spirit, whose light illuminates this book and my life, recognize their contributions and know that I honor and thank them, even though I can’t possibly list them all.
I am truly blessed by so many beings—including the unseen helpers who unfailingly placed the right books in my hands at precisely the perfect moments. Mil gracias!

INTRODUCTION
What Is This Force Called Collective Intelligence?
It was magic!
Fifteen of us, representing various nationalities and ranging in age from our early twenties to our mid-sixties, were about to celebrate the final ceremony in our ten-day initiation journey through the Peruvian highlands. Our work had connected us with the energies in the land and ancient structures that marked places of power in the Inkas’ spiritual tradition.
Our guide was Elizabeth Jenkins, fourth-level teacher of the Andean Path and author of three books on Inka spirituality. With great good humor, energy, and dedication, she had shepherded us flawlessly through the powerful energetic exchanges, rituals, and cleansings at each site—many of them quite challenging, some downright scary.
Now we were gathered at the massive stone ruins of the Wiraqocha Temple, and she was presenting us with what appeared to be the most difficult task of all. She asked us to separate into two circles—men in one, women in another—and immediately choose a High Priest and a High Priestess to conduct our closing ceremony.
We gaped at her in disbelief. Choose immediately? She had to be kidding! Our group contained an overabundance of likely candidates—even a kahuna from Hawaii!
Everybody agreed that Elizabeth simply wasn’t being realistic. What she was asking us to do would take hours of discussion and many rounds of voting.
She listened, grinning, as we voiced our doubts.
“You can do it!” she insisted. “Just consult your qosqos.” (In the Andean tradition, the qosqo is the “spiritual stomach”—the energetic center of one’s being.)
We finally agreed to humor her. Shaking our heads dubiously, we formed our circles, closed our eyes, and zeroed in on our qosqos.
Within seconds, my left hand shot out involuntarily and grabbed the arm of Juliet, the woman to my left. At that exact instant, three or four voices blurted, “Juliet!”
Everyone’s eyes snapped open. Those who hadn’t spoken were nodding vigorously, gazing at Juliet, who was even more astonished than the rest of us. A humble, soft-spoken woman in her sixties, she was not an obvious candidate.
But here she was—our instantaneous, unanimous choice. Our rational minds hadn’t participated at all—they’d been bypassed by an immediate knowing that seemed to spring from somewhere in our bodies.
As we tied a pareo around her shoulders to honor her new status, Juliet seemed to grow taller, serene and proud, her gentle eyes radiating a power we had not noticed before . . . every bit the High Priestess.
The men took a little longer to choose the High Priest—about a minute. The youngest in the group, he was another unlikely (and unanimous) choice.
Priest and Priestess proceeded to lead the ceremony with an impressive intuitive certainty, as if they’d done it hundreds of times. All of us (except for Elizabeth, who was beaming proudly) were in awe.
It was magic!
It was the magic of collective intelligence.
* * *
What is this magic?
What is the mysterious force that enables flocks of birds, swarms of bees, parades of ants, and schools of fish to function together in perfect synchrony, obviously communicating and cooperating at some undetectable level, for the good of all?
What is the process that has always guided indigenous people to acquire the information they need to make important decisions, with no need for lengthy discussion or debate?
WHAT REALLY HAPPENED IN OUR CIRCLES IN PERU?
As we will see in the chapters to come, the endlessly fascinating search for answers takes us deep into the discoveries of New Paradigm science—as well as into territory formerly reserved for shamans and mystics: sacred geometry, geomancy, multidimensionality, expanded states of consciousness, deep ecology, Black Madonnas, White Lions. And we find that all the paths ultimately converge.
Modern humans, accustomed as we are to perceiving the world through our individualized lenses, find it hard to believe that it’s possible to think, or act, as a single entity. But collective intelligence was a normal part of life for our ancestors and still is used by indigenous cultures throughout the world.
It lives on in native spiritual traditions and in universal symbols, which hints that it’s encoded in us, as it is in all beings. Swarming and flocking behavior is its most obvious expression. At its most subtle, it’s an instantaneous knowing, shared by members of a group, of the wisest course of action that will benefit all.
It may be Gaia’s greatest gift to her children. And now, with all life on Earth critically endangered, I believe it has become her most urgent imperative.
If humans in the “developed” world can reconnect with this ancient gift, we may be able to repair our fragmented perception and reverse the devastation it has wreaked on our planet before it’s too late.


PART ONE
ALL THAT IS
[image: image]
Fig. 1.1. Looking back: stairway in Machu Picchu, Peru. Photo by Dery Dyer.


1
An Ancient Gift
The Interdependence of All Life
Perhaps, despite great destruction of human experience, ancient insight and wisdom are not lost. Somehow they are still part of us, inside us. These insights can and will come back to us when we need them.
ROBERT WOLFF1
We—you and I—are part of a collective.
Not just the collective formed by our family, our social circle, our nation, or even the human race. We’re part of a collective that includes everything on Earth and beyond. Animals, plants, trees, bugs, bacteria, viruses, molds, cells, stones (stones? Yes!), wind and water, fire and earth, stars, sun, moon, cosmos.
All That Is.
Ancient spiritual traditions and now science tell us that each of us is a member of an intricately interconnected, infinitely complex whole that works cooperatively for the greatest good of all; each of us is a cell in a single immense organism that is constantly evolving . . . and intelligent.
It should be so obvious. You and I, the lone cells, couldn’t survive for a second—much less thrive—by ourselves. From the instant of our conception we are utterly, inextricably dependent on All That Is—on sunlight, rain, bacteria, one another. At the same time, we are responsible for contributing to the success of everything we’re part of.
We are not only participants in the awesome power of collective intelligence—we’re proof of it.
But along the way, we humans forgot that we’re part of this miraculous process. Our amnesia was so total that we deluded ourselves into believing we were autonomous, powerful, and immune. Our ability to manipulate the material world convinced us that our technology would guarantee our impunity, allowing us to act recklessly, selfishly, and destructively.
Fortunately, we’re waking up. We’re reconnecting with the ancient gift. Collective intelligence—aka collective wisdom, swarm intelligence, collective consciousness—has become a hot topic. Biologists, social scientists, computer researchers, robotics engineers, transport companies, and students of metaphysics, working through such organizations as the Co-Intelligence Institute, the World Café, the Collective Wisdom Initiative, and the Center for Collective Intelligence at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, are all hard at work studying its implications for everything from traffic control to world peace.
Some researchers are concentrating on the behavior of animal groups; others are focusing on cities; still others are looking at circles of spiritual seekers. Most agree that collective intelligence occurs spontaneously when individuals who share a need and a purpose instinctively self-organize into a group and function with no leader or central authority. Whether they are flocks of birds, schools of fish, ant colonies, or gatherings of humans, such groups are somehow able to exhibit abilities much greater than what any—or all—of their members would normally possess.
“Where this intelligence comes from raises a fundamental question in nature,” writes Peter Miller in his National Geographic article “Swarm Theory.” “How do the simple actions of individuals add up to the complex behavior of a group? How do hundreds of honeybees make a critical decision about their hive if many of them disagree? What enables a school of herring to coordinate its movements so precisely it can change direction in a flash, like a single, silvery organism? The collective abilities of such animals—none of which grasps the big picture, but each of which contributes to the group’s success—seem miraculous even to the biologists who know them best.”2
I’m convinced that a group’s extraordinary abilities are actually evidence of highly developed intelligence in its individual members. Each must be able to comprehend not only the big picture, but the really big picture—one that extends far beyond the success of the group. Each member of the group is smart enough to know that he or she has something of vital importance to contribute to the whole—and that the group does too.
As we’ll see, our very use of collective intelligence implies an understanding of the importance of working together to ensure not only our individual survival and the success of our group, but the survival of our world.
And there’s more. We’ll be looking at how collective intelligence
	expands the definition of intelligence beyond standard accepted forms (logical, emotional, linguistic, spatial, musical, corporeal, intrapersonal, interpersonal, etc.). It includes but is not limited to brain function.
	appears to be hard-wired in all life forms. But most of humanity—with the exception of traditional cultures—has suffered such psychic fragmentation that we’ve lost much of our ability to use it.
	is based on wholeness—the interdependence of all life. As such, it always works for the collective good and benefits the entire web of life.
	was an important part of prehistoric spiritual beliefs and practices, conserved in esoteric traditions as well as by indigenous people, and is being remembered by many contemporary scientific theories.
	is the opposite of mob mind or groupthink. That’s collective stupidity, which we’ll be visiting in part 2.
	is much greater than what can be replicated by artificial intelligence. As experienced by ancient and contemporary humans, collective consciousness invariably includes the numinous.
	is available to all of us, all the time.

To comprehend the subtle and profound reaches of collective intelligence and how we can relearn to use it, we’ll be looking closely at ancient and indigenous spirituality, the distortions in modern perception, the power of archetypal forces, and the many ways in which our ancestors worked—and native people continue to work—with energy. What we’ll find is aweinspiring, especially when seen through the lens of recent scientific thought.
THE VOLCANOES ARE TALKING
My experience in the circle in Peru was my first conscious brush with collective intelligence. But it wasn’t my first taste of magic—or of the Andes (for me, the two are pretty much synonymous.)
Born in Brazil to two adventurous journalists from the United States, I spent my childhood in Costa Rica and Chile, punctuated by forays throughout the Americas, the Caribbean, and Europe, before going to high school and college in the United States.
As a child I found the dizzying power of the Andes intoxicating; as a grown-up, I was called to them again and again—ostensibly to learn about Andean spirituality, but also to bathe myself in the delicious energy emitted by the beautiful peaks and their people.
Everywhere I lived or traveled, magic was afoot somewhere in the natural landscape. In Latin America it blossoms with a continuous crop of inexplicable happenings that intrigue, baffle, and often terrify—such as when my U.S.-trained Costa Rican pediatrician, a close friend of my parents, confessed that he was haunted by the X-ray of a young TB patient whose lungs displayed a pattern of lesions that corresponded identically to pins stuck in the chest of a crudely made rag doll the child’s parents had found in their yard.
In Costa Rica I spent my childhood in the Central Valley canton of Escazú, known as “Land of the Witches” because of its profusion of brujos who, since pre-Columbian times, healed with herbs or practiced sorcery in the hills beneath Mount Pico Blanco. This enchanted mountain is the home of the legendary witch Zárate, still said to work her powerful but benevolent magic in forest and fog.
I grew up savoring the rich soup of cultures with their fantastic tales of magic, miracles, spooks, and spirits. From the country folk who worked for us, I learned to hurry inside after dark if a certain owl hooted; it was announcing that its sidekick, the puma, was coming down the mountain. I learned that if it didn’t rain on Good Friday, there would surely be an earthquake. I learned that one had to prune trees and cut hair only during the waning moon, and that the sheet lightning illuminating the mountain ridges was the volcanoes talking to each other.
And so much more. For children lucky enough to live immersed in wildness—untamed mountains, jungles, coastlines—the energies of the Earth are palpable and whisper of a mysterious world where anything is possible.
As I grew older, the enigmatic power and beauty of traditional cultures kept tugging at my soul. I felt that the ancients who had left traces of their vanished world on our land, and their descendants on every continent, had access to some kind of essential truth missing from the lives of “civilized” people.
All of this, of course, collided head-on with my rigidly rationalistic education, and certainly had no place in my subsequent journalism career, in which anything but the verifiable facts—especially anything woo-woo—was a no-no. But Costa Ricans live by the maxim No hay que creer ni dejar de creer (one must neither believe nor cease to believe)—in other words, be skeptical, but keep an open mind.
So, neither believing nor ceasing to believe, I lurched back and forth between “the facts” and the magical world I had often experienced, always wondering if there was a way to reconcile these paths that were so different. After years of seeking, I finally found it—first in the spiritual wisdom of native cultures, then in the new science that has come to validate it for those of us still arrogant enough to need convincing.

THE PARADIGM SHIFT
For many new-science pioneers, the idea of collective intelligence easily follows the great discovery that everything is interconnected and interdependent. If, at the quantum level, we are all one, how extraordinary is it, really, that we are able to think and act together?
Numerous aspects of the New Paradigm, such as systems theory, chaos theory, and field theory, as well as exciting discoveries in many different branches of science—biology, cosmology, genetics, neurobiology—all shed light on collective intelligence. At the same time, they provide dramatic evidence that the spiritual beliefs and practices of traditional people, which mechanistic science couldn’t and wouldn’t touch, had it right all along.
Native people and modern people see things so differently that sometimes it seems as though they’re not looking at the same world. The indigenous person sees the living links between Earth and her children and knows that there is no action any of us can take that won’t have some effect, for good or ill, somewhere.
This means that each of us bears an immense responsibility for what happens to the world, each other, and all beings. It’s an ethical burden most people in “developed” societies, mindlessly “getting and spending,” consuming and polluting, have never even contemplated, much less carried.
But it’s not our fault. Over millennia, we of the dominant culture gradually lost our connection with nature. And the more technology took over writing our life scripts, the harder it became to perceive the subtle energies that weave the web of life. All we could see were isolated fragments of reality—bits and pieces of the whole. The big picture eluded us; it was just too vast to grasp.
Yet more and more modern people sense, at a deep level, that something vital has gone missing. We may no longer be able to perceive the cosmic web, but we are still part of it.
“The key insight coming from the new paradigm in the sciences is not 
technological, it is the confirmation of something people have always felt but 
could not give a rational explanation for: our close connection to each other 
and to the cosmos,” writes philosopher and systems theorist Ervin Laszlo. “Traditional people have known it and have lived it, but modern civilization has first neglected and then denied it. Yet genuine spiritual experience offers direct evidence of our links to each other and to all of creation, and now science confirms the validity of such intuitions.”3

THE BIG PICTURE
For me, many studies of collective intelligence, while valuable and interesting, don’t go far enough. I believe the story isn’t just about the amazing self-organizing behavior of ant colonies, slime-mold cells, flocks of birds, or cars in traffic; the big story is about the even more exciting big picture: the ways in which those ants, birds, slime molds (sorry, the cars don’t count), and increasing numbers of humans are contributing—wisely, intelligently, altruistically—to the maintenance of life. Laszlo notes:
A fresh look at our connections in the framework of the new sciences—quantum physics above all—began to indicate that the “oneness” people sometimes experience is not delusory and that the explanation is not beyond the ken of the sciences. As quanta, and entire atoms and molecules, can be instantly connected across space and time, so living organisms, especially the complex and supersensitive brain and nervous system of evolved organisms, can be instantly connected with other organisms, with nature, and with the cosmos as a whole.
This is vitally important, for admitting the intuition of connections to our everyday consciousness can inspire the solidarity we so urgently need to live on this planet—to live in harmony with each other and with nature.4

ONE WITH ALL THAT IS
I am one with All That Is,
All That Is is One:
Rocks and trees and
Hawks and bees,
All beneath the sun.
OWL WOMAN5
Nature is the source of all indigenous wisdom because it shows the way—the only way—to live in harmony with All That Is.
According to Tom Cowan, author of Fire in the Head: Shamanism and the Celtic Spirit, what the Eskimos call sila “is similar to the divine power the Polynesians call mana, the Algonquin manitou, the Lakota wakanda, the Iroquois orenda, the Pawnee tirawa, and the !Kung ntum. It is very much the same idea expressed as brahman in India and the tao in China and Japan. In the European esoteric tradition, it is often called magick. It is the God-Without-Form, the Great Spirit or wondrous mystery behind all that is and, in fact, it is All-That-Is.” Cowan says the ancient Celts believed that this power resides in everything, so “the vital essence of the universe interconnects all living things.”6
Native people throughout the world hold this same view, venerating Mother Earth and honoring “All My Relations,” the myriad beings who share their world, as brothers and sisters.
While learning the Andean spiritual path from native shamans, Elizabeth Jenkins frequently found her eyes opened to a startling reality in which what was metaphorical to us was literally true. “Again and again my exposure to this tradition has revealed to me as obvious the fact that on levels often too subtle to notice, human beings, plants, animals, nature, and mother earth all constantly communicated, affected, and exchanged energy with one another, and that should these incalculable inter-species exchanges cease, life itself as we know it would also cease,” she writes. “Together, we formed an immense living system in which each part performed some necessary service essential to the survival of the whole.”7
The elements show us the awesome power of the collective. A single drop of water, a soft breeze, a pebble, or a spark might go unnoticed, but when each contributes its energy to the whole, rivers, hurricanes, avalanches, and flames resculpt our world in a continuous process of creation.
The new science is confirming what native people have been insisting for thousands of years: Mother Earth is not just a colorful metaphor. Now that we’ve finally begun to wake up, we’re amazed to learn that she really is the one running what we thought was our show. Moreover, unlike the ham-fisted, destructive humans who think they’re in charge, she maintains harmony with astounding delicacy, precision, and care. As “new thinker” Ken Dychtwald points out:
Since all aspects of the universe can be seen to exist as energetic systems, then the rigid line between living and nonliving systems immediately disappears and we see that everything is quite alive in some very fundamental way. Not only are the tiniest atomic particles to be considered whole, intelligent and alive systems, but we must also view the planet earth, the solar system and the galaxy as being alive, whole and self-intelligent at a fundamental energetic level.8
Physicist, systems theorist, and deep ecologist Fritjof Capra writes:
The earth . . . functions not just like an organism but actually seems to be an organism—Gaia, a living planetary being. Her properties and activities cannot be predicted from the sum of her parts; every one of her tissues is linked to every other tissue and all of them are mutually interdependent; her many pathways of communication are highly complex and nonlinear; her form has evolved over billions of years and continues to evolve.9
“Only now are we realizing that the Earth is a self as well,” adds cosmologist Brian Swimme, author of The Universe Is a Green Dragon. “The Earth is a self-organizing process of astounding complexity and achievement.”10

AWARENESS OF ONENESS
The universe is a multiform event. There is no such thing as a disconnected thing.
BRIAN SWIMME11
The universe came into being with us together; with us, all things are one.
CHUANG TZU12
The heart of indigenous spirituality is the heart of the new science.
“Traditional people look at the world and everything in it as ‘wholes,’ as universals: each a universe in itself, a microcosm of the macrocosm, each a part of an infinity of other wholes, and itself comprising an infinity of other smaller wholes,” writes James David Audlin in his compilation of teachings of Native American elders.13
He could be talking about systems theory, which introduced the idea that “systems are integrated wholes whose properties cannot be reduced to those of smaller units.” Every organism, says Fritjof Capra, “from the smallest bacterium through the wide range of plants and animals to humans—is an integrated whole and thus a living system.”14
Our indigenous ancestors were clearly more observant of what was actually going on in the natural world than were the mechanistic scientists who sought to separate, label, and categorize.
“The mechanistic view of reality separated substance from process, self from other, thought from feeling,” say systems theory scholar and deep ecologist Joanna Macy and writer Molly Young Brown. “In the systems perspective, these dichotomies no longer hold. What appeared to be separate and self-existent entities are now seen to be interdependent. What had appeared to be ‘other’ can be equally construed as a concomitant of ‘self,’ like a fellow cell in a larger body.”15
Wholeness is also the basis for chaos theory. In a chaotic system, say holistic theorist John Briggs and holistic physicist F. David Peat, “everything is connected, through negative and positive feedback, to everything else. 
. . . Chaos theory, like the image of our incredible planet in space, offers us a perception 
. . . of an interconnected world—a world organic, seamless, fluid, whole.”16
According to Ervin Laszlo, field theory proposes that “human beings and all living things are a coalescence of energy connected to every other thing in the world.” The discovery that energy fields link everything has led to the realization that “the reality we call universe is a seamless whole.”17

THE ILLUSION OF ISOLATION
A human being is part of the whole, called by us the “Universe,” a part limited in time and space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings as something separated from the rest, a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness. This delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting us to our personal desires and to affection for a few persons nearest to us.
Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty.
ALBERT EINSTEIN18
The tendency of individuals to self-organize into groups is an essential quality of living systems, and it’s where collective intelligence reveals itself.
“The social insects—bees, wasps, ants, termites and others—form colonies whose members are so interdependent and in such close contact that the whole system resembles a large, multicreatured organism,” Fritjof Capra explains. “Bees and ants are unable to survive in isolation, but in great numbers they act almost like the cells of a complex organism with a collective intelligence and capabilities far superior to those of its individual members.”19
Of course, nothing can survive in isolation. We humans may live under the illusion that once we become adults, each of us is independent and can easily live on our own. But just try it. We wouldn’t last very long without our support group of countless beings and systems inside and outside of us.
“Many of us think that our mind is separate from the world around us,” writes Joan Halifax, author of several books on Buddhism. “Gregory Bateson said that this divided notion of the self was the great epistemological error of Western civilization. There is a larger mind of which the individual mind is only a subsystem. This mind is immanent in the totally interconnected social system of our planetary ecology.”20
Halifax offers the example of corn to show how “we interpenetrate one another and are coextensive with all creation. We inter-are. . . . [Corn] cannot grow to maturity outside the body of the Earth, so therefore she is part of the Earth. Nor can she grow without sun, moisture, and human care. 
. . . She cannot ‘be’ in isolation. Rather, she is part of the continuum of life whose unique expression of maize-ness is part of an interactive web of identities and events that give rise to her beingness.21
The New Paradigm weighs in to agree. Lecturer and journalist Lynne McTaggart says that the discoveries of quantum scientists “blurred the boundary lines of our individuality—our very sense of separateness. If living things boil down to charged particles interacting with a field and sending out and receiving quantum information, where did we end and the rest of the world begin?”22
There’s just no getting around it (or away from each other): we are all entangled.
“The visible body just happens to be where the wave function of the organism is most dense,” biologist Mae Wan Ho explains. “Invisible quantum waves are spreading out from each of us and permeating into all other organisms. At the same time, each of us has the waves of every other organism entangled within our own make-up.”23
This entanglement is quite visible to indigenous masters, who can perceive a universe that modern people not only can’t see but can’t even imagine. Well-known author Deepak Chopra says that the Sanskrit word maya describes the modern person’s handicap: it’s “the illusion of boundaries, the creation of a mind that has lost its cosmic perspective.”24
But we can learn to see our connections again. As part of a “large, multicreatured organism,” humans too are capable of collective intelligence working for the greater good.

WHOLENESS AND HOLINESS
It is enough for me to contemplate the mystery of conscious life perpetuating itself through all eternity; to reflect upon the marvelous structure of the universe, which we can dimly perceive, and to try humbly to comprehend even an infinitesimal part of the intelligence manifested in nature. This is as good a definition of God as I need.
ALBERT EINSTEIN25
Attempting to understand a phenomenon as mysterious as collective wisdom . . . is a bit like trying to understand God.
CRAIG HAMILTON26
Awareness of wholeness is awareness of holiness, and pioneering theoretical physicist David Bohm was fond of pointing out the common root of both words. (They come from the Indo-European root kailo-, meaning “whole, uninjured, of good omen,” according to The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language.)
Our ancestors perceived no difference among what Western minds later divided into the material, the energetic, and the sacred. They understood that the same energy animates a blade of grass, a hurricane, a mosquito, and us. The sacred was not remote, exclusive, or difficult to touch; it was an intimate part of every being’s life.
Specific points on the Earth and places in nature—mountains, forests, bodies 
of water—as well as cyclical celestial events such as solstices, equinoxes, and the appearance of certain stars, were acknowledged as openings to divine energy. Working with air, water, fire, and earth in sacred places at certain times, ancient people used tools such as the circle to exchange energy with the cosmos, thereby fulfilling their responsibility to the forces of creation and receiving infusions of grace. Sacred reciprocity—the energetic give-and-take the Andeans call 
ayni—became the cornerstone of indigenous spiritual life.
Tom Cowan stresses that in the mystical literature of all peoples, regardless of religion or century, “we find vestiges of the belief that the natural landscape is spiritually alive and that an indwelling spirit animates each living or created thing.”27
“When we speak of the human animal’s spontaneous interchange with the animate landscape, we acknowledge a felt relation to the mysterious that was active long before any formal or priestly religions,” adds philosopher, cultural ecologist, and performance artist David Abram. “The instinctive rapport with an enigmatic cosmos at once both nourishing and dangerous lies at the ancient heart of all that we have come to call ‘the sacred.’”28
We see this rapport in children, which implies that spirituality may be something every human is born with. Ramón Gallegos Nava, sociologist and author, maintains that “children are spiritual beings by nature. Their recognition of the mystery and wonder of life places them in contact with an immense non-material world ready to be discovered.”29
Interestingly, the syncretism that followed every effort by dominant religions to eradicate traditional beliefs epitomizes the wholeness-holiness link. Instead of disappearing, ancient and indigenous Earth spirituality simply incorporated elements of the new religions being imposed on them. From prehistoric Goddess-worshipping cultures to Afro-Caribbean religions to Mayan and Andean spirituality, native peoples’ insistence on blending ancient and recent shows that they don’t admit the doctrinaire divisions created by modern minds.
Our ancestors were also well aware that collective activities facilitate communication with divine energies. Not surprisingly, the sacred pops up often in contemporary discussions of collective consciousness.
“Miraculous”—a word frequently used by scientists examining the behavior of animal groups—is voiced repeatedly by awed humans who have experienced collective intelligence. Reports contain such phrases as “You feel the presence of the sacred,” “It was as if something larger than me was speaking through me,” “It was totally magical,” and “We’re absolutely convinced that we’re experiencing the beginnings of an evolutionary shift that’s greater than anything we’ve ever experienced.”30
If mechanistic science falls short when trying to explain the apparently miraculous behavior of animal groups, it’s at a loss to deal with such dramatic experiences among humans.
According to Fritjof Capra, science and the sacred can no longer be on separate pages. He explains, “In the stratified order of nature, individual human minds are embedded in the larger minds of social and ecological systems, and these are integrated into the planetary mental system—the mind of Gaia—which in turn must participate in some kind of universal or cosmic mind. . . . In this view, the deity . . . represents nothing less than the self-organizing dynamics of the entire cosmos.” Therefore, he says, “the systems view of mind seems perfectly consistent with both the scientific and the mystical views of consciousness, and thus to provide the ideal framework for unifying the two.”31
For biologist Rupert Sheldrake, “God is not remote and separate from nature, but immanent in it. Yet at the same time, God is the unity that transcends it.” He quotes fifteenth-century mystic Nicholas of Cusa, who said that “divinity is the enfolding and unfolding of all things in such a way that all things are in divinity”—presaging Bohm’s theory, centuries later, of the implicate order unfolding into the explicate.32
“Far from destroying God, science for the first time was proving His existence—by demonstrating that a higher, collective consciousness was out there,” writes Lynne McTaggart. “There need no longer be two truths, the truth of science and the truth of religion. There could be one unified vision of the world.”33
[image: image]
Fig. 1.2. Leaf-cutter ants at work. Photo by Jim Molloy.

ANTS, INTELLIGENCE, AND ALTRUISM
“Ants aren’t smart. Ant colonies are,” says biologist Deborah Gordon.34
Author Steven Johnson looks at the collective intelligence of ants from the standpoint of emergence theory, describing Gordon’s studies of “the connection between the microbehavior of individual ants and the overall behavior of the colonies themselves.” He calls this “a particular kind of emergent, self-organizing system.”35
Gordon says the queen ant, housed in a safe chamber deep at the bottom of the colony, is not an authority figure; she lays eggs and is cared for by the workers.36 It would be impossible for her to direct every worker’s decision about which task to perform and when. According to Johnson, this makes ants perfect models of “bottom-up” or “emergent” collective intelligence.
Gordon points out that individual ants have no way to “assess the global situation” but still manage to “work together in a coordinated way . . . using only local information. “Local turns out to be the key term in understanding the power of swarm logic,” Johnson writes. “We see emergent behavior in systems like ant colonies when the individual agents in the system pay attention to their immediate neighbors rather than wait for orders from above. They think locally and act locally, but their collective action produces global behavior.”
Johnson maintains that
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