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We shall not cease from exploration

And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started

And know the place for the first time.

— T.S. Eliot, Little Gidding
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Two Moments, One Question
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Sixty thousand years is a number that defeats the imagination. Not because it's incomprehensibly large—in geological terms it barely registers, a thin smear of biological activity on a very old rock — but because it forces a reckoning with what a viable civilisation actually requires. Not conquest. Not relentless extraction. Nor the restless acceleration that the modern world mistakes for progress. Something quieter, yet more demanding, and far more intelligent: the capacity to inhabit a living system so considerately, across so many generations, that the system and the people within it learn to sustain each other.

As an Australian citizen I hope you will allow me the liberty of reaching into the treasure trove of Indigenous lore and knowledge for my very first illustration. The Aboriginal Australians who practised cultural burning were not managing the land in any sense our industrial mind would recognise. Management implies distance—a subject acting on an object, a controller operating a system from outside. What they were doing was something the English language struggles to name precisely: a continuous, reciprocal, multi-generational conversation between a people and a continent, conducted through the medium of fire.

Fire was the instrument. But the intelligence behind it was of a different order altogether—woven from sixty thousand years of reading patterns that most modern eyes, trained on shorter horizons, simply can't see. The moisture held in specific grasses at particular times of year. The behaviour of certain animals in the days before a burn. The relationship between the direction of seasonal winds and the movement of seeds across a landscape. The way in which some species of eucalypt respond to low-intensity fire with a regenerative vigour they never express in its absence. The exact mixture of burnt and unburnt country that maintain the mosaic of habitat on which the biodiversity of an entire continent depends.

These were not observations made by individuals and applied within a single lifetime. They were patterns accumulated across hundreds of generations, tested against reality with a rigour that no laboratory can replicate, and transmitted not in textbooks or technical manuals but in story, in song and dance, in the embodied practice of walking through country with attention tuned to frequencies the extractive eye cannot detect. The knowledge was not held in any individual mind. It was held in the relationship between the community and the country—in the living system of practice, transmission, and considerate habitation through which the intelligence of sixty thousand years remained not merely preserved but continuously renewed.

The ecological consequences of that intelligence are now, after two centuries of its suppression, becoming unmistakable. In the Australian summer of 2019 to 2020, fires burned across more than eighteen million hectares of the continent's southeast—destroying an estimated three billion animals, generating a smoke plume visible from space, and producing atmospheric conditions that altered weather patterns across the southern hemisphere. Scientists and emergency managers used the word unprecedented.

Aboriginal land stewards used a different word: predictable. The removal of cultural burning from the land had been accumulating its consequences for two centuries. The 2019-2020 fires were not a natural disaster. They were the ecological consequence of a misconception—a misreading that began when the first European settlers watched the controlled burns of the Aboriginal Australians. What they saw were primitive people setting fire to the bush rather than a civilisation expressing, in the medium of fire, the most sophisticated land management system the continent had ever known.

What they were unable to see was their own blindness—the cognitive narrowing that comes from inhabiting a story so completely that its categories become indistinguishable from reality, and everything outside them becomes nothing.

This is what planetary intelligence looks like from outside the story that cannot accommodate it. Unremarkable. Invisible. The absence of what the story expects to find. And this is what its suppression costs, measured not in economic terms but in terms that actually matter: eighteen million hectares of a living ecosystem reduced to ash, three billion animals gone, a continent's ecological intelligence dismantled across two centuries and its consequences delivered in a single catastrophic summer.
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The Story Swallowed the Warning
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In the early 1990s, the Atlantic cod was dying. Not suddenly. And certainly not invisibly. The pattern of its collapse had been accumulating in the scientific literature for decades. Stock assessments, reproductive biology, and harvest rate mathematics all pointed with increasing urgency toward the same conclusion. The fishery that had drawn European fleets across the ocean before Columbus, so abundant that early explorers reported you could lower a basket into the water and bring it up full, was being destroyed. Not depleted in the way a savings account is depleted, leaving a reduced but continuing balance. Destroyed—pushed toward the biological threshold beyond which recovery becomes, if not impossible, then a matter of geological rather than human time.

Scientists told governments. They told them repeatedly, with increasing precision and frustration. The pattern was not ambiguous. The story was not complicated. The information was present, thoroughly documented, transmitted through every channel available to people who understood what they were seeing and grasped its consequences. Nothing moved.

This is the exact formulation that matters—not that governments ignored the warnings, although they did, not that fishing industries lobbied effectively against restrictions, although they did, not that electoral politics made the necessary decisions functionally impossible for any government wishing to remain in power, although it did. All of that is true yet none of it is the truth. The honest truth is that the institutional configuration of modern democratic states embedded in global market economies simply has no adequate mechanism for acting collectively from intelligence that operates at timescales incommensurable with its own. The pattern was visible at the scale of decades and centuries. The institutions were operating at the scale of news cycles and electoral terms. The gap between those two temporal architectures was not bridged by the warnings. It swallowed them whole.

In 1992 Canada imposed a moratorium. Two hundred and fifty thousand people lost their livelihoods in what had been one of the most productive fisheries in human history. Thirty years later the cod have not returned in any commercially significant numbers. The living system, pushed way past its threshold, adjusted to a different state—one in which the ecological relationships that sustained the fishery for five centuries no longer obtain, and may not obtain again within any timeframe that human planning can reach.

The pattern was right. The story the scientists told was clear. The intelligence was present, transmitted, and received at the highest levels of government. What was missing was not intellectual capacity. What was absent was an institutional form capable of responding to intelligence operating at a scale the prevailing story could not accommodate.
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The Room That Could Not Act
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There is a third moment that belongs here—less publicly documented than the others, but structurally precise in what it reveals.

In the autumn of 1999, I was leading a team of strategic intelligence consultants working with state security agencies in the United States and the United Kingdom on the likelihood of terrorists attacking Western targets. The work had been extensive. After many months we had the four alternative scenarios that had been commissioned. But a deeper inquiry had also emerged from pattern recognition work rather than from the focusing question put by the client.

That deeper issue was structural: what was the model of relationships between the world's dominant powers and other nations that seemed to be generating so much hate across cultures and continents. The sheer depth and breadth of this resentment had never been studied. The question, why do people hate America so much, had never been asked. It was something the official story couldn't contain. As a consequence, the scenarios that emerged pointed toward something the intelligence community's institutional framework had no way of comprehending and no adequate category for. They were familiar with state-sponsored terrorism and negotiable demands. But they were unaccustomed to contemplating factors that targeted the story itself; at their sense of invulnerability; at the psychological architecture of a civilisation that had come to experience its own superiority and exceptionalism as a law of nature.

My team posed the question that cracked the pattern wide open: what would it actually take to infect the West's sense of its own superiority? What kind of action would penetrate not just physical infrastructure but the story of fundamental immunity that the West's industrial civilisation had been constructing, with increasing confidence, for two centuries?

The analytical consensus was complete. The pattern pointed clearly and unmistakably toward a specific class of spectacular, symbolic action — aimed at the centres of financial and military power, designed to demonstrate that the myth of Western invulnerability was precisely that.

The agencies that had commissioned the work thought it unlikely. Not impossible in principle. Unlikely in practice. Their institutional imagination, trained on the patterns of state-sponsored violence and negotiable political grievance, could not fully inhabit scenarios that fell outside the stories their architecture already knew how to tell itself. The intelligence was received. The story had no satisfactory place for it. And so it was not suppressed, not contested, simply filed.

Two years later, on a clear Tuesday morning in September, four commercial aircraft were turned into weapons. The twin towers fell. Nearly three thousand people died. The sense of Western invulnerability, carefully tended across decades, was punctured in a single morning in ways still reverberating through the political anatomy of the world.

The pattern had been correct. The story had been told. The intelligence had been present. What had been lacking was the institutional capacity to make sense of intelligence that exceeded the stories the agencies knew how to inhabit.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

One Failure, Three Times
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Three moments. A continent managed across sixty thousand years by a people reading patterns the industrial eye cannot see—and then the eighteen million hectares of the 2019-2020 fires demonstrating, with the unforgiving precision of ecological consequence, what the removal of that intelligence produced. A fishery destroyed across five centuries by institutions that could see the pattern of its destruction yet could not act from what they saw. An attack anticipated with remarkable accuracy by analysts whose intelligence the commissioning agencies could not acknowledge or grasp.

What connects them is not a failure of human intelligence. The species is the same in all three—the same cognitive models, the same raw capacity for pattern recognition and for the storytelling that makes pattern transmissible across minds and generations. What differs is the condition under which that capacity was operating: whether the story was in service of the pattern, or the pattern was being filtered through the story; whether the temporal architecture of the institutions involved could hold the scale at which the most relevant patterns were visible; whether the collective intelligence the double helix makes possible was being expressed or suppressed.

The gap between what the Aboriginal Australians achieved across sixty thousand years of attentive presence on a living continent, and what the institutions of industrial civilisation achieved in their relationship with the Atlantic cod and their own security intelligence, is not a gap in the species' intellectual capacity. It's a gap in the architecture through which that capacity is or is not able to express itself as collective action at the scale that actually matters.

This book is not a record of that gap's inevitability. It's an argument against it. The suppression of planetary intelligence is not written into the human species' genome or sealed into its evolutionary trajectory. It is historically specific—the consequence of a particular story capturing the species' most fundamental cognitive capacities at a particular moment and redirecting them toward the story's own preservation. The architecture beneath the suppression is intact. The Indigenous Australians who read the patterns of a continent across sixty thousand years were not a different species. They were the same species, expressing the same cognitive architecture under conditions that allowed it to operate in its most generative mode. Those conditions can be recovered. Not identically—the challenges of the current moment are without precedent in both their scale and complexity. But structurally: the conditions under which pattern recognition leads, storytelling serves, and the collective intelligence the double helix makes possible becomes the basis for action adequate to the living world.

That gap has a name. What closes that gap has a name. I am calling both of them the same thing: planetary intelligence. It's not my idea. It's not even a new idea. It may be the oldest idea the species has — expressed in its most sustained and uncompromising form by the people who read the patterns of a continent across sixty thousand years and burned it, carefully, into flourishing.

What suppressed it, what it would take to recover it, and why that recovery has become the most consequential work of the current civilisational moment—that is what follows.
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CHAPTER ONE:​

The Double Helix of Human Intelligence
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There's a question that every serious account of the human animal eventually has to answer, and most of them answer it by reaching for the nearest available abstraction.

Language, the linguists say. The capacity to encode meaning—in sound, in mark, in the scratch of reed on clay—and transmit it across minds and millennia. True, as far as it goes—which is not far enough, because language is a vehicle and the issue is what it carries and why some of that turns out to be wisdom while most of it turns out to be noise.

Culture, the anthropologists say. The capacity to accumulate learned behaviour across generations without genetic encoding—to build on what predecessors discovered, to avoid reinventing what has already been invented. Also true, also incomplete, for the same reason: culture is a storage and transmission system, and the issue is what it stores, what it transmits, and why some cultures sustain the living systems they inhabit across timescales that dwarf anything the industrial age has yet imagined while others exhaust those systems within generations.

Consciousness, the philosophers say—self-awareness, the capacity to model one's own mental states and the mental states of others, the mirror that turns sensation into experience and experience into meaning. Deeper than the others, but still insufficient. Consciousness without content is an empty auditorium. The issue is what fills it; what determines whether what fills it orients the species toward its own flourishing or away from it.

Each of these answers identifies something real. However, none of them identifies what's most fundamental. They describe the vehicle, the storage system, the mirror—without identifying the cognitive mechanism that makes all three of them consequential rather than simply present. That mechanism is not a single capacity. It's a pairing.
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The Pairing That Changes Everything
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The first capacity is patterning. Not in the narrow computational sense, though that is a pale expression of it. Patterning in the full sense that the species expresses it at its most developed: the capacity to detect structure across scales of complexity and time that defeat any individual life, to perceive the relationships between phenomena that appear, from within the story of the moment, to be entirely unrelated, to read the dynamics of systems too large and too slow for conscious deliberate analysis—and to do all of this through something closer to a trained perception than to reasoning. A kind of knowing that arrives before the argument for it can be assembled.

The second capacity is storytelling. Not entertainment, not fiction in any diminished sense, though those are among its legitimate expressions. Storytelling in the full civilisational sense: the capacity to hold pattern in a form that can cross minds and generations; that can make the invisible visible, the past palpable, and the future present; that can carry the weight of accumulated understanding across time in a form that remains alive and pregnant with meaning rather than merely archival — that can, at its most powerful, direct the collective action of millions of people who will never meet each other toward ends none of them could articulate alone.

These two capacities are the double helix of human intelligence. Like the biological structure they echo, they are distinct in form and only fully functional in their relationship to and interaction with each other. Patterning without storytelling remains locked inside the individual mind that perceives it—private, inert, unable to become the basis for collective action. Storytelling without pattern recognition produces narratives of uncommonly compelling power that orient action away from the actual structure of the world rather than toward it. The history of civilisation is substantially the history of what happens when storytelling leads and patterning follows obediently behind, finding evidence for the story rather than testing it.

Together, operating in the right relationship, they produce something qualitatively different from either by themselves: the aptitude for shared intelligence—the ability of a group, a community, a civilisation to know things that no individual within it knows, to act from understanding that no single mind contains, to navigate complexity that no single perspective can possibly encompass. This is not the wisdom of crowds—the statistical residue of many independent judgements. It's something that requires the opposite of independence: minds together, building understanding that none of them could reach alone. It's an empirically documented feature of how human collective intelligence actually works.

Research into collective intelligence at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology—specifically the work of Thomas Malone and colleagues published in Science in 2010—found that the collective intelligence of a group is not predicted by the average or maximum individual intelligence of its members. Groups containing highly intelligent individuals don't necessarily perform more intelligently than groups with more modest individual capacities. Collective intelligence is very different: dependent upon the quality of the group's mutual attentiveness, its capacity for genuine responsiveness across diverse perspectives, and the degree to which its members can hold the group's shared understanding in a form that everyone can contribute to and act from. In the language this book is developing: the quality of the integration between patterning and storytelling at the collective level. The groups that perform most intelligently are the groups in which the pattern recognition of each member is in genuine service of a shared story—and the shared story is in genuine service of the pattern rather than the reverse.

This is not simply a discovery about small group dynamics. It's a finding about the cognitive architecture through which the species' most consequential intelligence has always been generated. The Aboriginal Australians who sustained a continent for sixty thousand years were not a collection of exceptionally intelligent individuals. They were a community whose collective intelligence—the integration of patterning and storytelling at the scale of a living landscape across hundreds of generations—produced outcomes that no individual intelligence could have achieved alone. The example I have used many times in my writings, of the Micronesian navigators who traversed three million square miles of open ocean without instruments, were not exceptional individuals deploying exceptional personal capacities. They were communities whose collective wayfinding intelligence integrated the pattern recognition of multiple observers across multiple scales and held it in the transmissible form of navigational story, star compass, and embodied practice.

Every act of indisputable collective wisdom in our species'

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
PLANETARY
INTELLIGENCE

The Ecological Wisdom Within Ecority

Richard David Hames

Asian Foresight Institute





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





