
‘One of the most brilliant and insightful minds of our age, Jeremy 
Lent has written one of the most essential and compelling books of 
our time. The Web of Meaning invites us to rethink at the deepest 
level who we are as a species and what we might become.’

— David Korten, author of When Corporations Rule the 
World and The Great Turning: From Empire to Earth Community

‘Jeremy Lent is one of today’s most eloquent cultural observers. 
In this captivating book he addresses with frightening clarity how 
humanity’s loss of balance within ourselves and with the natural 
world has brought civilization to the brink of collapse; and he 
also shows us a way out – a path of integration, recognizing our 
deep interconnectedness, that could lead toward a new ecological 
civilization. I highly recommend this inspiring book to anyone 
concerned about the future of humanity.’

— Fritjof Capra, author of The Web of Life,  
co-author of The Systems View of Life

‘Five decades ago, the interweaving of Buddhist thought and 
systems theory  liberated my experience and understanding of 
self. That changed everything. Today, with equal excitement, 
I harvest from Jeremy Lent’s The Web of Meaning a sense of the 
distinctive, ongoing presence – or spirit – that is woven by self ’s 
conscious engagement with life. The opportunity to plunge into 
this book will change my life. My gratitude, like spirit, is endless.’ 

— Joanna Macy, author of World as Lover, World as Self

‘Taking up where his brilliant  The Patterning Instinct  left off, 
Jeremy’s Lent’s  The Web of Meaning  reveals the deeper purpose 
and passion for human existence: a collective quest for meaning 
through connection, without even having to believe anything in 
particular. An important and rationally argued primer for universal 
flourishing.’

— Douglas Rushkoff, author of Team Human
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‘In this timely and well-researched text, Jeremy Lent weaves the 
insights from ancient philosophical and Indigenous traditions 
with modern scientific views of how our systems of life unfold on 
Earth to reveal inspiring ways we might reawaken our innate 
capacities to live with a wider, more inclusive sense of self,  iden-
tity and belonging with each other and within nature. A beautiful 
synthesis of wisdom and empirical knowledge, this erudite jour-
ney offers an important way to construct a new narrative of our 
shared lives.’

 — Daniel J. Siegel, M.D., author of Mind, 
Aware and IntraConnected: MWe (Me + We) as the Integration 

of Belonging and Identity

‘With clarity, scholarship and passion Jeremy Lent rejects the ill-
founded ideological cynicism of neo-liberal capitalism. Based on 
solid science, the book is a long argument that offers a viable and 
hopeful alternative that draws on Buddhist, Neo-Confucian and 
Indigenous philosophies and stresses the interconnectedness of all 
life. It is a wide-ranging synthesis written for all those who have not 
given up on a moral stand and can be spurred into action.’ 

— Eva Jablonka, author of Evolution in Four Dimensions

‘The Web of Meaning lays the foundation for a true world culture 
which is solidly scientific, yet profoundly spiritual, telling a 
contemporary story of a meaningful universe that includes and 
embraces humankind. This book is a landmark work for a time 
that urgently needs to understand that the cosmos is our home and 
not our enemy to be conquered.’

— Andreas Weber, author of The Biology of Wonder

‘Few writers I know have the ability to be genuinely holistic and 
interdisciplinary, weaving science and culture into a coherent 
whole. This is precisely what Jeremy Lent has done in The Web of 
Meaning, a profound and necessary book for forging a pathway 
towards an ecological civilization.’ 
— Roman Krznaric, author of The Good Ancestor: How to Think 

Long Term in a Short-Term World
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‘A remarkable journey to explore the meaning of life and humanity’s 
place in our interconnected world. Lent’s deep knowledge of 
history, science and traditional wisdom opens our eyes and our 
hearts to a new understanding of who we are and how our lifestyle 
is affecting the world around us. Lent presents an integrated 
worldview that points the way to living a meaningful life in 
harmony with nature. This brilliant book teaches us the wisdom 
and science we need to create a world where people care for each 
other and for Earth, and flourish.’

— Clair Brown, author of Buddhist Economics:  
An Enlightened Approach to the Dismal Science

‘The Web of Meaning is a book of radical and profound wisdom. 
This book is a magnificent manifesto for a regenerative culture and 
for an ecological civilisation. Lent shows us a way out of the old 
story of separation and disconnection and leads us towards a new 
story of interconnection. The book beautifully addresses some of 
the most complex questions of life. I found the book like a friend 
and a companion in the journey of transformation.’

 — Satish Kumar, Editor Emeritus, Resurgence & Ecologist and 
Founder of Schumacher College 

‘The Web of Meaning is a call for recognizing what both our newest 
science and our oldest spiritual traditions tell us: that we are all 
inextricably interconnected with one another and with nature. This 
thoughtful and passionate work is an important contribution to 
the urgently needed cultural shift from domination to partnership.’

— Riane Eisler, author of The Chalice and the Blade, The Real 
Wealth of Nations and Nurturing Our Humanity

‘A widely ranging, deeply penetrating and healingly prescriptive 
consideration of how to reposition humanity within the world. 
Lent’s ideas, drawn from all around the globe from antiquity to the 
present, provide a vision for a better shot at survival and a life that 
is worthwhile for our time – and for the rest of time.’ 

— Carl Safina, author of Beyond Words and Becoming Wild 
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‘A path-breaking book – carefully researched, clearly written and 
life transforming. This integration of science and wisdom traditions 
deserves to be widely read. One of the most comprehensive and 
insightful books on this topic to date.’

— Mary Evelyn Tucker, Yale Forum on Religion and Ecology 
and co-author of Journey of the Universe

‘It is hard to build new regenerative narratives that honor the 
old without being in extractive relation to non-western lands 
and peoples, but this book is a damn good start. This book is a 
good place to sit for anybody interested in binding the wounds of 
thoughtless progress and allowing the emergence of new patterns 
of being.’ 

— Tyson Yunkaporta, author of Sand Talk: How Indigenous 
Thinking Can Save the World

‘With deft and unrelenting strokes of compassionate penmanship, 
Lent unravels the stories that keep us bound to a colonial 
arrangement of anthropocentricity, superior markets, excavated 
nature, endless growth and boundless consumerism, masquerading 
as the normal. And then he spins an alternative conception of 
things. To read Lent’s The Web of Meaning is to be captured by a 
sensuous awakening – the scandalous idea that other worlds are 
possible and, perhaps given the state of contemporary collapse, 
almost inevitable.’ 

— Bayo Akomolafe, author of These Wilds Beyond our Fences: 
Letters to My Daughter on Humanity’s Search for Home

‘Insightful, exhilarating and hopeful! Lent not only traces the 
stunning correspondences between ancient wisdom traditions 
and vanguard biological sciences, he explains how recognizing 
our place in life’s web of interdependence opens up new vistas 
for change.  The Web of Meaning  is a bold, timely challenge to 
conventional science, religion and social movements to see the 
world – and themselves – in new ways.’

— David Bollier, commons activist/scholar and co-author of 
Free, Fair, and Alive: The Insurgent Power of the Commons
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‘Maybe, just maybe, this is the skillfully organized and brilliantly 
written book that will turn the world around. Scientists cling 
to a seventeenth-century metaphysics that leads to nihilism and 
supports the policies that are destroying ecosystems everywhere. 
But Lent shows, convincingly, that there are masses of facts 
science has laid bare that call for a very different worldview of self-
organizing entities. He is certainly right. Is there any chance that 
the slowly awakening world will listen?’

— John B. Cobb, Jr., author of Process Theology:  
An Introductory Exposition

‘A superb, perceptive, intelligent book which gives you that 
most valuable of things – a modern way of looking at the world 
that answers the big questions and leaves you both inspired and 
enthused. It is confirmation that, as we move beyond individualism, 
the twenty-first century promises to be far more rewarding than 
we ever expected.’

— John Higgs, author of The KLF: Chaos, Magic and the Band 
who Burned a Million Pounds

‘Lent does not shy away from the dire predicament we find our-
selves in, in the 2020s. But if there is to be any hope of realising 
the Symbiocene, it will surely come in part from the kind of kind, 
clear tapestry that Lent weaves in this book. The final line of the 
book is a beautiful invitation: “What is the sacred and precious 
strand that you will weave” in the web of meaning? You will be 
best-placed to be able to answer this question, and realise your 
own role in creation and re-creation, if you go on this journey 
with him.’

— Rupert Read, professor, author of Parents for a Future and 
co-editor of Deep Adaptation

‘The Web of Meaning is a profound book of wisdom. If we are ever 
to remember how to live lives of meaning and grace, it will be in 
great measure because of books like this one.’

— Derrick Jensen, author of The Myth of Human Supremacy
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NOTE TO READER

Note numbers with an asterisk indicate further discussion on a 
topic that the reader is encouraged to peruse.

The glossary contains definitions of ideas that may be unfa-
miliar to the reader and terms that have been used in the book in 
a particular way.

Further Reading contains suggestions for those who wish to 
explore the topics of each chapter in more depth.
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INTRODUCTION

Tea with Uncle Bob
We could call it the Speech. You’ve probably heard it many times. 
Maybe you’ve even given it. Every day around the world, innumer-
able versions of it are delivered by Someone Who Seems to Know 
what they’re talking about.

It doesn’t seem like much. Just another part of life’s daily con-
versations. But every Speech, linked together, helps to lock our 
entire society up in a mental cage. It might occur anywhere in the 
world, from a construction site in Kansas to a market stall in Delhi. 
It can be given by anyone old enough to have learned a thing or 
two about how it all works. But it’s usually delivered by someone 
who feels they’ve been around the block a few times and they want 
to give you the benefit of their wisdom.

Because I grew up in London, I’ll zoom in there to a particular 
version of the Speech that reverberates with me. It’s an occasional 
family gathering – one of those events where toddlers take center 
stage and aunties serve second helpings of cake. It’s teatime, and a 
few of us are gathered around, talking about the state of the world. 
Someone comments on what’s wrong with our system and how 
things could be so much better – but Uncle Bob happens to be in 
the group, and before you know it, it’s too late. The Speech is about 
to begin.

‘Let’s face it,’ Uncle Bob declares to the group, ‘it’s a dog-eat-
dog world out there. Every man for himself. For all your ideas 
about making the world a better place, when it comes down to it, 
everyone’s just interested in their own skin. It’s a rat race. That’s the 
way all of nature works. That’s how we’ve been programmed. The 
survival of the fittest.’
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2  The Web of Meaning

Does any of this sound familiar to you? It’s only too familiar 
to those of us at the tea party. Uncle Bob sees some glazed faces 
looking back at him, so he feels the need to add a few more point-
ers to his oration.

‘Look,’ he leans forward conspiratorially, ‘it’s like this. People 
like you want to change the world. But when you’ve had the expe-
rience I’ve had, you’ll know better. Our society is structured this 
way simply because that’s what works best. They tried communism 
– and you know what happened to that. For all the complaining 
people do, they’ve never had it so good. Look at our amazing tech-
nology, look at all the progress we’ve made in the past few hundred 
years. You can thank capitalism for that. The fact is, it works so 
well, because at the end of the day people are selfish – they look out 
for themselves. Capitalism takes that selfishness and turns it into 
progress – it lets people become entrepreneurs, which makes all 
of us better off. That’s what they call … the invisible hand, isn’t it?’

game over. Whatever ideas were being floated about improv-
ing society just wafted out the window. Uncle Bob pauses. The 
conversation comes to a halt, until someone pipes up, ‘How’s little 
Penny doing with her dancing lessons?’ – and the tea party rolls 
on.

This type of conversation takes place with regularity around 
the world because it channels the themes we hear every day from 
those in a position of authority – from talking heads on TV, from 
successful businesspeople, from teachers, from school textbooks. 
Even when the Speech is not given explicitly, its ideas seep into 
our daily thoughts. Every time a newscaster reports on prospects 
for economic growth; every time a TV commercial hypes the 
latest consumer product; every time an exciting new technology 
is touted as the solution to climate change, the underlying themes 
of the Speech insidiously tighten their grip on our collective 
consciousness.

Distilled to their essence, these themes come down to a few 
basic building blocks. Humans are selfish individuals. All creatures 
are selfish – in fact, selfish genes are the driving force of evolution. 
Nature is just a very complex machine, and human ingenuity has, 
for the most part, figured out how it works. The modern world is 
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 Introduction 3

the spectacular result of technology enabled by the market forces 
of capitalism, and in spite of occasional setbacks, it’s continually 
improving. There may be problems, such as global poverty or 
climate change, but technology, powered by the market, will solve 
them – just as it always has in the past.

These basic elements, give or take a few, form the foundation of 
the predominant worldview. They infuse much of what is accepted 
as indisputably true in most conversations that take place about 
world affairs. They are so pervasive that most of us never question 
them. We feel they must be based on solid facts – why else would 
all those people in positions of authority rely on them? That’s 
the characteristic that makes a worldview so powerful. Like fish 
that don’t realize they’re swimming in water because it’s all they 
know, we tend to assume that our worldview simply describes the 
world the way it is, rather than recognizing it’s a constructed lens 
that shapes our thoughts and ideas into certain preconditioned 
patterns.

This book investigates the dominant worldview and shows 
that, in fact, every one of those building blocks is flawed. They 
were formed, in their modern version, mostly by a small group of 
men in seventeenth-century Europe, and further developed in the 
centuries that followed by other mostly European men. This world-
view has accomplished a lot. It wrested intellectual control from 
the hidebound superstitions of traditional Christian theology and 
laid the foundation for modern science – one of humanity’s great-
est achievements. But it has also been an underlying cause of the 
horrendous devastation suffered by non-European peoples and 
cultures, and boundless destruction of the natural world. And the 
fundamental flaws in its construction have now become so gaping 
that they threaten the very survival of our civilization – and much 
of the living Earth.

Many people across the globe are realizing that there is some-
thing terribly wrong with the direction our world is headed. The 
inequities are so extreme that a couple of dozen billionaires own 
as much wealth as half the world’s population. Our civilization is 
devastating the Earth at an ever-increasing pace. There has been a 
68 percent decline in animal populations since 1970. greenhouse 
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4  The Web of Meaning

gas emissions have caused the climate to lurch out of control, creat-
ing conditions that haven’t existed on Earth for millions of years. 
Fires, storms, droughts and floods that used to be called ‘once in a 
century’ have become a regular staple of our daily news.

Look ahead a few decades, and things become downright ter-
rifying. We’re on track, by the middle of this century, to see the 
annihilation of coral reefs worldwide, 95 percent of arable land 
degraded and five billion people facing water shortages – and 
at the current rate, there will be more plastic in the oceans than 
fish. Without drastic changes, as we approach the later part of the 
century, the Amazon rainforest will have become a searing desert, 
the Sixth great Extinction of species will be well underway, and as 
a result of climate breakdown, civilization as we know it will likely 
be tottering on its last legs.

At our current trajectory, humanity is headed for catastrophe. 
But it doesn’t have to be that way. If we want to steer our civili-
zation on another course, though, it’s not enough to make a few 
incremental improvements here and there. We need to take a long, 
hard look at the faulty ideas that have brought us to this place and 
reimagine them. We need a new worldview – one that is based on 
sturdy foundations.

Imagine someone laying foundations for a single-story house. 
If there are a few cracks, they will probably get away with it. But 
suppose generations of people keep adding new stories until 
they’ve built a skyscraper on the faulty foundation. As the building 
begins teetering, engineers might frantically attach extra girders 
and struts, but it will eventually collapse unless they pay attention 
to fixing the flaws in the foundation. That’s the situation our civi-
lization faces right now.

This book lays out an entirely different foundation for a civi-
lization that could lead us sustainably through this century and 
beyond. It reveals the flaws hidden within the current worldview, 
showing how certain erroneous ideas became so entrenched in 
popular thinking that they simply got taken for granted – and 
how that has led to our current predicament. Most importantly, 
it shows how the combined insights of traditional wisdom and 
modern scientific thinking offer a solid, integrated foundation for 
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 Introduction 5

another worldview – one that could redirect human civilization 
onto a very different trajectory and offer future generations a flour-
ishing world in which to thrive.

An integrated worldview
The reason a worldview is so important is that it imbues virtually 
every aspect of the way people think, what they value and how 
they act – without them even realizing it. Worldviews lead cultures 
to respond to their reality in fundamentally contrasting ways. If 
you believe that all living beings are family, you will treat them in 
a different way than if you think the natural world is a resource to 
be exploited. If you think other humans are inherently coopera-
tive, you’ll approach a person differently than if you think that, 
ultimately, everyone is selfish and competitive. If you presume that 
technology can fix our biggest problems, you won’t feel the need 
to consider the underlying systems that caused those problems to 
arise in the first place.

In my earlier book The Patterning Instinct I looked at major 
worldviews through history, investigating how cultures structured 
patterns of meaning into the universe from humanity’s earliest days 
in nomadic hunter-gatherer bands to modern times. One over-
arching theme emerged from The Patterning Instinct: a culture’s 
worldview shapes its values – and those values shape history. By 
the same token, the values according to which we conduct our lives 
today will shape the future. Ultimately, the direction of history is 
determined by the dominant culture’s worldview.

The Web of Meaning takes up where The Patterning Instinct left 
off, by laying out a framework for a worldview that could foster 
humanity’s long-term flourishing on a healthy planet. It is a world-
view of integration: one that identifies the unifying principles that 
flow through all things, while celebrating the differences that lead 
to the richness of our lived experience. It’s a worldview that links 
together scientific findings in recent decades from such diverse 
fields as evolutionary biology, cognitive neuroscience and com-
plexity theory, showing how they affirm profound insights from 
the world’s great wisdom traditions, such as Buddhism, Taoism and 
traditional knowledge from Indigenous peoples around the world.
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6  The Web of Meaning

This integrated worldview breaks down many of the barriers 
that tend to separate different forms of knowledge and activity in 
modern society. We’re accustomed to thinking of science as exist-
ing in a different domain from spirituality. We generally view the 
intellect as distinct from emotion; the mind as separate from the 
body; humans as separate from nature; and spiritual insight as sep-
arate from political engagement. In the integrated worldview laid 
out here, each one of these domains is intricately connected with 
the others in an extended web of meaning.

There are certain existential questions virtually every person 
asks at some time in their lives: Who am I? Where am I? What 
am I? How should I live? and ultimately Why am I? The book 
is organized into sections according to these questions. For each 
one, we’ll investigate underlying flaws in the typical explanations 
provided by the dominant worldview, then explore the richly 
resonant answers offered by the intertwining of current scien-
tific understanding with the deep insights of traditional wisdom. 
Finally, we’ll tackle the question many of us are anxiously asking 
right now: Where are we going?

These are all questions that I pondered during a period in my 
life when the structures of meaning I’d constructed for myself 
seemed to crash around me. For much of my own life, Uncle Bob’s 
statements had seemed irrefutably true. In fact, like many others, 
I built my life on their basis. I received my MBA at the Univer-
sity of Chicago, where the precepts of free-market capitalism were 
drummed into me. Finding myself in the San Francisco Bay Area 
at the onset of the dot.com era, I founded the world’s first online 
credit card issuer, which I took public as its chief executive officer.

However, shortly after my company’s IPO, my wife developed 
early symptoms of the serious illness that would eventually lead 
to her untimely death. I left my executive role to care for her full 
time, but the company was not yet firmly established, and within 
a couple of years it had become another casualty of the dot.com 
bust. With my wife suffering cognitive decline from her illness, I 
found myself isolated – bereft of companionship, friends and the 
prestige of success.

At that time, I made a solemn promise to myself that whatever 
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path I chose for the rest of my life would be one that was truly 
meaningful. But where did meaning arise? Having traversed a 
road that seemed like a dead end, I was determined not to rely 
on someone else’s determination of what was meaningful. I thus 
began my own deep investigation into the sources of meaning, 
which launched a comprehensive research project lasting over ten 
years, resulting in both The Patterning Instinct and this book.

Something I learned on that journey, and which will become 
clear through the book, is that one’s personal search for meaning 
cannot be isolated from all that is going on in the world around us. 
In the pages that follow, as we trace the intimate connections that 
link our lives to those in our community, to all of humanity and 
to the entire living Earth, we’ll discover how inextricably we are 
all interrelated – and explore some of the profound implications 
arising from that relatedness.

We’ll encounter many fascinating and unexpected revelations 
along the way. We’ll come across slime molds with the intelligence 
to solve mazes and design sophisticated road networks. We’ll dis-
cover how Chinese sages from a thousand years ago provided a 
framework that elucidates the radical findings of modern systems 
theorists. We’ll explore the stunning virtuosity of a single cell, and 
identify how the deep purpose of life reveals itself all around us – 
and within us. We’ll learn what ant colonies and flocks of starlings 
can teach us about our own consciousness. We’ll find out what 
Joni Mitchell got wrong in her environmental anthem ‘Big Yellow 
Taxi’ – and what Michael Jackson got right when he sang ‘We Are 
the World’. We’ll see how our modern society has been consciously 
designed to sabotage our well-being, and how, by learning and 
applying life’s own principles, we can build an alternative civiliza-
tion that could allow future generations to prosper on a flourishing 
Earth.
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Part One

WHO AM I?
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Chapter One

THE NAMELESS UNCARVED WOOD

There it sits, on top of a chest. A piece of ancient driftwood. I 
picked it up some years back on the windswept beach of a Califor-
nia seashore. It’s not that big, about the length of my forearm, and 
it’s shaped a bit like a bone. A femur, perhaps, with a big knobbly 
end tapering to a narrower point. If you look at the knobbly part 
from the right direction, you can almost see an animal face. A 
porpoise, maybe, or the cute bulbous snout of a beagle. Its grayish-
blond color hints of the eons of sea and sun that have bleached 
everything else out of it. While smooth to touch, it still boasts 
a myriad of rippling lines showing its annual growth rings, along 
with sporadic perfectly round tiny dots of bygone worm holes.

It’s just a piece of wood. But it’s a beautiful piece, sculpted by 
nature, and it feels to me like the natural world peeking into my 
office, keeping me company. Above all, for me, it represents the 
Tao. ‘Tao everlasting,’ declared the ancient sage, ‘is the nameless 
uncarved wood. Though small, nothing under heaven can subju-
gate it.’1

The Tao (pronounced dao and often spelled like that) is one 
of the oldest concepts from antiquity that have survived to the 
present day. Emerging from the mists of ancient Chinese tradi-
tion, it is translated literally as ‘way’ or ‘path’, and it refers to the 
mysterious ways in which the forces of nature show up in the world 
around us. The ancient conception of the inscrutable Tao is about 
as far away as you can get from the grindingly busy, technology-
based civilization that has come to dominate our world. And it’s 
partly for that reason that it’s a perfect place to begin our journey 
into the web of meaning.

I first came across the concept of Tao when I was twenty-one 
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12  The Web of Meaning

years old in – of all places – New York City. I’d landed there from 
London on the first stage of my quest to leave my country of birth 
behind and find my way in the world. After months of trying to fit 
in to the mean streets like a bad imitation of Robert de Niro’s Taxi 
Driver, I was pondering my next step. A friend gave me a powerful 
psychedelic, and I found myself wandering around the grimy back 
streets of Manhattan. Everywhere around me, I saw a frantic hard-
heartedness gaudily concealed by a layer of commercial sleaze.

Back in the apartment I shared in the East Village, I told my 
roommate about my burning desire to find an alternative to the 
harshness I saw around me. He handed me a book that, he told 
me, he’d found helpful in such moments. As I opened it, I came 
face to face with a shimmering magic of words and pictures that 
seemed to answer my deepest questions. ‘Know honor, yet keep 
humility,’ it told me. ‘Ever true and unwavering, return to the infi-
nite.’ The mysteriously wise words were accompanied by gorgeous 
black-and-white pictures of natural beauty and strangely alluring 
Chinese script. I didn’t know exactly what these words meant, but 
they seemed like a font of wisdom I’d never previously imagined 
existed in the world. This book was the Tao Te Ching, the greatest 
Taoist classic.2

Going with the flow
I’m not alone in seeing undying value in the teachings of the Tao 
Te Ching. In fact, it’s the second most translated book in history 
after the Bible. What is it about this book that caused it to shine 
through the ages as an inspiration to countless generations seeking 
answers to their own searching? What can it possibly offer to the 
internet-enhanced twenty-first century?

According to legend, the Tao Te Ching was written by a sage 
called Laozi – a name that literally means ‘old master’. More likely, 
it represents the collective wisdom of ancient Chinese folk tradi-
tions, compiled over generations. It presents a way of living in the 
world that feels like a refuge from the bleak glare of modernity – an 
invitation to come home again, to leave behind the cacophonous 
discord of a meaningless rat race and find solace in deep universal 
truths.
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But the reason to begin our journey with the Tao is not just 
because it offers an alternative to modernity. Rather, the early 
Taoists articulated a profound understanding of the complex 
relationship between humanity and the natural world, present-
ing insights that remain as relevant today as they were when they 
were first conceived. Indeed, the Taoists’ core concepts offer a 
valuable framework to help decipher some of the most difficult 
quandaries facing our world today. As we’ll see, their analysis of 
the human predicament reveals an understanding of distinctive 
aspects of human cognition that modern neuroscience has only 
recently come to recognize. Similarly, the Taoist account of how 
nature reveals itself displays an appreciation of universal principles 
that correspond to, and illuminate, the findings of modern systems 
scientists.

Ancient Chinese society at the time of the Tao Te Ching was 
struggling with its own social and political disruption. This was 
an age of turbulence, known as the Warring States period, which 
drove many thinkers to search for what had caused society to come 
unstuck. The early Taoists saw the ultimate source of disharmony 
as something in the human psyche that caused people to separate 
themselves from the natural flow of the Tao. That separation, in 
their opinion, had set off a cascade of events from the beginning 
of human history that led eventually to the turmoil of their times.

Living according to the flow of the Tao was, they believed, an 
effortless state of being. The word te in the title of the Tao Te Ching 
(pronounced duh) referred to that natural condition. It meant the 
intrinsic nature of whatever arose in the world, such as the name-
less uncarved wood sitting on my chest. And something in that 
state maintained a certain power, so that ‘nothing under heaven 
can subjugate it’. Animals, plants and other living beings spontane-
ously act according to their te, and because of that they flow with 
the way of nature – with the  Tao. The Taoists called this type of 
activity wu-wei, or effortless action. Through wu-wei, Taoist sages 
explained, ‘all things come to their completion; such is the Tao of 
Heaven’.3

Humans, too, can occasionally act according to wu-wei. 
Another early Taoist text, written by the brilliant philosopher 
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Zhuangzi, gives dramatic and earthy descriptions of various char-
acters who demonstrate wu-wei. Zhuangzi tells of a butcher, Cook 
Ding, cutting up the carcass of an ox for a festival. He moves his 
knife in perfect rhythm as if performing a dance. The lord of the 
estate, seeing him, exclaims, ‘Wow, it’s marvelous that skill can 
reach such heights!’ Cook Ding lays down his knife and replies, 
‘What I care about is the Tao, which goes beyond skill. When I 
first began cutting up oxen, all I could see was the ox itself. After 
three years, I no longer saw the whole ox. And now – now I go at 
it by spirit and don’t look with my eyes.’4

Yet, the reason Cook Ding – and other maestros that Zhuangzi 
describes – are notable is precisely because they’re so unusual. 
Somehow, something happened to humanity that caused us to lose 
wu-wei most of the time. Instead, our lives are filled with effort. 
We find ourselves working hard, pushing against resistance in one 
form or another. What happened to us?

A clue can be found in another Zhuangzi story about an 
archery contest. When the archers are playing for cheap tiles, they 
show top-notch skill. When they play for fancy belt buckles, they 
lose confidence; and when playing for gold, they become nervous 
wrecks. That’s because when the prize becomes more valuable, 
their goal orientation gets in the way of their natural skill, and they 
lose touch with their te.5

The Chinese word for goal orientation, yu-wei, was the oppo-
site of wu-wei, and represented the antithesis of living according to 
the Tao. As a result, according to the Taoists, it was a failing strat-
egy. ‘The world,’ states the Tao Te Ching, ‘is a spirit vessel which 
cannot be acted upon. One who acts on it fails, one who holds on 
to it loses.’6

But isn’t acting on the world the very basis of our entire human 
civilization? Absolutely, argued the Taoists, and that’s precisely the 
point. Looking to the dawn of history, even before the birth of 
civilization, they saw the beginning of human separation from Tao 
as far back as the emergence of language. Language, in their view, 
was anathema to the Tao. In fact, the very first words of the Tao 
Te Ching read, paradoxically, ‘The Tao that can be spoken of is not 
the true Tao.’ The piece of wood sitting next to me represents the 
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