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THE WAY OUT IS BACK
John Zerzan

Unless the future is somehow primitive, we will have no 
future. The global environmental disaster is arriving; 
the life-world of our species, not to mention so many 
other species, is being savaged. And even more is at 
stake. The overall crisis also brings an overwhelming 
psychic and spiritual impoverishment. A magnitude of 
emptiness that in the U.S. is reflected in proliferating 
mass shootings and a deepening opioid epidemic. 
So much is being lost in an ever more technological 
world. There is less and less connection, despite the 
claims of the tech corporations. There is more and 
more technology—and less and less community and 
empowerment. In fact, community is gone, the victim 
of mass society. When we can no longer effectively 
be responsible or accountable in society, there is 
no community.

How did we get to this place? What is behind 
it? I think the answer lies in the very nature of 
civilization. The reason why every civilization 
so far has ended in collapse, and why this one 
(the one, global civilization still existing) is visibly 
failing. And behind civilization, its core, driving 
feature is domestication. Domestication of animals and 
plants—and ourselves in the bargain. Domestication 
changes the nature of its victims and perpetrators, 
altering the course of social existence and leading 
directly to civilization. More prosaically, it is 
the move to settle down and farm. Agriculture. 

Jared Diamond was quite correct when he described 
agriculture, somewhat famously, as the worst mistake 
in human history, “a catastrophe from which we have 
never recovered.” Referring to nanotechnology, GMOs, 
and other Brave New World wonders, Paul Shepard 
declared, “It was all there in the first step.” Meaning 
that it was implicit in that fateful move to mastery and 
control, which was the move to become domesticators. 
From taking what nature gives to dominating the 
earth, putting it to work. Along with ourselves, to 
be sure. As the author of Genesis put it, “In toil you 
shall eat bread, by the sweat of your brow.” Here 
is the division Daniel Quinn makes in his excellent 
Ishmael novel, between the “givers” and the “takers”. 
This was indeed the Fall, to use the biblical metaphor.
 
Before this, what do we see? Hunter-gatherers /
foragers in band society: Nature was not something to 
be subdued. Work as a separate activity did not exist. 
Pre-Neolithic folks devoted a few hours a week, on 
average, to sustenance. Women were not objectified. 
There is no physical evidence of this. The world 
population grew very gradually. There is no evidence of 
organized violence or warfare. Although, by the way, 
there have been efforts to debunk this. A somewhat 

well-known effort is Lawrence Keeley’s War before 
Civilization: the Myth of the Peaceful Savage. Keeley 
employs what I’d say is a dishonest method, as well as 
an offensive title. The “savages” he refers to do not 
belong to civilizations, but pretty much every single 
one he cites practices domestication. As he must know, 
domestication is the real dividing line. Lumping groups 
together as “primitives” is imprecise and misleading. 
In the American Southwest, human sacrifice and canni-
balism were unknown before domestication. Christy 
Turner’s book Man Corn—the title says a lot—posits 
growing corn as the crucial factor. 
 
But there was considerable mental capacity, very 
early on. Thomas Wynn, using work by the Swiss 
psychologist Jean Piaget, concluded that by perhaps 
one million years ago, human species had intelligence 
roughly equal to our own. He arrived at this conclusion 
in terms of what is involved in crafting a stone 
tool: the angles, pressures, stages of realization. 
His book is The Evolution of Spatial Competence.
 A common attitude regarding the predomesticated 
eons of time—and domestication /civilization is a 
relatively recent development in human history—is 
that Homo simply lacked the capacity to move to 
domestication. Well, speaking of stone tools and 
intelligence, there is the rather well-known Achulean 
hand axe. Exquisite and symmetrical. This style 
remained the norm for a million and a half years, until 
Neanderthal humans showed up about 250,000 years 
ago. A graphic demonstration, I’d say, of the idea that 
stone tools embody or reflect significant intelligence. 
There is also evidence of cooking with fire at almost 
two million years ago. We know that seagoing vessels 
were in use in the western Pacific 800,000 years 
ago. Long, perfectly balanced hunting spears found 
in Germany twenty years ago were dated at 400,000 
years. People knew how to do things well before 
the Neolithic, a mere 10,000 years ago. 
 
In his groundbreaking essay, “The Original Affluent 
Society,” anthropologist Marshall Sahlins compares 
the hunter-gatherer to a modern bourgeois business 
person. They compete in terms of productivity, output, 
and so forth. The Paleo individual has no chance in this 
contest--big loser. The punch-line, however, has to do 
with the definition of affluence. The modern figure has 
unmet needs (a bigger house, a new car, etc.), so no 
matter how much they earn or own, they are not 
affluent; whereas hunter-gatherers’ needs are met, 
which means they are affluent, while quite possibly 
owning nothing.

“The Original Affluent Society” stresses how 
little, on average, pre-domesticated people worked. 
Sahlins points out that the amount of work per capita 



46

increases with the evolution of civilization, while the 
amount of leisure per capita decreases. Which overall, 
happens to be true. Everyone works now, nearly all 
adults in households. Sahlins also noticed that the 
richer a society is, the greater the distance between 
richer and poorer. Also visibly true. His contribution 
has been attacked over the years but not, I think, very 
successfully. A new book by James Suzman, Affluence 
Without Abundance, carries on in the same vein. 
 
Hunter-gatherers, especially nomadic hunter-gatherers, 
and their patented egalitarianism, were consciously so: 
indifferent to possessions and opposed to hierarchy.  

A word on the obvious question, namely, why did 
domestication win over what was arguably a better way 
of living? I think what sets the stage for the triumph 
of domestication is the advance of division of labor, 
specialization. (Still today, it is the primary motor in 
society.) For a very long time division of labor moved 
forward at glacial speed, but move forward it did. The 
most basic social institution, the rest of society moves 
with it, conforms to it. The shaman was possibly the 
first specialist, as differentials of power or authority 
appear. At a certain point domestication emerged, 
I think, from this development away from equality.
 
Not forgetting that domestication won out over 
earlier modes as the outcome of what Stanley 
Diamond termed “a titanic struggle.” Resistance 
against domestication is routinely overlooked or 
ignored by scholars. Too often, the transition to 
domesticated life has been viewed as an implicitly 
inevitable development. But countless generations 
have resisted its control, as archaeological and 
ethnographic studies attest.  

The inner logic of domesticated life, its basic 
ethos, is control. (Still is; always more control.) 
Its first stage, the Neolithic, is the perfection of the 
container: jars, bins, granaries and the like. It’s all 
about surplus, whereas hunter-gatherer life had an 
anti-surplus orientation. Domestication, surplus, 
storage. Distribution is required, which means politics, 
the development of the concept of number, and 
then writing. The first city-states, by 3000 BCE in 
Mesopotamia, are themselves containers—of people. 
 
James Woodburn’s “immediate return/delayed return” 
distinction focused in part on sharing versus storage, 
and the Neolithic move to sedentary life. We know 
that health and stature declined, as really everything 
was affected. Upper Paleolithic cave art exalted animal 
grace and freedom, for example, while Neolithic 
art was frequently crabbed, stylized, and geometric. 
Surviving 20th century hunter-gatherers still show 
some of the sensual acuity that has been progressively 
lost: indigenous South Americans who could see the 
planet Venus in full daylight; North African Dogons 
who could see the star Sirius B, otherwise visible only 

with very powerful telescopes; Bushmen who could 
see the four moons of Jupiter with the naked eye. 
To mention just visual acuity.

Adorno and Horkheimer in their Dialectic of 
Enlightenment take a look at Book 12 of Homer’s 
Odyssey. This is the famous section where Odysseus 
confronts the Sirens and their alluring song. He plugs 
the ears of his crew and has himself tied to the mast, 
so that they can resist the Sirens, sailing past their 
calls to join them and party. Adorno and Horkheimer 
see the obvious allegory: the Sirens represent eros 
and freedom, Odysseus’ voyage has as its destination 
obedience and labor. The victory of the Neolithic in 
fundamental terms: repression and sublimation, i.e. 
Domestication, Civilization. But our authors end up 
taking it all back, in a way. They say that after all, 
if we don’t dominate nature, there will be no society! 
 
One more text, maybe even more illuminating, more 
radical. Late in his career, Sigmund Freud gave us a 
book whose German title, translated literally, would 
be The Disquiet in Culture. But it was translated 
as Civilization and Its Discontents. It should really 
be called, more precisely, Domestication and Its 
Discontents. Domestication comes first, then 
civilization, and Freud’s book is pitched at this level. 
Domestication is a machine for making us unhappy. 
The condition it produces causes neurosis; it is a 
wound that doesn’t heal. 

Our nature, our “human nature,” if there is 
such a thing—and Freud seemed to think so, given 
Civilization and Its Discontents—is that of hunter-
gatherers, which we were for two to three million 
years. We are still pre-Neolithic at heart, which is why 
domestication/civilization hurts. We are so often told 
that being human means always changing, exploring, 
improving. But consider the beautiful Achulean 
hand axe that wasn’t changed in a million and a half 
years—a fact that has long vexed archaeologists.  
 
Civilizations have changed, much more rapidly, 
and toward the same end. Each one of them has 
collapsed since the Neolithic, and this one too--the 
only civilization on the planet—is failing grandly. 
Oswald Spengler and Joseph Tainter, among others, 
have discussed collapse as inherent in civilization. 

As the late, great Paul Shepard said, “It was 
all there in the first step,” the primary shift to 
control and domination, established in the Neolithic. 
Theodor Adorno—a favorite of mine despite what 
I’d say are his limitations—put it this way: “There is 
a universal feeling, a universal fear, that our progress 
in controlling nature may increasingly help to weave 
the very calamity it is supposed to protect us from.”

Of course. It is precisely the “progress in 
controlling nature” that is bringing the calamity. 
Environmental catastrophe is obviously arriving, 
set in motion in the Neolithic, when Greece and 
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the Middle East were turned into deserts because 
of grazing, deforestation, and irrigation systems 
that brought salt to the surface. 
 
Society is the other side of the coin. Once in Salt Lake 
City I heard a Ute elder declare that “civilization is 
the grave of community.” In the Neolithic, community 
was giving way to urban civilizations. Now in the age 
of mass technological society we see every kind of 
pathology. This is what happens when community 
and social bonds disappear. 

If the path to a domesticated, civilized world 
was that of steadily increased division of labor or 
specialization, the pathway out of that world is a 
reversal of that progression. Key to that reversal is the 
difference, as I see it, between tools and technology.

Tools are necessary, are not the problem, 
especially those that involve little or no division 
of labor. Such tools can be fashioned by anyone, 
regardless of gender or other distinction. Tools are 
characterized by intimacy, autonomy, flexibility, 
variation. Technology, on the other hand, requires 
systems of authority. Technology is inflexible, 
impersonal, dependent, and standardized. A revival 
of a convivial, communal way of life would have to 
confront the choice between tools and technology. 
 
Today the claims and promises of technology are 
rapidly superseding those of politics. I think it’s 
safe to say that more people trust the rhetoric of 
technology than believe the rhetoric of politics. 
Yet the technological is always political. The contrast 
between tools and technology is a clear example of 
the values and choices that are part of any technical 
phenomenon. Technology is never neutral. It’s common 
to consider how technology is used; but an even more 
important question has to do with what technology is. 
What values and choices does it express or embody? 
Sadly, such questions are seldom asked. As our lives 
are increasingly ordered and dominated by technology, 
we lose track of the subtle, yet all-encompassing 
changes that accompany its triumph.

Humans used tools for three million years 
before the earliest known evidence of symbolic culture. 
We may never know whether and how the turn to 
symbolism may have facilitated domestication and the 
rise of technology. But we must confront the symbolic 
dimension, if we are serious about a return to a non-
estranged life. 

The world presents itself to us and we re-present 
it. Why is this? Representation, the symbolic, has 
created a world that has overpowered the real one. 
Collective symbolic discourse, symbolic culture, is the 
only site of meaning. Communication is the exchange 
of symbols (words and numbers, mainly).

To be human is to symbolize. I symbolize, 
therefore I am. It is universally asserted that the 
central, defining feature of humanness is symbolic 

behavior. Representation enables thought to take 
place. It is the air we breathe, the matrix of 
everyday life, functioning far beneath the surface 
of cognition. 
 
Symbolizing establishes, defines, and reproduces 
the cultural world. It involves absence, reification, 
and impoverishment in its transfer away from the 
non-represented. To endlessly repeat the claim 
that representation is the most successful adaptive 
phenomenon to arise among life forms ignores what 
it takes away, and where it has taken us. Primary 
experience has been traded away, and now we see 
direct experience itself as an endangered species.

A new approach to reality emerged, from whole 
cloth, seemingly out of nowhere. Very, recently, 
“well after the acquisition by our species of its 
distinctive modern biological form.” This emergence 
into representation is often misleadingly portrayed. 
D. Bruce Dickson sees in “the appearance of art and 
symbol in the Upper Paleolithic” the introduction 
of “thought and self-consciousness.” (As if the latter 
didn’t exist earlier, as demonstrated by a wealth 
of archaeological evidence.) Carl Swanson hails 
a development that “led us out of our animality 
into our humanity.” (As if we aren’t still animals.) 
Archaeologist Clive Gamble proclaims this “release 
from proximity,” failing to notice that complex 
society erases community to the degree that it is 
no longer proximate, face-to-face. 
 
The English word symbol derives from the classical 
Greek symbolon, which literally means “thrown 
together”—used to describe a reuniting of that which 
had been separated. The symbolic tries to restore 
a lost unity, as does religion, based on a similar 
(Latin) root word, religare, to re-tie or re-connect.

A separation was taking place in hunter-gatherer 
societies in the late or Upper Paleolithic. Symbols 
can be understood as social phenomena, appearing 
as an earlier equality begins to give way. Benoit 
Debreuil states it simply: “Symbolization comes 
with differentiation of societies.” Shamans enter the 
picture, with increasing access to supernatural powers. 
Such ritual access means higher status; as Stephen 
Shennan notes, “Examples of the link between ritual 
and inequality in forager societies are widespread.” 
The role of symbolism is clear: ritual depicts the 
social structure.
 
Relatively recently, the pre-symbolic Neandertals 
lacked even age- and gender-based divisions of labor 
or specialization. Chris Knight finds the decisive 
preconditions for symbolic behavior in “the appearance 
of a sexual division of labor.” In non-complex, non-
differentiated societies, interpersonal or face-to-
face relationships seem to preclude the need for 
symbolic representation.
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One might think that Homo species simply 
lacked the intelligence necessary for symbolization and 
symbolic culture until Cro-Magnon humans (that’s us) 
showed up. But that’s not accurate, not even close. 
Thomas Wynn’s The Evolution of Spatial Competence 
(1989) draws on the work of psychologist Jean Piaget 
to spotlight modern levels of intelligence required 
to fashion stone tools. The knowledge and the steps 
involved are by no means undeveloped. For example, 
looking at the exquisitely rendered Aechulian hand 
axes, made over a million years ago, I think it is easy 
to infer strong intelligence. Not to mention the use 
of fire even earlier, or the perfectly balanced hunting 
spears found in Germany, 400,000 years old.
 
It is possible to avoid the question of the emergence 
of the symbolic by including a lot of things in this 
category. Not only cave art and sculpted figures, 
but almost anything, e.g. burials, beads, body painting, 
lines scratched on a stone, even campsites. But there 
are other, more straightforward explanations for 
these phenomena, rather than ascribing symbolic 
meaning. When a chimpanzee mother carries around 
her dead child or an elephant mourns, are they 
acting symbolically? Burials may bespeak grief and 
sanitation concerns, among other factors. Beads 
and body painting may be part of what we would call 
aesthetic appeal, rather than symbolic significance. 
And what is a campsite or tool a symbol of, what does 
it represent?
 
There is much guesswork about the origin of language. 
No-one knows when we began talking. Chris Stringer 
voices a likely scenario: it “probably evolved out of 
growing social complexity over the last 250,000 years.” 
Communication today is the exchange of symbols. 

Language is virtually synonymous with, and is 
likely the result of symbolic thought. The grammar 
of representation, or representation as grammar. 
But theories of grammar do not explain its origins. 

In any event, language is all-encompassing; it has 
taken over. The philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce 
concludes that “my language is the sum total of myself; 
for man is thought.” Similarly, Jean-Claude Gardin, 
discussing the methodology of archaeology, declares its 
operations “not simply expressed in a language, they 
are language, subject to the same rules as language.”
 
Language has had an explosive impact, central to 
civilization’s rapid, unceasing change and innovation. 
Why this relatively new urge to change? The infinitely 
expandable symbol set of language fits perfectly with 
the previously unknown imperialism/expansionism of 
culture. And what does it conquer? What a powerfully 
adaptive phenomenon—to bring us to such a bereft, 
late-civilization reality.

It is monstrous to call a symbolic world “the 
charter of our freedom,” in Northrop Frye’s words. 

Some have at times felt quite differently. Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau objects to the principle of representation 
as such, in the name of unmediated presence. In the 
opening pages of The Phenomenology of Spirit, Georg 
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel speaks of philosophy’s desire 
to get beyond representation to the world itself. 

Roland Barthes’ introductory lecture at the 
Collège de France includes the notorious claim that 
language is fascist, imprisoning us in the lock-up of 
representation. In Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s work, the 
body has philosophical centrality and value, as opposed 
to its representation, which is unnecessary, misleading, 
and ultimately divorced from its source. The last point 
is at the heart of Jean Baudrillard’s contribution. 

Symbolism’s falsifying rise to power began in our 
initial estrangement from the world and one another. 
Samuel Beckett’s Ill Seen Ill Said provides a succinct 
end-note: “Not another word. Home at last.”

Possibly the end-game of the symbolic is the post-
modern, which is still with us. It isn’t discussed 
much, but postmodern culture seems to have settled 
over modern life like a blanketing fog. Not only in 
the U.S. do we find the post-truth society, an era of 
cynical relativism. No overview, no stable meaning, 
no transparency of communication, and all the 
debilitating rest of it.

What we have lost can be restored. We lived for 
millions of years without the components and defining 
aspects of civilized, domesticated life. A radically 
creative vision may re-envision community, communion 
with the earth, and with each other. And proceed to 
enact our dreams and flourish, once again, in a healthy 
way. I began with the notion that unless the future 
is somehow primitive, there won’t be a future, for 
humans and for non-human species all over this planet. 

Community has been destroyed by technological 
mass society. Actual community is face-to-face, within 
a radically de-centralized society. Maybe something 
like band society, where we lived for millions of years. 
Otherwise, community is nothing more than a buzz-
word for politicians and developers, invoked to support 
“improvements” to further disempower and isolate us. 

David Brooks’ opinion piece, “The Power of 
Human Touch” (New York Times, January 19, 2016) 
speaks to that touchstone and how it must be recovered 
in this age of dehumanization. “It seems that the 
smarter we get about technology, the dumber we get 
about relationships.” Distraction and emptiness define 
a more and more technological civilization.

To reconnect with one another and with 
the earth will entail the abandonment of the 
technosphere–a great dismantling. 


