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The science of economics—the "care" (nominus) of the house (ecos)—aims at studying how human beings, in the measure that our numbers increase, satisfy our basic needs for food, clothing and shelter; how we organize ourselves to use and distribute scarce resources.  During the last 200 years, economists instead of priests and shamans have answered these basically religious and philosophical questions. The question about the quality of life (other than charting material gain) has largely been ignored.

Actually the key question, ignored by most classical economists, has been one that refers to the relationship between the human species and the rest of the Earth community.  Are we humans an integral part of the Earth, or a superior, separate entity? Do animals, plants, land, minerals, water, even air, exist only for the human's well-being, or are we one more species in the community of species who inhabit a living planet? Is the human the culmination of God's creation, or is the Earth the primordial reality—and everything else, including the human, a derivative of the Earth? Are we part of a planet evolving to self-awareness, or are we Earth's caretakers, entrusted by God to care for it according to a Divine Plan? These are basically religious questions, but given the current destruction of the Earth's resources, today's economists cannot ignore them. 

Based on my own reading and research,
 I have developed the following history of homo economicus in four stages:

I. The Paleolithic or Hunter-Gatherer Stage: (2 million-10,000 BCE—99% of human history)

Some 30,000 years ago Homo sapiens had spread to all parts of the planet. We lived in tribes of 25-30.  We were nomadic and had few possessions.  There were occasional fights among tribes, but wars of conquest were unheard of.  Men hunted larger animals, while women stayed closer to the campsite in charge of the children.  There was much time devoted to religious ceremony.

In terms of our psychic development, we conceived everything as a complex of interconnecting spiritual forces.  We were animists: everything—the mountain, the river, every living being—had its spirit or "totem."  Ours was a world of profound participation, magic, intuition.  And all was a manifestation of the Great Mother from which we came and to which we would return.  The Medicine Wheel (still seen in many indigenous cultures) expressed our primary experience of living in a world of amazing fecundity with its sequence of seasons which entailed a cyclical autumn dying and spring rising. To this generosity of the Earth we responded with gratitude.  There was no distinction between nature and spirit, between religious and "ordinary" life.  The first "images" of our religious sensibilities were expressed in the multitude of "Venus figures" found throughout the planet—the image of the pregnant or fertile woman, symbol of the origin of life.  To the Paleolithic mind, the Great Mother was manifest in the body of a woman.  Sexuality, birth, death and resurrection were all of one piece, both natural and spiritual.

II. The Neolithic Revolution: The Age of Agriculture:  (10,000 – 3,500 BCE)

Gradually, we began to "domesticate" plants and animals.  With the development of agriculture, we moved from a "wild" planet to a "domesticated" one—there was a change in relationship on the entire planet.  We were able to cultivate much more food in a small space and to "control" flocks of animals.  We lived in villages of about 150 people.  There was a growing division of labor: women domesticated plants and small animals and were in the forefront of subsistence agriculture.  Men were more associated with plow agriculture and with pasturing and herding animals.  With the development of agriculture, accumulation became possible; surpluses in food developed, which allowed some to dedicate themselves to tasks other than agriculture and herding.  There was growing specialization in ceramics, art, architecture, weaving and ritual.

In terms of psychic development, our major spiritual energies continued to be expressed in complex feelings of both gratitude and fear of the Great Mother—her power to both give life and to give death.  She was venerated as that feminine power connected with the Earth and its fertility and was responsible for both the creation and the destruction of life.  Sexual union between man and woman was seen as a sacred ritual reflecting those mysterious powers that sustain life. The Hieros gamos, or "Sacred Marriage,"" a public enactment of sexual union, was considered the most important yearly rite of the Neolithic period.  In imitation of the Earth, the ritual honored the source of life by enjoying sexual pleasure, joy and gratitude. Sexual pleasure was considered sacred and pleasing to the Great Mother, in all her forms.

There is a growing body of evidence that between 4,300 and 2,800 BCE at least three waves of invasions dramatically altered earlier Neolithic societies around the Fertile Crescent.  Pastoral, warlike tribes from what are now Northern Europe and the Russian steppes began to invade these agricultural settlements in search of food and fertile women.  They came on horseback and began to sack the villages, killing the men and capturing the women.  The invaders apparently had an altogether different psychic experience from that of inhabitants of the more matristic villages and had a different relationship with the Earth than did the agriculturalists.  They had learned to domesticate animals and turn them into herds.  This also meant protecting them from other animals, such as the wolf, which came to be seen as an "enemy."

Procreation, rather than sexual union for pleasure, came to be an overriding value: more than their agrarian counterparts, herders valued women's and animals' ability to procreate and sought to control that procreation.  The gradual appropriation over women's ability to reproduce offspring changed what had been a more egalitarian relationship between the sexes.  Fertile women came to be seen as a highly prized resource and were often exchanged or captured.  Men, as a group, began to have a power over women, who, as a group, did not have power over men.

Exposed to the vastness of the plains, the immensity of the heavens, and the harshness of the climate, herding peoples felt awe and fear in the presence of powerful, invisible forces in the cosmos: total submission to these forces was seen as the only possible response.

In the end, the patrifocal invaders subdued the more matristic world and their gods overthrew the Great Mother.  This is recorded in the many myths of the ancient world.

III. The Classical Civilizations:  (3500 BCE—1500 AD)

This era was marked by major leaps in production and technology, especially in fertile valleys where large surpluses allowed greater specialization.  This was the age of bronze and iron, the rise of the ancient classical cities.  It was the age of the wheel, development in transportation by land and sea for exchange of goods, migrations, the age of the great temples.  A stage marked by division among social classes based on property ownership.  Kings ruled empires and recruited armies both for defense and to conquer other empires.  War became chronic.  The patriarchal family became the norm, with the patriarch owning his wife, his children, his slaves, and his property.  The subordination of women was now seen as "natural" and was institutionalized in all religious and legal codes. The Earth was now a resource to be exploited by humans and accumulation gave us our sense of security.  In this period, hierarchical, militaristic societies governed by religious and/or political elites became the norm throughout the entire planet. 

In terms of our psychic development, the earlier sense of coming from and returning to the Great Mother was replaced by belief in deities representing the patriarchal "power-over" mindset. 

IV.  The Modern Period:  (1500 to the present)

The modern period has been characterized by the rise of empirical science and technology, and by the appearance of movements that have challenged the four patriarchal dominations: 1) the appropriation of most economic resources by a small elite; 2) the political-military rule of kings and emperors; 3) male domination over women and children; 4) and the domination and exploitation of the Earth.

While emancipation movements have not yet been successful in eliminating these dominations (some actually intensified under the colonial system, with the application of fossil fuel-based technology to the exploitation of the Earth, and with the increasing power of transnational corporations), they point to a new awareness of the problems and have unleashed an enormous energy and growing expectations that change will come about.  Patriarchal structures and values are being questioned all over the world, and growing masses of people have become aware that they need not last forever.

V.  Will there be a fifth stage?

According to economist E.F. Schumacher, author of Small is Beautiful, the industrial revolution not only contaminated our land, but our souls as well.  "The main task for our species at this moment in history is to do our inner work.  Today it is no longer possible to believe that a political or economic reform, a new scientific discovery or a new technological process can solve the life and death problems of our industrial society.  Its roots go too deep into the heart and soul of each one of us.  It is there where the real work must be done."

If there is going to be a "fifth stage" for homo economicus, we must recognize that "at this moment, the human has a distorted presence on Earth," according to geo-logian Thomas Berry.  We must remember that we are indeed a species within a community of species.  We need to confront the fact that, like every other species, we live and die, consume and are consumed.  The death of one is food and life for another.  This, in the end, creates a profound intimacy.  Without this reciprocity, the Earth would not be able to survive.  Our inability to understand this reciprocity is the major cause of our current malaise. We are part of the Earth community: each of us is the Earth.  Within this insignificant organism called "me" there lives 15 billion years of evolution.  All human work is finally the Earth itself working in human form.  Therefore, when we "earn a living" we need to make sure we reflect what our ecosystem needs.  The only viable economy for humanity is that we live in harmony with the economy of the Earth. An eco-economy. The task, then, is nothing less than reinventing ourselves, restructuring our way of life so that we are once again in sync with the rest of the Earth community.  A major work.  But let us begin.
*Mary Judith Ress, an ecofeminist theologian, is a founding member of Con-spirando.
Source: Con-spirando # 11: Nuevas economias (marzo, 1995), pp. 6-12. 
� I have been influenced in the development of this outline by the works of Berry and Swimme, cited above, as well as by feminist anthropologist Marija Gimbutas, as described in Riane Eisler. Sacred Pleasure. HarperSanFrancisco: 1995. An earlier summary of my work on the development of patriarchy appeared in Revista Con-spirando, # 11 (marzo, 1995), “La historia del homo economicus: una version ecofeminista en cuatro actos."
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