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Abstract 

Over the course of roughly two centuries, a commercially constructed identity — the consumer — was 

systematically installed at the center of modern human self-understanding, displacing older and richer 

frameworks: the steward, the citizen, the participant, the caregiver. This paper argues that this displacement 

is not merely a cultural or philosophical problem. It is the psychological and civilizational infrastructure 

through which the polycrisis was produced and through which it is maintained. A civilization trained to 

understand itself as a collection of consuming preferences cannot generate the stewardship, long-horizon 

thinking, civic obligation, or genuine relationship with the living world that navigating existential challenges 

requires. 

Part One traces the historical arc of this construction — from the birth of mass advertising in the Industrial 

Revolution through direct marketing, social media, and artificial intelligence — and examines the regulatory 

frameworks that have tried, with uneven success, to contain it. Part Two examines what happens when this 

same manipulation infrastructure is turned against individuals: how algorithmic tools enable coercive 

control at both the intimate and societal scale, and what recovery — personal and political — actually 

requires. Part Three introduces the Neighborsheds framework as a direct, place-based, practical response: a 

design for community infrastructure that creates conditions for the return of what this paper calls the True 

Human, measured not in purchasing power but in generosity, service, and care for the web of life. 

The paper concludes that the crisis is not only ecological and civilizational but anthropological — a crisis of 

what human beings take themselves to be. The resolution is correspondingly anthropological. We do not 

need to become something new. We need to remember, and rebuild conditions for practicing, what we have 

always been. 
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Executive Summary 

The Problem 
The consumer identity — the idea that human beings are defined primarily by what they buy — was not an organic 
cultural development. It was engineered, over a century, by commercial interests that required perpetual demand, and 
refined by successive technologies — direct marketing, social media, and artificial intelligence — into something so 
pervasive that most people now treat it as common sense. At each stage, the tools grew more precise, more intimate, 
and more difficult to resist: from mass advertising that spoke to crowds, to algorithms that speak to individual 
moments of emotional vulnerability in real time. 

The consequences extend far beyond distraction or dissatisfaction. The consumer identity is the psychological 
infrastructure of the polycrisis. Perpetual consumption drives ecological overshoot. Algorithmic engagement 
optimization — deliberately engineered to exploit anxiety, outrage, and social comparison — degrades the very 
cognitive and emotional capacities needed to respond to complex, long-horizon challenges. A person trained from 
childhood to locate their worth in external approval and their agency in the marketplace is, structurally, easier to 
manipulate — by platforms, by governments, and by abusive partners. The empathy gap that drives othering, the 
disconnection from the natural world, the collapse of community belonging: these are not separate crises. They are 
downstream consequences of the same manufactured self. 

The Regulatory Story​

Democratic societies have responded to commercial manipulation incompletely, asymmetrically, and often in ways that 
were deliberately obstructed by industry lobbying. The United States still has no comprehensive federal data privacy 
law, no prohibition on targeted advertising to teenagers, and no federal regulation of AI-powered manipulation. The 
European Union has taken a structurally different approach — grounded in the position that freedom from 
manipulation is a fundamental right — with the GDPR, the Digital Services Act, and the EU AI Act together 
constituting the world's most ambitious regulatory framework. The gap between the two reveals that the choice to 
protect or not protect people from manipulation is always a political one, not a technological inevitability. 

The Coercive Control Dimension​

The same infrastructure that manufactured the consumer identity also provides the tools for coercive control: in 
intimate relationships, where abusers now have access to surveillance capabilities unimaginable to previous 
generations; and at the societal scale, where platforms and states deploy algorithmic systems that bear a disturbing 
structural resemblance to the control tactics we recognize and condemn in abusive relationships. Recovery from 
manipulation — whether intimate or civilizational — requires both inner work and structural political change, and 
neither is sufficient without the other. 

The Framework For Response​

The Neighborsheds framework, developed by Tracey Rogers Brandt through Circular Patterns, is a direct answer to 
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the diagnostic question this paper poses: how do we heal the disease causing humanity's separation from our very 
nature, and compost the beliefs that we are separate from other life forms? 

A Neighborshed is a bioregional place — grounded in the geography where people live — that channels humanity's 
mind, body, and spirit into a common purpose: care and service for all life, human and non-human. Where the 
consumer economy measures wealth in accumulation, Neighborsheds measure it in generosity — in service actions. 
Where the manipulation infrastructure erodes the interior anchors that make genuine self-determination possible, 
Neighborsheds rebuild them through practice: growing food with neighbors, restoring landscapes, building 
emergency preparedness, participating in democratic governance at the community scale. 

The Neighborsheds framework rests upon the Doughnut Economic Regenerative Rubric (DERR), also developed by 
Tracey Rogers Brandt through Circular Patterns and based on the work of Kate Raeworth. DERR operationalizes 
alignment at the individual and community level, mapping each member's passions, skills, and contributions to the 
indicators that actually matter — community wellness and biosphere health — rather than to GDP.  The 
Neighborsheds framework is an application of the Regenerative Tech Stack, developed by the Regenerative 
Technology Project, which envisions a technology architecture designed from a foundational layer of life affirming 
intentions and values upward, in direct contrast to the extractive platforms documented in Parts One and Two. If 
connected through a Commons Bioregional Alliance, individual Neighborsheds become nodes in a mycelial network: 
locally conducted, globally orchestrated, capable of seeding a bioregionalism movement at scale. 

The Central Thesis ​
We cannot solve the more-than-human predicament with a less-than-human self-understanding. The consumer 
identity is precisely the less-than-human self-understanding through which the predicament was produced. 
Neighborsheds are the architecture of return: to the True Human, to the web of life, to the seven-generation horizon 
within which civilizational survival becomes possible. 
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PART ONE: From Persuasion to Manipulation 

How Advertising Remade the Human Self-Image — and How Society Has​
(and Hasn't) Responded 

 

Executive Summary 
Over the course of roughly two centuries, the commercial world developed an increasingly sophisticated set of tools to 
shape, exploit, and ultimately redefine human desire. This essay traces that evolution — from the birth of mass 
advertising in the Industrial Revolution, through the rise of direct marketing and data-driven targeting, to the 
emergence of social media and artificial intelligence — and examines both the philosophical damage it has done to our 
understanding of what human beings are, and the regulatory frameworks that have tried, with uneven success, to 
contain it. 

The Core Argument ​
Advertising began as a commercial announcement and became psychological engineering. By the early 20th century, 
practitioners like Edward Bernays and John B. Watson had imported the tools of psychoanalysis and behaviorism into 
the marketplace, manufacturing desire and conditioning identity through emotional manipulation rather than factual 
persuasion. The consumer identity — the idea that human beings are defined primarily by what they buy — was not 
an organic cultural development. It was a constructed ideology, built to serve the needs of industrial capitalism and 
refined over a century into something most people now treat as common sense. 

Each successive technology amplified this project. Direct marketing (formalized 1917–1961) moved advertising from 
mass audiences to targeted individuals, using compiled data to reach people with messages calibrated to their specific 
circumstances and vulnerabilities. Social media (2004 onward) colonized human social life itself, converting 
friendship, self-expression, and community into data to be monetized, and deploying engagement algorithms that 
maximized time-on-platform by exploiting anxiety, outrage, and social comparison. Artificial intelligence 
(commercially significant from ~2012, transformative from 2020) has automated manipulation at scale, enabling 
real-time, psychologically individualized persuasion that anticipates desire before it is consciously formed. 

Against this backdrop, the older human frameworks — the citizen, the steward, the participant in community and 
natural world — have been steadily displaced. The harm is not merely philosophical. It is material: in the documented 
mental health effects of algorithmically optimized social media on adolescents; in the ecological consequences of a 
culture organized around perpetual consumption; in the erosion of the cognitive and social space required for genuine 
self-determination. 

The Regulatory Story​
The response of democratic societies to these developments has been incomplete, asymmetric, and often deliberately 
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obstructed. In the United States, the foundational framework — the FTC Act of 1914, extended by Wheeler-Lea in 
1938 — addressed deception but left manipulation entirely untouched. Self-regulation dominated for most of the 
20th century, and meaningful attempts to protect children (notably the 1978 "KidVid" rulemaking) were defeated by 
industry lobbying. The Children's Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA, 2000) created real but narrow protections, 
and was not meaningfully updated for 13 years. The period from 2004 to 2018 — during which social media built its 
surveillance infrastructure — was a near-total regulatory vacuum. The United States still has no comprehensive federal 
data privacy law, no prohibition on targeted advertising to teenagers, and no federal regulation of AI-powered 
manipulation. 

The European Union has taken a structurally different approach, grounded in the position that data protection and 
freedom from manipulation are fundamental rights. The GDPR (2018), the Digital Services Act (2024), and the EU 
AI Act (2024/2026) together constitute the most ambitious regulatory framework for commercial manipulation in 
the world. The DSA bans targeted advertising to all minors, prohibits dark patterns and addictive design, mandates 
algorithmic transparency, and imposes penalties of up to 6% of global annual revenue. The AI Act explicitly prohibits 
subliminal manipulation and the exploitation of psychological vulnerabilities by AI systems. 

The Gaps and Their Causes ​
The gaps in protection — particularly in the United States — are not accidental. They reflect lobbying asymmetry; a 
regulatory philosophy that has consistently prioritized commercial interest over human protection; a legal framework 
that can address deception but not manipulation; chronic under-resourcing of regulatory agencies; and, in the case of 
children, a four-decade pattern of industry successfully defeating or diluting protective legislation. 

The Conclusion​
The most important question raised by this history is not technical but philosophical: what kind of creatures do we 
believe we are, and how much of our inner life are we willing to surrender to those who profit from our distraction? 
The consumer identity is a thin and historically anomalous account of a human being. Recovering something richer — 
the steward, the citizen, the participant — requires first understanding how the thinner version was installed, and by 
whom, and why it has been so difficult to protect ourselves from it. 

 

Introduction 
There is a quiet but consequential idea embedded in modern life: that to be human is, above all else, to consume. We 
do not simply buy things — we are told that what we buy is who we are. This idea did not emerge naturally from 
human culture. It was engineered. The story of how advertising evolved through direct marketing, social media, and 
artificial intelligence is also the story of how the tools of persuasion became increasingly intimate, increasingly precise, 
and increasingly difficult to resist — until the line between influencing a choice and manufacturing a desire all but 
disappeared. 
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Alongside this story runs a parallel one: the incomplete, asymmetric, and often deliberately obstructed story of how 
societies have tried — and frequently failed — to protect their citizens from these tools. Together, these two stories 
reveal something important not just about commerce and technology, but about what a democratic society believes 
human beings are worth protecting as. 

 

Chapter 1: The Foundation — Advertising and the Consumer Identity 

Advertising in its earliest forms was simply an announcement. Merchants in ancient Egypt carved sales messages into 
stone. The Roman Album — whitewashed walls used to post public notices — served commerce alongside civic life. 
But advertising as a systematic, psychologically informed industry is a product of the Industrial Revolution. 

By the mid-19th century, mass production created a new problem: supply exceeded local demand. Factories could 
produce far more than any single community could absorb, and the railroad and telegraph created the infrastructure to 
reach distant markets. The advertising industry grew to solve this logistical problem — but it quickly became 
something far more ambitious. 

In 1841, Volney Palmer opened the first American advertising agency in Philadelphia, brokering space in newspapers 
on behalf of manufacturers. By the 1880s and 1890s, pioneers like N.W. Ayer & Son were not merely placing ads but 
crafting campaigns — shaping narratives around products rather than simply announcing their existence. The shift 
was subtle but profound: advertising moved from informing to persuading. 

The critical philosophical turn came in the early 20th century with the application of psychology to salesmanship. 
John B. Watson, the father of behaviorism, left academia in 1920 to join the J. Walter Thompson advertising agency, 
bringing with him the conviction that human behavior could be reliably conditioned. Edward Bernays — Sigmund 
Freud's nephew — went further still. Drawing on his uncle's theories of unconscious desire, Bernays pioneered what 
he called "public relations" but what was, at its core, the engineering of mass consent. His 1928 book Propaganda 
argued openly that the manipulation of public opinion was not only possible but necessary and desirable for a 
functioning consumer society. 

This era gave birth to a foundational cultural myth: that satisfaction, identity, and even freedom could be found 
through purchasing. The human being was quietly reframed — from a citizen, a steward, a maker of meaning — into a 
consumer. This was not a neutral observation about human nature. It was a designed ideology, built to serve industrial 
capitalism's need for perpetual demand. 

 

Chapter 2: Direct Marketing — The Personalization of Persuasion 

If mass advertising spoke to everyone at once, direct marketing had a more unsettling ambition: to speak to you. 
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The origins of direct marketing trace to the mid-19th century. In 1861, Pryce-Jones launched the first modern 
mail-order catalog in Britain, selling Welsh flannel goods to customers across the country by post. In the United States, 
Montgomery Ward issued its first mail-order catalog in 1872, followed by Sears Roebuck in 1888. The catalog was a 
revolution — it collapsed geography and brought the marketplace directly into the home. 

But the true engine of direct marketing was the list. By compiling and trading customer records — names, addresses, 
purchase histories — marketers discovered they could target individuals rather than audiences. The Direct Mail 
Advertising Association (later the Direct Marketing Association) was founded in 1917, formalizing the industry and 
its data-sharing practices. By mid-century, list brokers were trading millions of names, segmenting populations by 
geography, income, and buying behavior. 

The term "direct marketing" itself was coined in 1961 by Lester Wunderman, who went on to pioneer many of its 
modern techniques including the toll-free 800 number, loyalty rewards programs, and the magazine subscription card. 
Wunderman understood that the power of direct marketing lay not just in reaching individuals, but in measuring 
their responses — closing the feedback loop between advertiser and consumer in a way that mass media never could. 

With the arrival of computing in the 1970s and 1980s, data segmentation grew exponentially more sophisticated. 
Robert and Kate Kestnbaum developed database marketing in the early 1980s, applying statistical modeling to 
customer databases to predict buying behavior. By the 1990s, companies like Acxiom and Experian were building vast 
data warehouses containing hundreds of data points on virtually every American adult — income, lifestyle, health 
indicators, political leanings, purchasing habits. 

The manipulative capacity of this era lay in its combination of scale and specificity. Advertisers could now reach 
millions of individuals with messages calibrated to their particular vulnerabilities, aspirations, and habits. The 
consumer was no longer addressed as a member of a crowd but as an individual — which made the appeal feel 
personal, even intimate, while remaining entirely commercial in intent. 

Direct marketing also accelerated the normalization of surveillance as a commercial practice. The implicit bargain — 
your data in exchange for relevant offers — trained generations of people to accept that their personal information was 
a fair trade for convenience. This acceptance would have enormous consequences when the internet arrived. 

 

Chapter 3: Social Media — The Colonization of Relationship 

Social media did not invent the manipulation of human social instincts for commercial gain — but it industrialized it 
on an unprecedented scale. 

The precursors of social media stretch back to the early internet. ARPANET, developed in 1969, was the technical 
ancestor of the internet. Bulletin Board Systems (BBS) emerged in 1978, allowing users to share messages 
electronically. The first recognizable social network, SixDegrees.com, launched in 1997, allowing users to create 
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profiles and connect with friends. Friendster (2002), MySpace (2003), and then Facebook (2004) followed in rapid 
succession, each building larger, more engaging, and more commercially sophisticated platforms. 

What distinguished social media from prior digital platforms was the depth of behavioral data it could collect. Every 
click, pause, share, like, comment, and omission became a data point. Facebook's advertising platform, launched in 
2007, offered advertisers the ability to target users not just by demographics but by expressed interests, relationship 
status, life events, and behavioral patterns. This was categorically different from anything direct marketers had 
previously achieved. Earlier data was largely transactional — what you bought. Social media data was psychological — 
who you were, what you feared, what you craved, what made you angry. 

The internal logic of social media platforms is inseparable from this data collection imperative. Engagement — time 
spent on the platform — maximizes advertising revenue. And the most powerful drivers of engagement, as platforms 
discovered early, are not joy or connection but outrage, anxiety, and social comparison. The "like" button, introduced 
by Facebook in 2009, gamified social validation. The infinite scroll, pioneered by Twitter, eliminated natural stopping 
points. Notification systems were designed to create variable-reward loops — the same psychological mechanism 
underlying slot machines. 

Former Facebook president Sean Parker acknowledged in 2017 that the platform was deliberately designed to consume 
as much of users' time and attention as possible by exploiting "a vulnerability in human psychology." Former Google 
design ethicist Tristan Harris described the platforms as a "race to the bottom of the brainstem" — a competition to 
capture the most primitive and reliable human impulses. 

The commercial consequence was the completion of advertising's long project: the elimination of the distinction 
between a person's social life and their role as a consumer. On social media, friendship, self-expression, community, 
and political participation all occur within an architecture owned by advertisers. Every human moment — grief, 
celebration, curiosity, love — became a data point available for commercial targeting. 

 

Chapter 4: Artificial Intelligence — The Automation of Manipulation 

Artificial intelligence represents the latest and most powerful evolution in advertising's technological arsenal — and 
the one that most fundamentally threatens human autonomy. 

The intellectual foundations of AI trace to Alan Turing's 1950 paper "Computing Machinery and Intelligence," which 
proposed the famous Turing Test. The term "artificial intelligence" was coined in 1956 at the Dartmouth Conference 
by John McCarthy. Early AI research through the 1950s–1970s focused on logic, language, and game-playing, with 
limited practical commercial application. 

The decisive shift came with machine learning and, later, deep learning. The development of neural networks 
progressed through key milestones: backpropagation (1986), support vector machines (1990s), and the deep learning 
revolution sparked by Geoffrey Hinton, Yann LeCun, and Yoshua Bengio through the 2000s and into the early 2010s. 
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When deep learning models began dramatically outperforming prior approaches on image recognition benchmarks 
around 2012, the era of practical AI had arrived. 

For advertising, AI transformed the game in several interconnected ways. Programmatic advertising — the automated 
buying and placement of ads in real time — became standard industry practice through the early 2010s, using machine 
learning to match ad inventory to user profiles in milliseconds. Recommendation algorithms — deployed by Netflix, 
YouTube, Amazon, and Spotify — learned to predict and shape user preferences with uncanny accuracy, creating 
consumption loops where the line between what a person wants and what they have been guided to want is 
functionally impossible to discern. 

Generative AI, emerging powerfully with GPT-3 (2020) and accelerating through 2022–2024, added a further 
dimension: the ability to create individualized persuasive content at scale. AI systems can now generate personalized ad 
copy, simulate conversational intimacy, craft emotionally resonant narratives, and A/B test thousands of variants 
simultaneously — all calibrated to an individual's specific psychological profile. Where direct marketing spoke to 
segments, and early social media targeting spoke to individuals, AI-powered advertising speaks to the individual's 
moment — their current emotional state, their recent anxieties, their live behavioral context. 

The manipulative capacity has thus evolved along two axes: precision (from mass audience to psychological individual) 
and speed (from seasonal campaigns to real-time, continuous influence). The human being targeted by modern 
AI-driven advertising is not addressed as a rational agent making considered choices. They are addressed as a system of 
predictable responses — a pattern to be optimized toward a commercial outcome. 

 

Chapter 5: The Philosophical Consequence — Consumer vs. Steward 

These are not merely technical developments. They encode and enforce a particular view of what human beings are. 

Across most of human history and across most cultures, the dominant frameworks for human identity were relational 
and participatory: human beings as members of communities, as caretakers of land and tradition, as moral agents with 
obligations to ancestors and descendants, as participants in something larger than their own appetites. Ancient Greek 
civic life valued the citizen over the consumer. Indigenous cultures worldwide organized identity around stewardship 
of the natural world. Religious traditions from Christianity to Buddhism to Islam consistently placed being over 
having, locating meaning in relationships, service, and transcendence rather than accumulation. 

The consumer identity that advertising constructed over the 20th century is historically anomalous and 
philosophically thin. It defines the self primarily through preference and acquisition — what you buy, what you 
choose, what you wear, what you drive. It locates agency in the marketplace and satisfaction in consumption. It 
reduces complex human needs — for belonging, for meaning, for dignity, for purpose — to commercial problems with 
commercial solutions. 
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The harm is not simply that this is a distorted picture of human flourishing. The harm is that it is a self-fulfilling 
distortion. Advertising does not merely reflect a consumer society; it produces one. When the psychological 
architecture of social media platforms is designed to maximize engagement through anxiety and comparison, it 
manufactures the very dissatisfaction it promises to resolve. When AI systems learn to predict and preempt human 
desire before it is consciously formed, they compress the space in which genuine self-determination can occur. 

What is lost is precisely what the older frameworks tried to preserve: the human being as a steward — of relationships, 
of community, of the natural world, of the interior life. Stewardship implies responsibility, patience, and care for what 
cannot be owned. The consumer identity, by contrast, implies only appetite and transaction. It is a remarkably 
impoverished account of what it means to be alive. 

 

Chapter 6: Advertising and Direct Marketing — A Slow and Partial Reckoning 

The Foundational Framework 
The Federal Trade Commission (FTC) was established in 1914, with the mandate to prevent "unfair methods of 
competition." Its authority over deceptive advertising grew over subsequent decades, formalized through the 
Wheeler-Lea Act of 1938, which explicitly extended the FTC's jurisdiction to "unfair or deceptive acts or practices" in 
commerce. This gave the federal government a baseline tool to challenge outright lies in advertising, but established a 
high bar: ads were actionable only if they were materially deceptive, not merely manipulative. 

This distinction between deception and manipulation has haunted advertising regulation ever since. An ad that creates 
false desire, exploits insecurity, or conditions brand loyalty through emotional rather than rational appeal is not, under 
this framework, illegal. The behavioral techniques pioneered by Watson and Bernays existed in a legal gray zone that 
regulators neither mapped nor entered for most of the 20th century. 

Self-Regulation as the Dominant Model 
For decades, the advertising industry largely regulated itself. The Better Business Bureau, founded in 1912, addressed 
consumer complaints but had no legal authority. The National Advertising Division (NAD), established in 1971, 
created a voluntary review process. The Children's Advertising Review Unit (CARU), launched in 1974, was another 
industry self-regulatory body — one that could recommend changes but impose no penalties. 

The reliance on self-regulation systematically underweighted the power differential between large, sophisticated 
advertisers and their audiences — and particularly underweighted the vulnerability of children. 

The Data Gap in Direct Marketing 
The direct marketing industry's practice of compiling, trading, and monetizing personal data was almost entirely 
unregulated in the United States for most of its history. Data brokers like Acxiom, which by the 1990s held hundreds 
of data points on virtually every American adult, operated without any affirmative duty to disclose their practices or 
obtain consent. The Fair Credit Reporting Act (FCRA, 1970) created some narrow protections; the CAN-SPAM Act 
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(2003) addressed email marketing superficially; the Do Not Call Registry (2003) was meaningful against telemarketing 
but left data collection untouched. This gap was not primarily created by technological change. It was created by 
deliberate policy choices prioritizing commercial interest. 

The KidVid Defeat — A Template for Failure 
In 1978, the FTC attempted to promulgate rules restricting television advertising directed at young children, citing 
developmental research showing that children below a certain age cannot recognize advertising as persuasion. Congress 
stripped the FTC of its rulemaking authority in this area, and the Washington Post called the agency a "National 
Nanny." This episode established a template: serious proposals to protect children from commercial manipulation 
would be defeated through industry lobbying, and the result would be self-regulatory frameworks providing the 
appearance of protection without its substance. 

 

Chapter 7: The Internet and Social Media — The Decade of Regulatory Absence 

COPPA: Meaningful but Narrow 
The Children's Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA), enacted in 1998 and in effect from 2000, required websites 
to obtain verifiable parental consent before collecting personal information from children under 13. This was a 
genuine protection — but it aged poorly. COPPA's age threshold of 13 created a legal fiction: platforms designating 
themselves as 13-plus services offloaded age verification to the child. A child who clicked "I am 13" faced no further 
barrier. The rule was not meaningfully updated from 2000 until 2013 — thirteen years during which social media and 
behavioral advertising had been transformed beyond recognition. 

The Open Window: 2004–2018 
The period from Facebook's founding in 2004 to the Cambridge Analytica scandal in 2018 represents perhaps the 
most consequential regulatory gap in modern consumer protection history. During this period, social media platforms 
built behavioral surveillance infrastructure of extraordinary scope and precision, developed engagement mechanisms 
explicitly designed to exploit psychological vulnerabilities, and deployed these systems against hundreds of millions of 
users — including minors — with virtually no regulatory oversight. 

The legal shield was Section 230 of the Communications Decency Act (1996), which protected platforms from 
liability for user-generated content. Combined with the absence of comprehensive privacy legislation, Section 230 gave 
platforms extraordinary latitude. Why did regulation not arrive? Several factors converged: the platforms' rapid 
growth and genuinely positive public image; their framing of surveillance capitalism as "connecting the world"; 
structural campaign finance incentives; and a bipartisan ideological consensus that digital industry self-governance was 
appropriate policy. 

Internal documents later disclosed through litigation and whistleblower testimony revealed that major platforms had 
extensive internal research on the psychological harms their products caused — particularly to adolescents — and did 
not disclose this to regulators or the public. 
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Chapter 8: Regulatory Divergence — The U.S. and EU After 2018 

The United States: Incremental and Fragmented 
The Cambridge Analytica revelations in 2018, followed by a $5 billion FTC fine against Facebook in 2019, marked the 
end of broad regulatory permissiveness. But the American response remained incremental and fragmented. The 
United States still has no comprehensive federal consumer data privacy law. Comprehensive legislation including the 
Kids Online Safety Act has failed to clear Congress despite broad public support. COPPA was updated in January 
2025 with requirements for separate parental consent for targeted advertising — and immediately subjected to a 
regulatory freeze by the incoming Trump administration. 

The European Union: Structural Ambition 
The European regulatory response has been categorically more ambitious, grounded in the philosophical position that 
data protection and freedom from manipulation are fundamental rights. The General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR, in effect May 2018) created comprehensive data protection requirements, establishing affirmative consent, 
rights of deletion, and penalties up to 4% of global annual revenue. The Digital Services Act (DSA, 2022, fully 
applicable February 2024) introduced a complete ban on targeted advertising directed at minors, prohibited dark 
patterns and manipulative design, required algorithmic transparency, and imposed potential fines of up to 6% of global 
annual turnover. Following the DSA's entry into force, Snapchat, TikTok, Meta's Instagram, and Facebook all ceased 
allowing advertisers to target underage users in the EU. The EU AI Act (entered into force August 2024, most 
provisions applicable August 2026) is the world's first comprehensive legal framework governing AI systems, explicitly 
prohibiting subliminal manipulation and exploitation of psychological vulnerabilities. 

 

Chapter 9: Comparative Protection — U.S. vs. EU 

Comprehensive Data Privacy Law: United States: No federal law. Patchwork of state laws. Sector-specific federal 
statutes with significant gaps. European Union: GDPR (2018) — comprehensive, rights-based, with significant 
enforcement penalties. Treats privacy as a fundamental right. 

Targeted Advertising to Children: United States: COPPA prohibits targeting children under 13 with verifiable 
parental consent requirement. No federal protection for ages 13–17. European Union: DSA (2024) — complete ban 
on targeted advertising to all minors under 18. 

Addictive/Manipulative Platform Design: United States: No federal law. FTC guidance classifies some dark patterns 
as deceptive, but enforcement is case-by-case. European Union: DSA bans dark patterns and manipulative design. 

Algorithmic Transparency and Choice: United States: No federal requirement. European Union: DSA requires large 
platforms to offer non-personalized, chronological feed options. 
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AI-Powered Manipulation: United States: No AI-specific regulation. European Union: EU AI Act prohibits AI 
systems using subliminal techniques, exploiting vulnerabilities, or deploying deceptive conversational agents. 

Enforcement Mechanisms: United States: FTC enforcement actions, state attorneys general, private class actions. No 
criminal liability for executives. European Union: GDPR up to 4% of global annual revenue; DSA up to 6%; AI Act up 
to 3%. 

 

Chapter 10: The Architecture of the Gaps 

The regulatory gaps across this history share common structural causes. The lobbying asymmetry between 
well-resourced industries and diffuse publics has defeated meaningful reform repeatedly, most visibly in the 1978 
KidVid defeat and the ongoing failure of federal privacy legislation. The innovation gap — regulatory frameworks 
written for prior technologies — is partly structural and partly a product of regulatory agencies being chronically 
under-resourced. The governance philosophy shift of the 1980s and 1990s toward deregulation created the permissive 
environment in which surveillance capitalism was built. The definitional problem — American law addresses 
deception but not manipulation — was present in 1914 and has never been closed; as advertising became more 
psychologically sophisticated, it moved further from what the law could reach. And the children's protection failure is 
the starkest case: the gap between documented knowledge of children's vulnerability and what the law actually 
prohibits reflects less a knowledge deficit than a political one. 

 

Conclusion to Part One 
The arc from Pryce-Jones's mail-order catalog to AI-generated personalized persuasion is not simply a story of 
technological progress. It is a story about whose interests the technology serves, and what image of the human it 
reinforces. Direct marketing taught advertisers to see people as addressable data points. Social media taught them to 
colonize human social life for commercial purposes. AI is teaching them to anticipate and shape human desire before it 
is consciously experienced. 

The manipulation capacity built through these technologies did not develop in a regulatory vacuum by accident. It 
developed in a regulatory vacuum that was, in significant part, deliberately maintained. 

To understand how we were persuaded that we are primarily consumers is the first step toward recovering the belief 
that we are something more. But what exactly is that more — and what stands between us and it? 
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PART TWO: Something More 

Algorithmic Coercive Control and the Recovery of Human Agency 

 

Preface: The Connection 
The final sentence of Part One poses a challenge disguised as a promise: that understanding how we were persuaded to 
see ourselves as primarily consumers is the first step toward recovering the belief that we are something more. But what 
exactly is that more? And what stands between us and it? 

This section takes up both questions. The first half examines what happens when the manipulation infrastructure 
built by advertising, direct marketing, and social media is turned not just against populations but against individuals 
— specifically, how algorithmic tools have become instruments of coercive control, both at the societal scale and in 
intimate relationships. The second half asks what recovery actually looks like: not as abstraction, but as practical daily 
life and structural political change. 

The two halves are connected by a single, uncomfortable argument: the consumer identity is not merely a 
philosophical diminishment. It is a vulnerability. A person who has been conditioned to locate their worth in external 
approval, to seek validation through algorithmic feedback loops, and to understand their desires as given rather than 
constructed, is structurally easier to control — whether the controlling party is a social media platform, a government, 
or an abusive partner. Recovery, therefore, is not only a personal or cultural project. It is a precondition for genuine 
freedom. 

 

Chapter 11: Coercive Control — The Concept and Its Expansion 

The concept of coercive control was developed by sociologist Evan Stark in his 2007 book of the same name to describe 
a pattern of behavior in intimate partner abuse that goes beyond physical violence. Coercive control is a course of 
conduct designed to deprive a victim of liberty, autonomy, and identity. It operates through surveillance, isolation, 
micromanagement of daily life, the creation of dependency, the erosion of self-worth, and the systematic elimination 
of the victim's access to support networks and independent judgment. 

What made Stark's framework transformative was its insistence that the most damaging form of intimate partner 
abuse is often not physical violence but the architecture of control built around a person — the cage, rather than the 
blows. Coercive control is about the colonization of a person's inner life: their sense of who they are, what they 
deserve, and whether escape is possible. 
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What has become increasingly clear in the years since Stark's work, accelerated dramatically by the proliferation of 
smartphones, social media, and location tracking, is that this architecture of control has been immeasurably 
strengthened by digital technology — and that the same structural logic of coercive control operates, at a different 
scale, in the relationship between platforms and their users, and between states and their populations. 

The mirroring is not metaphorical. It is architectural. 

 

Chapter 12: Algorithmic Coercive Control in Intimate Relationships 

The Digital Toolkit of Abuse 
Before social media's maturation in the early 2010s, intimate partner abuse involving technology was relatively limited. 
What changed with the smartphone era was not just the power of individual tools but their integration into a seamless 
surveillance and control infrastructure that abusers could access cheaply, easily, and often without the victim's 
awareness. 

The toolkit available to abusers today includes: location tracking through shared family apps routinely weaponized for 
coercive monitoring; spyware and stalkerware installed on victims' devices that capture messages, calls, and location; 
account takeovers through which abusers access a victim's email, social media, and banking; digital financial control 
restricting access to online banking and payment platforms; and social media monitoring through which abusers 
control who victims communicate with or enlist networks of allies in online abuse campaigns. 

Research by the National Network to End Domestic Violence found that the vast majority of domestic violence 
survivors it surveyed reported their abuser used technology to stalk, harass, or control them. What technology did was 
not create coercive control. It deepened it, extended it, and made it harder to escape. A victim who leaves a physically 
abusive partner can put physical distance between themselves and the abuser. A victim whose digital life remains under 
surveillance faces a form of control that does not respect geographic distance. The cage has no walls because it is built 
from data. 

The Specific Harm to Children 
Children in households where one parent exercises algorithmic coercive control over the other face layered exposure: 
they witness the normalization of surveillance as care, learn to understand monitoring as love, and may themselves 
become tools of control — used to relay information, as pretexts for continued contact, or as subjects of direct 
surveillance. 

Why Platform Design Enables Abuse 
A critical feature of the digital coercive control landscape is that platforms whose products are weaponized for abuse 
bear essentially no structural responsibility for this use. These companies have taken limited and inconsistent steps to 
address abuse, and regulatory requirements to design safety into their products from the outset remain largely absent 
in the United States. 
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Chapter 13: Algorithmic Coercive Control at the Societal Scale 

The Mirror 
If you strip the interpersonal language from coercive control and replace it with structural terms, you get a remarkably 
accurate description of the relationship between large social media platforms and their users. 

Surveillance: Platforms monitor every interaction, every pause, every scroll — behavioral data that would be 
recognized as stalking if a person did it, but is normalized as a business practice when a corporation does. Isolation: 
Algorithmic recommendation systems have been documented to pull users toward increasingly extreme content, 
narrowing perspectives and limiting independent judgment. Dependency creation: Variable reward loops — the 
uncertain anticipation of likes, comments, notifications — create compulsive use patterns pharmacologically similar to 
addiction. Erosion of self-worth: Instagram's internal research found that the platform worsened body image issues for 
a substantial proportion of teenage girls. Elimination of independent judgment: When a person's information 
environment is curated by an algorithm optimized for engagement rather than truth or wellbeing, their capacity for 
independent assessment is systematically degraded. 

The State as Coercive Controller 
The tools of algorithmic control are not available only to platforms and abusers. China's Social Credit System 
aggregates behavioral data from multiple sources to generate scores that determine access to transportation, education, 
employment, and public life. Less comprehensive but structurally similar systems exist in liberal democracies: 
predictive policing algorithms that create racially discriminatory feedback loops; social welfare algorithms that deny 
support without meaningful due process; facial recognition enabling population-scale surveillance without individual 
consent. 

The Consumer Identity as Vulnerability 
A person whose sense of self is grounded in their relationships, values, and sense of obligation has an interior anchor 
that is not easily moved by external pressure. A person whose sense of self is grounded in social approval and 
consumption — trained by decades of advertising and algorithmic feedback to seek validation through likes, 
purchases, and status signals — has a self whose center of gravity lies outside themselves. This is why the consumer 
identity and coercive control are not independent phenomena. The advertising-industrial complex spent a century 
weakening the interior anchors that make manipulation more difficult. Social media spent two decades building the 
feedback infrastructure through which manipulation could be continuously delivered. 

Recovery is not just about mental health or personal growth. It is about rebuilding the interior architecture that 
manipulation requires us to lack. 

 

Chapter 14: What Recovery Looks Like in Daily Life 
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Recovery from the consumer identity and algorithmically mediated coercive control is not a single act but a 
reorientation — a shift in what one takes to be real, important, and authoritative about oneself and the world. 

Recovering the Interior Life 
The consumer identity colonizes attention. The first practical move in recovery is therefore attentional: the deliberate 
cultivation of experiences that restore contact with an interior life not mediated by algorithmic curation. This means 
protecting periods of unmediated time — time without devices, notifications, or algorithmic content — not as 
deprivation but as the conditions under which genuine thought, feeling, and relationship can occur. It means reading 
long-form text whose structure requires and rewards sustained attention. It means practices of solitude — walks, 
contemplative practices, time in natural environments — that allow a person to encounter their own mind without 
commercial mediation. 

Recovering Relationship 
The consumer identity is atomizing. Recovery of genuine relationship means recovering the capacity for what 
philosopher Martin Buber called the I-Thou encounter: the meeting between two persons present to each other as 
subjects rather than objects. Practically: investing in relationships that exist primarily offline; creating shared time that 
has no content-production or status-signaling dimension; and developing the capacity — increasingly countercultural 
— for disagreement, difficulty, and repair within relationships. 

Recovering Stewardship 
Recovery of stewardship means recovering a sense of oneself as responsible for something beyond one's own 
preferences: a family, a neighborhood, a natural place, a tradition, a future. Practically: engagement with the tangible 
world through growing food, caring for a place, participating in local civic life, developing craft knowledge of 
something that requires patience and skill. These activities share a structure: they unfold over time horizons longer ​
than any algorithmic feedback cycle; they are resistant to commodification; they involve obligation and care rather 
than preference and choice. 

Recovering Critical Consciousness 
Understanding how the consumer identity was constructed, and how algorithmic systems work, is a form of practical 
protection. Critical media literacy — the capacity to recognize persuasion techniques, understand algorithmic 
curation, and interrogate design intent — is a genuine defense. Developing a habit of asking, when encountering any 
mediated content: who benefits from my believing or feeling this, and why? 

 

Chapter 15: What Recovery Requires Politically 

Individual practices of recovery are necessary but not sufficient. The manipulation infrastructure is structural and 
requires structural responses. 
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The most consequential single legal reform available in the United States is the passage of a comprehensive federal data 
privacy law that treats the right to control one's personal data as a fundamental right. Protecting children structurally 
means a federal minimum age for social media participation that is meaningfully enforced; a prohibition on behavioral 
advertising targeting all minors; mandatory safety-by-design requirements for platforms accessible to children; and 
personal legal liability for platform executives when products cause documented harm to minors. 

Algorithmic accountability requires mandatory disclosure of criteria and data used in consequential decisions; rights 
of appeal against automated decisions; and specific prohibitions on the use of algorithmic systems to determine access 
to essential services without meaningful human oversight. 

The deepest political recovery project is the reclamation of civic identity — the understanding of oneself as a citizen 
with rights and obligations, rather than a consumer with preferences and data. This requires investment in the 
institutions and spaces that sustain civic life: public education, public libraries, public parks, local journalism, 
community organizations, and democratic participation at every level. 

 

Conclusion to Part Two 
The consumer identity was not a natural development. It was engineered, over a century, by commercial infrastructure 
whose interests required the systematic displacement of older, richer, and more demanding accounts of human beings. 
Social media and AI accelerated this project to the point where the manipulation infrastructure now operates in real 
time, at the level of individual psychology, against hundreds of millions of people simultaneously — including children 
who have not yet developed the cognitive defenses that might partially protect adults. 

Recovery requires both inner work and political work, and neither is sufficient without the other. What we are 
recovering is not something new. It is something very old: the conviction that a human life is not a data point, that 
human attention is not a commodity, that human relationships are not a content format, and that the purpose of a life 
is not to be a perfect consumer but to be, however imperfectly, a person — with all the obligation, complexity, and 
irreducible dignity that the word has always implied. 

That is what something more means. And it is worth protecting. 

But knowing what we are recovering is not the same as knowing 
how to recover it — or where. The answer to the where turns out to 
matter enormously. 
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PART THREE: Neighborsheds — Architecting Conditions for Regeneration 

How the Neighborshed Framework Addresses the More-Than-Human Predicament 

 

Preface: The Hinge 
The two essays that precede this one have made a historical and structural argument. They traced how, over roughly 
two centuries, the rich multiplicity of what it means to be human — citizen, steward, participant, caregiver — was 
progressively displaced by a single, thin, commercially constructed identity: the consumer. They showed how each 
successive technology — from mail-order catalogs to social media to AI — did not merely reflect this displacement but 
actively deepened it, automating manipulation at scale and colonizing interior life. And they named, with increasing 
urgency, what is at stake: not only the wellbeing of individuals, not only the health of democratic society, but the 
survival of the living systems that make both possible. 

The thesis that anchors this third essay, and that connects everything that precedes it, is this: 

We Cannot Solve the More-Than-Human Predicament With ​
A Less-Than-Human Self-Understanding. 

This is not a slogan. It is a diagnostic. The polycrisis we face — ecological collapse, democratic erosion, social 
fragmentation, civilizational disconnection from the web of life — is not a problem that can be addressed by 
optimizing the consumer. The consumer identity is precisely the psychological and cultural infrastructure through 
which the predicament was produced. A civilization organized around the belief that humans are primarily 
consumers, and that the purpose of technology is to deepen and accelerate that consumption, cannot generate the 
stewardship, the long-horizon thinking, the civic obligation, or the genuine relationship with the more-than-human 
world that civilizational survival requires. 

The Neighborsheds framework is a direct, practical, place-based response to this diagnosis. It does not attempt to fix 
the consumer. It creates conditions for the return of the True Human. 

Chapter 16: The True Human and What Was Taken 

Figure 16.1 below captures the argument of the preceding two essays and the stakes of this one. It begins, at the left, 
with a figure the Neighborsheds framework calls the True Human: a being who holds four roles simultaneously — 
Participant, Steward, Citizen, Caregiver — each one distinct, each one in relationship with the others, all of them 
grounded in a spiraling center that gestures toward depth, continuity, and embeddedness in something larger than the 
self. 
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​
Figure 16.1 

In the 1890s, with the arrival of direct marketing and its mail-order catalogs, a fifth figure appeared: the Advertiser's 
Data Point. At first a small addition, barely visible at the edge of the fan. By 2004, with the advent of social media, the 
Consumer had grown large and orange and insistent, crowding out the others. By 2020, the word consumer stamps 
across the image in bold, the True Human figures barely visible beneath it, and the label has shifted: now the human 
being is both an Advertisers' and an Authoritarian Regime data point, highlighting the deep entanglement between 
consumer identity and consumption and controlling intentions and values, underpinning today’s extractive 
technology stack. 

The following chart is equally stark. As the consumer identity grows — through Direct Marketing, Social Media, and 
AI — Biosphere and Community Wellness falls. The lines move in an inverse relationship, as if they were always in 
competition. Which, of course, they were. Consumerism, the slide announces, is a Societal and Biosphere Cancer. 

                                                          
Figure 16.2 
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This is the departure point for Part Three. Not a philosophical abstraction but a biological and civilizational fact: the 
manufactured identity that displaced the True Human is making the living world sick. And the living world's sickness 
— the breach of planetary boundaries, the collapse of biodiversity, the poisoning of water and air, the fracturing of 
community — is in turn making human beings sicker still. The disease and its consequences are circular, mutually 
reinforcing, and accelerating. 

The question that animates the Neighborsheds project is not how to reform this system at its margins. It is the inquiry 
posed at the very beginning of the Growing True Humans presentation:  

How do we heal the disease causing humanity's separation from our very nature, 
and compost the beliefs that we are separate from other life forms? 

 

Chapter 17: Consumerism as Societal and Biosphere Cancer 

The ecological consequences of the consumer identity are not side effects. They are the predictable outcome of a 
system designed to generate perpetual appetite in service of infinite extraction from a finite world. When a civilization 
defines human identity through acquisition and trains its most sophisticated technologies to manufacture desire faster 
than it can be satisfied, the result is not only psychological impoverishment. It is the systematic liquidation of the 
natural systems on which all life — including human life — depends. 

The Doughnut Economics framework developed by Kate Raworth gives this a precise shape. Human societies require 
a social foundation — the meeting of basic needs for water, food, health, education, equity, political voice, belonging, 
and energy — and must operate within a biophysical ceiling defined by planetary boundaries: climate stability, ocean 
health, biogeochemical flows, water cycles, air quality, freshwater health, soil integrity, biodiversity, and ozone stability. 
The consumer economy has pushed relentlessly through the ceiling while failing to adequately provide the foundation 
— a double failure whose consequences are now visible at civilizational scale. 

The Neighborsheds framework proposes something radical: that the same communities through which the consumer 
identity was reproduced — neighborhoods, local geographies, places where people actually live — can become the sites 
of its composting, and the seedbeds of what comes next. 

What is required to make this possible is not primarily more information, more awareness, or more diagnosis: 

The time for elegant diagnosis has passed. We need communication that lowers 
the threshold for participation, creates clarity around what to do, and builds 
shared identity and coordinated behavior. 
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Chapter 18: What Neighborsheds Are 

The word itself is the concept. A watershed is an area of land that channels rainfall, snowmelt, and runoff into a 
common body of water. A Neighborshed is an area of land — a bioregional place — that channels humanity's mind, 
body, and spirit into a common purpose: finding passion in the service and care for all life, human and non-human. 

The simplicity is intentional and important. Neighborhoods already exist. People already live in them. What the 
Neighborshed concept adds is not a new geography but a new intentionality — a framework within which the latent 
potential of physical proximity, mutual obligation, and shared landscape can be activated, supported, measured, and 
connected to a larger whole. Neighborsheds are simultaneously many things: 

A field where we can remember the value of being human — not the value of our purchasing power or our data 
profile, but the irreducible value of our presence, our care, our labor in service of life.​
​
A form for organizing value — one in which wealth is measured not in currency accumulated but in generosity 
expressed, in service actions taken, in the care given and received within a community of mutual obligation.​
​
A social technology framework — a structured set of practices, governance principles, and digital tools designed to 
create, track, and redeem the value generated by caregiving and service, making visible and rewardable the work that 
the extractive economy renders invisible and unpaid. 

A lens for perceiving ourselves as part of the universe of life — a way of understanding human identity not as 
consumer preferences floating free in a marketplace, but as embedded, relational, and responsible: to neighbors, to 
non-human life, to the land, to those who will inherit it. 

A connector enabling many-to-many relationships supporting systems-based changemaking at scale — not a 
single pilot program but a node in a mycelial network, a locally conducted expression of a globally orchestrated 
bioregional movement. 

A lighted path for disadvantaged travelers on the journey toward what the framework calls mutual assured 
thriving for all life — a particular commitment to the people most harmed by the extractive economy and most 
systematically excluded from the recovery it promises. 

Neighborsheds are urban, suburban, and rural. They are designed to bring people together in real life, outside, off 
screens — to support withdrawal from the dopamine addiction and brainwashing media that Parts One and Two 
documented in such precise detail.  

Neighborsheds are foundational to ecological community building precisely because they begin with the body in place: 
hands in soil, eyes on neighbors, feet on the same ground. 
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Chapter 19: The Architecture — DERR, Doughnut Indicators, and the Return of 
Measurement That Matters 

One of the deepest structural problems with the consumer economy is not just what it values, but what it measures. 
GDP — the metric by which modern civilization has organized its ambitions and judged its progress — measures the 
velocity of transactions, not the health of people or places or living systems. It counts the sale of cigarettes and the 
treatment of the cancer they cause as equally positive contributions to growth. It assigns no value to clean water, 
thriving soil, or the unpaid labor of caregiving. It is, as economist Simon Kuznets himself warned the U.S. Senate in 
1934, a measure of productive and consumption capacity — not of welfare, not of flourishing, not of life. 

The Neighborsheds framework proposes a different instrument: the Doughnut Economic Regenerative Rubric, or 
DERR. The DERR operationalizes Kate Raworth's Doughnut Economics at the community scale, providing a 
practical framework for understanding how the daily life and work of Neighborshed members — and the 
Neighborshed itself — are moving the indicators that actually matter. For Community Wellness, these indicators 
include: Safe Drinking Water, Healthy Food, Wellness and Holistic Health Care Services, Education, Abundance 
creation shared equitably based on sufficiency and care, Equity, Citizen assemblies and democracy, Belonging Without 
Othering, Homes for all Neighborshed Members, Transportation and technology services, and Energy services. For 
Biosphere Wellness, the indicators mirror the planetary boundaries framework: Climate Impact, Ocean Health, 
Biogeochemical Flows, Water Flows, Air Quality, Freshwater Health, Soil health, Flora and Fauna Biodiversity, and 
Ozone Stability. 

​
Figure 19.1 

Circular Patterns​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 24 

http://www.circularpatterns.com


Composting Modernity, March 2026​
 
 

This is not abstract. The DERR functions as a registration and matching tool when a new member joins their 
Neighborshed: which of these indicators does your life, your work, your passion, your skills, address? The mapping 
that results is both a personal act of self-understanding — what am I already contributing to the web of life? — and a 
community act of resource alignment, matching what members offer to what the Neighborshed needs. 

The deeper significance of the DERR is philosophical as much as practical. When a person's contribution is measured 
not in dollars earned but in water quality improved, in soil health restored, in belonging without othering fostered, in 
democratic participation enabled, the metric itself becomes an act of recovery. It reinstates the True Human roles — 
Steward, Citizen, Participant, Caregiver — as the legitimate currencies of human worth. It makes visible what the 
consumer economy renders invisible, and values what the consumer economy discards. 

The question Which of the indicators does your life and work address? is not a survey. It is an invitation to inhabit a 
different self-understanding. 

​
Figure 19.2 

 

Chapter 20: The Practices — How True Humans Are Grown 

Neighborsheds do not simply declare a philosophy and ask people to adopt it. They create conditions — physical, 
social, technological, and economic — within which the True Human identity can be lived, practiced, and reinforced 
through daily experience. 
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The practices through which Neighborsheds grow True Humans are concrete and mutually reinforcing. They include: 
learning, connecting, serving, and finding purpose with passion, alongside neighbors while:  

➔​ Growing food, wisdom, and compassion together. ​
 

➔​ Growing the spiritual capacity to imagine a new way forward — not through exhortation but through the 
experience of doing something real, with others, in a real place. ​
 

➔​ Building emergency preparedness with increased circularity for food and water, creating the resilience that 
makes the future possible. ​
 

➔​ Participating in offers and needs through Bioregional Markets — an economy of sufficiency and mutual 
support rather than extraction and competition. ​
 

➔​ Community building and land conservation, embodied in the work of being present to a place over time. ​
 

➔​ Creating and receiving Bioregional Abundance, and understanding this as a form of wealth. ​
 

➔​ Enjoying novel flows of traditional and new capital — value that moves through relationships and care, not 
only through transactions.  

Neighborsheds are action oriented with participatory tracking of care and service with bioregional redemption, so that 
the value created by caregiving and service is made visible, storable, and redeemable.  

Neighborsheds are a unified and decentralized mycelial network — locally intelligent, globally connected, capable of 
extraordinary distributed response. 

What unites these practices is a single principle: wealth is measured in generosity — in service actions. This inversion 
of the consumer economy's core metric is not a platitude. It is a design specification for an alternative civilization. 
When the unit of value is the service action rather than the dollar, the entire architecture of human motivation, status, 
and identity reorganizes around contribution rather than accumulation, around belonging rather than competition, 
around the web of life rather than the extraction from it. 

Inspired by the thinking of Vanessa Andreotti and Nora Bateson, Neighborsheds are grounded in healthy soil, food, 
and communities that creates conditions for something that the consumer economy systematically prevents: the 
experience of being present to the world, not just passing through it as a purchasing agent. They create space for 
collective inquiry and epiphany moments — the kind of shared insight that arises when people work together in a real 
place toward a shared purpose.​
​
Neighborsheds anchor our sense of belonging with more than human constructs — in the smell of soil, the growth of 
food, the presence of non-human life. They offer the capacity to sit with contradictions, complexity, and uncertainty 
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— the very cognitive and emotional capacities that the manipulation infrastructure described in Parts One and Two 
has spent decades degrading. 

And they build relational bridges between theory and practice — because the Neighborshed is not a discussion group 
about regeneration. It is a place where regeneration is practiced, measured, and lived. 

 

Chapter 21: Composting Modernity — The Role of Technology in Reversal 

One of the most important and counterintuitive aspects of the Neighborsheds vision is its relationship to technology. 
The two preceding essays documented in detail how successive technologies — from mail-order catalogs to social 
media algorithms to AI — have been deployed in service of the consumer identity, deepening manipulation and 
eroding the conditions for genuine human self-determination. A reasonable response to this history might be to reject 
technology altogether, or at minimum to treat it with profound suspicion. 

The Neighborsheds framework takes a different path — one that is neither technophobic nor naively 
techno-optimistic. It asks, instead, a different question: What values are encoded in the design of this technology, and 
whose interests does it serve? 

Neighborshed technologies rest upon decentralized, place-based datasets that inform what the framework calls 
meta-relational AI based ecosystem building tools — tools designed not to maximize engagement, not to mine 
attention for advertising revenue, not to predict and preempt desire in service of commercial outcomes, but to support 
collective and personal inquiry and epiphany around aligning humanity to become a planet positive and life affirming 
species on Earth. 

This is the vision of a Regenerative Tech Stack — a technology architecture whose Layer 1 is Intentions and Values, 
whose Layer 2 is Design and Application grounded in those values, and whose Layer 3 is Systems and Relationships 
that the technology serves rather than extracts from. It is the counter-architecture to surveillance capitalism: 
decentralized rather than centralized, locally governed rather than corporate-owned, designed for sufficiency and 
commons rather than growth and enclosure. 

The digital ecosystem platform (DEP) envisioned for Neighborsheds — a Regenerative DEP — would verify identity 
in the physical world, through community governance rather than corporate surveillance. It would track and store the 
value of caregiving and service actions, making visible and redeemable the work that builds community wellness and 
biosphere health. It would enable the DERR-based mapping that matches members' offers to community needs. And 
it would connect local Neighborsheds into a mycelial network — a Commons Bioregional Alliance — that is globally 
orchestrated and locally conducted, capable of seeding a bioregionalism movement at scale. 

The same AI that has been weaponized for manipulation can, with different values encoded in its design, be deployed 
for liberation. The same data infrastructure that surveillance capitalism uses to profile and exploit can, under 
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community governance and the protection of the Commons, be used to map and coordinate the restoration of living 
systems. Technology is not the enemy. The question is always: who built it, for whom, and toward what end? 

Imagine, as the Growing True Humans slides invite us to, Neighborsheds helping metabolize and compost modernity. 
The composting metaphor is precise: modernity is not simply discarded but broken down — its toxins neutralized, its 
residual nutrients reclaimed — and transformed into the soil from which something new can grow. This is not 
destruction. It is transformation through patient, collective, biological work. 

 

Chapter 22: The Fork in the Road 

The Shambhala Warrior prophecy, transmitted through Joanna Macy with origins in Tibetan Buddhism, speaks of a 
time when the world faces grave danger due to humanity's destructive tendencies. It foretells the emergence of 
Shambhala warriors — ordinary individuals who, armed with compassion and insight, will work to dismantle the 
destructive forces from within. This kingdom is not a physical place. It is a state of mind and heart found within these 
individuals. 

The Neighborsheds vision is shaped by this prophecy — not as a spiritual abstraction but as a practical description of 
the moment. We are standing at a fork in the road. One path continues the dominant trajectory of extraction, 
separation, and collapse: more sophisticated manipulation in service of less sustainable consumption, the consumer 
identity refined by AI into something nearly inescapable, the biosphere pushed further beyond the boundaries within 
which complex life is possible. The other path leads toward what the framework calls mutual assured thriving for all 
life: communities reweaving their relationships with each other and with the living world, technology rebuilt in service 
of belonging rather than extraction, human identity recovered in its fullness — Participant, Steward, Citizen, 
Caregiver — and measured in generosity rather than accumulation. 

Neighborsheds could become lights to follow for travelers choosing the right fork. Not because they have all the 
answers. Not because they can promise certainty. But because they offer something the consumer economy cannot: a 
container within which the work of recovery — inner and political, personal and civilizational — can be done 
together, in place, with neighbors, in relationship with the soil and water and non-human life on which everything 
depends. 

The invitation is to join this emergence. To stand upon healthy soil. To 
stand next to our neighbors. To stand together. This is how we heal. 
This is how we revitalize. This is how we ensure the circular longevity 
of community wellness and biosphere processes for seven generations 
forward. 
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Conclusion to Part Three: A Contribution to the More-Than-Human 

Most analyses of the polycrisis focus on biophysical systems, governance failures, or economic structures. These are 
essential. But they tend to treat human psychology and culture as the medium through which change must be 
communicated, rather than as a driver of the predicament in their own right. 

This portfolio has argued something stronger: that the manufacturing of the consumer identity — and its ongoing 
maintenance through advertising, social media, and AI — is not merely a cultural symptom of the more-than-human 
predicament. It is the cause of it. A civilization that has been systematically trained to understand itself as a collection 
of consuming preferences cannot generate the stewardship, the long-horizon thinking, the civic obligation, and the 
genuine relationship with the living world that navigating existential challenges requires. The manipulation 
infrastructure does not just distract us from the predicament. It actively produces the psychological conditions that 
make the predicament intractable. 

Neighborsheds are a response to this diagnosis at the most fundamental level: the level of identity. They do not ask 
people to act differently while remaining consumers. They create conditions within which people can become 
something different — can return to the True Human roles that the consumer identity displaced — and can do so not 
through willpower or exhortation, but through practice, in place, with neighbors, in the company of soil and food and 
non-human life and the accumulated wisdom of those who understood, long before the Industrial Revolution, that to 
be human is to be embedded, obligated, and alive in the web of all life. 

The crisis is not only ecological and civilizational. It is anthropological — a crisis of what human beings take 
themselves to be. 

The resolution, too, is anthropological. We do not need to become 
something new. We need to remember what we have always been. 
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