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This essay will compare and contrast Ulric Neisser's paper - 'The Ecological Self and its Metaphors' with Freya Harrild and David Luke's paper on 'An evaluation of the role of mystical experiences in transpersonal ecopsychology.'
Word Count: 3053
Introduction
This essay compares and contrasts Ulric Neisser's paper 'The Ecological Self and its Metaphors' published at the journal Philosophical Topics in 1999, with Freya Harrild and David Luke's paper 'An evaluation of the role of mystical experiences in transpersonal ecopsychology' published at ResearchGate in 2020.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Ulric Neisser, ‘The Ecological Self and Its Metaphors’, Philosophical Topics, Vol. 26, no. 1/2, 1999, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/43154285 [accessed 04 November 2020], [hereafter Neisser, Metaphors], pp. 201–215; Freya Harrild and David Luke, ‘An evaluation of the role of mystical experiences in transpersonal ecopsychology’, ResearchGate, 5 (2020), https://www.researchgate.net/publication/341453879_An_evaluation_of_the_role_of_mystical_experiences_in_transpersonal_ecopsychology, [accessed 04 November 2020], [hereafter Harrild, Ecopsychology], pp. 1-15.] 

Ulric Neisser is known as the father of cognitive psychology. He is famous for his research on the relationship between cognition and nature. In his paper 'The Ecological Self and its Metaphors', he examines the concept of the self and how we comprehend the ecological self which, he argues that we experience through mystical experiences. He furthermore discusses how mystical experiences guide us to see the metaphors in nature.
In his paper, he focuses on the concept of self. He compares the definition of self with James Williams and George Herbert Mead. Neisser goes beyond their theories of self and gives his definition of the conceptual self. He explains about identity, choosing once actions and the metaphors we see, and we make sense of it in nature. He explains how we see things in nature and how we identify them within ourselves.
When he challenges the idea of how mystical experiences and metaphors could affect our moral way of behaving and orienting ourselves in the world, he refers to the ideas of Charles Taylor. He agrees with Taylor’s ideas that what we see and experience in nature provides us with a moral compass. Neisser also connects to the idea of orientation and morality by referring to Immanuel Kant. His paper shows us in great detail how one can see the metaphors in nature, along with how we are living in occlusion, which causes us to have difficulties to orient and quickly lose our moral compass. In his arguments, he refers to various other scholars, though especially western ones. His arguments are aimed towards academicians, primarily those who are in the domains of psychology, philosophy and ecology. Examining his paper, one shall bear in mind that the paper was written in 1999, twenty-one years before that of Harrild and Luke’s.
When we look at Freya Harrild and David Luke's paper, we see that they examine various subjects revolving around transpersonal psychology and ecopsychology. They begin by looking into both subjects on an individual basis and further examine the multidisciplinary field of transpersonal ecopsychology. Subsequently, its relationship with mystical experiences as well as the subjects’ overall impact ‘within a transpersonal ecopsychological context’ is inspected.[footnoteRef:2] They focus on the positive effects of mystical experiences on wellbeing, mental health, social change and behavioural change. [2:  Harrild, Ecopsychology, p. 1.] 

In their paper, they mainly focus on western psychology and philosophy. Harrild and Luke challenge the ideas of William James as Neisser has done. However, they mainly argue about the way they perceive the mystical experience. They base their arguments mainly on transpersonal psychology. They refer to Denise H. Lajoie and S. Shapiro, who are in the arena of transpersonal psychology for more than 20 years. Regarding ecopsychology, they mainly mention the works of John V. Davis.
Their arguments are intended for academicians in the fields of psychology, ecopsychology and transpersonal psychology. Having been published in May 2020, it is a very recent paper.
The purpose of this essay is to look at both papers and examine the angle of how mystical experiences affect our behaviour and morality. It examines those, by looking at the concepts of self, identity, ecological self in conjunction with transpersonal psychology, ecopsychology and transpersonal ecopsychology.
Self, ecological-self and identity
Neisser, in his arguments, principally deals with the concept of self. He begins by explaining that all psychological theories about the self have started with William James. James explains that what he calls the empirical self is ‘all that [a man] is tempted to call by the name of me’.[footnoteRef:3] George Herbert Mead clarifies the subject, saying that ‘the me is the self as known and conceptualized, the I is the self that knows and conceptualizes it.[footnoteRef:4] Neisser looks to define the larger self we possess and furthers Mead’s arguments: 'It is my concept of Ulric Neisser, my self-concept'.[footnoteRef:5] Hence we can see the difference between the viewpoints of James and Neisser. James’ approach to self is empirical and objective, while Neisser’s outlook is personal and subjective. [3:  William James, Principles of Psychology (New York: Henry Holt, 1890 [1950]), p. 291 cited in Neisser, Metaphors, p. 1. ]  [4:  George Herbert Mead, Mind, Self, and Society (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1934) cited in Neisser, Metaphors, p. 201.]  [5:  Neisser, Metaphors, p. 201.] 

Neisser coined the term conceptual self and explained it as everything one thinks about oneself. The conceptual self includes all the selves we have, the identities we have, and it is connected with the ecological self. When we have mysterious experiences in nature, we connect with the ecological self. This connection happens through our body, by using the information it sees, hears or senses in nature. We see the metaphors, by seeing various things, walking different paths and connecting with nature. Neisser’s other subject of focus is how we have our identity once we connect with nature with our ecological self. It has to answer the question 'who are you really?'
This brings us to the topic of identity. Neisser defines its role as a means to ‘emphasize the importance of self-concepts for how we live our lives, how we make our basic choices’ and further says that ‘our identities determine what we choose to do with our lives’.[footnoteRef:6] As Charles Taylor expresses: [6:  Neisser, Metaphors, p. 211.] 


To know who I am, is a species of knowing where I stand. My identity is defined by the commitments . . . within which I can try to determine from case to case what is good, or valuable, or what ought to be done.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1989), [hereafter Taylor, Sources], p. 27, cited in Neisser, Metaphors, p. 211.] 


Neisser agrees with him and says, ‘“where I stand” is clearly meant as a metaphor of the ecological self’.[footnoteRef:8] Neisser defines the ecological self as ‘an active, embodied chooser in a specific environment’.[footnoteRef:9] So, he expresses that identity is the one that chooses how to behave. The philosopher Arne Naess, who is the father of deep ecology, explains that ‘the ecological self of a person is that with which this person identifies’.[footnoteRef:10] On the other hand, Harrild and Luke describe it as follows: [8:  Neisser, Metaphors, p. 211.]  [9:  Neisser, Metaphors, p. 207.]  [10:  Arne Naess, Alan Drengson and Bill Devall (eds), Ecology of Wisdom, (Penguin Books Ltd. Kindle Edition), [hereafter Naess, Wisdom].] 


The symbolic persona of Gaia is said to be integrated into our own consciousness and emanates the voice of the Earth through our own ego identity, supporting the idea of an ecological ego that connects the consciousness of the entire species and inherently links us to the Earth.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Harrild, Ecopsychology, p. 6.] 


So the west, except the indigenous communities, is very detached from nature. It has a more individualistic identity. On the other hand, the indigenous cultures were connected to nature, mainly until colonisation. In the East and indigenous cultures, there is a concept of collectivism and oneness in their identification.
One of the consequences of industrialisation and colonisation, for much of the world, was the alienation from nature. Colonisation had affected the identification of the local cultures by setting them apart from nature and disrupting their daily life. Nevertheless, the Australian Aboriginal professor Tyson Yunkaporta mentions that the connection to nature for aborigines could not be destroyed by colonisation. He puts it in words as ‘occupied peoples by the degree of domestication do not reflect the complex realities of contemporary Indigenous communities, identities, and knowledge’.[footnoteRef:12] This statement also shows that the connection with nature and oneness, the identity embedded with natural notions are so strong that it is crucial to take away the occlusions.  [12:  Tyson Yunkaporta, Sand Talk: How Indigenous Thinking Can Save the World (Melbourne: Text Publishing, Kindle Edition, 2020), p. 10.] 

Transpersonal psychology, ecopsychology and transpersonal ecopsychology
Today we live in an era where there is a belief that humanity’s consciousness is expanding. This expansion comes from knowledge, openness and evolution. In Eastern philosophies, there is the understanding that we live in an illusion. This illusion that they call ‘Maya’ is comparable to occlusion, and people try to liberate themselves from it. In Joanna Macy’s words, ‘our vision is blocked by politics, economy and society’. This is the kind of illusion or occlusion where ‘no one wants to know or listen we are distracted with the multi-billion industries’.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Joanna Macy, Holos Ecopsychology Conference 2017 with Joanna Macy, PhD Holos Institute Ecopsychology Conference, 25 March 2017, date of the conference published on 09 October 2017 YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O08WjKET6IY produced by Andre Heard and Ben Stein [accessed 12 November 2020], [hereafter Macy, Ecopsychology].] 

On the other hand, there is also a massive concern about climate change and the anxiety that it brings to people. There is a detachment, a sort of disconnectedness with nature. Famous ecopsychologist Theodore Roszak says that according to the existential theory, ‘it was assumed that human beings exist in a condition of being alienated from nature’, especially after the Second World War.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Theodore Roszak, Towards an Eco-Psychology (excerpt) -- Thinking Allowed DVD w/ Jeffrey Mishlove, Youtube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=83VHiA2HhkM [accessed 13 November 2020], [hereafter Roszak, Eco-psychology].] 

Lajoie and Shapiro define transpersonal psychology as ‘the study of mankind’s highest potential through the exploration of altered states of consciousness in which their spiritual, unitive and transcendent nature is recognised and sought to be understood’.[footnoteRef:15] In order to have a transpersonal experience, one needs to feel like they are in another world. In James A. Swan’s opinion, this feeling is equivalent to the altered state of consciousness. He writes that people in this state of consciousness, experience what he calls ‘a mental-emotional unity with their own consciousness and their surrounding environment’.[footnoteRef:16] [15:  Denise H. Lajoie, and S. Shapiro, ‘Definitions of transpersonal psychology: The first twenty-three years’, The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology, (1992), 24(1), 79-98 cited in Harrild, Ecopsychology, p. 1.]  [16:  James A. Swan, ‘Transpersonal psychology and the ecological conscience’, The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology, (2010) 42(1), 2-25 cited in Harrild, Ecopsychology, p. 4.] 

John V. Davis says that ecopsychology ‘examines the persistent questions rooted in our psyche, our perception of self and nature, and consequently, the way in which we behave’.[footnoteRef:17] Roszak expresses that the ‘human psyche is grafted to the planet on which we evolve’ and he corresponds this idea to the concept of the ‘ecological unconscious’. He puts forward that one discovers an ‘ecological wisdom’ at a ‘certain level of the unconscious mind’.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  John V. Davis, ‘The transpersonal dimensions of ecopsychology: Nature, nonduality, and spiritual practice’, The Humanistic Psychologist, 26(1-3), (1998) pp. 69-100 cited in Harrild, Ecopsychology, pp. 1-2.]  [18:  Roszak, Eco-psychology.] 

Both disciplines of psychology are very modern and recent ways of looking at the wellbeing of humanity. They both connect with the ideology of connectedness of cosmos, nature, and the conscious level of a human being. 
In the story of Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation documentary, it talks about the disruption of people’s living in nature and how it affects their nation since suicide and addiction rates are so high. They have been recently disconnected from nature and lost their path and identification as once they were living and being part of nature.[footnoteRef:19] When we are taken apart from living in nature, being part of it, we lose ourselves and our identity. [19:  Lisa Meeches and Wayne Sheldon, Where Three Rivers Meet - The Story of Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation, documentary film, Youtube, 7 October 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5rx6UzY-NvE [accesed 30 March 2020].] 

Macy explains in her talk at the ecopsychology conference that the pain we have is inside ourselves. This pain is the cry of the suiciding world and is precisely also our cry. She reveals that our lack of action and the continuing destruction of the earth, which is undoubtedly alive and in need of our help, is utterly suicidal. She believes that we have lost our paths, that we need to connect back with nature and find our path. She suggests that we need to sense nature’s signals, similar to all other organisms. In order to do so, we need to be open to it by taking away our occlusions and focusing on our paths.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Macy, Ecopsychology.] 

In his book Green Psychology, Ralph Metzner explains this as ‘the realization is spreading that the root causes of environmental destruction lie in human psychology’. By this, he means that human beings have to stop disrupting themselves and need to bring back a balance to the relationship between human and nature.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Ralph Metzner, Green Psychology Transforming Our Relationship to the Earth, (Rochester Vermont: Park Street Press, 1999), [hereafter Metzner, Green], p. 80.] 

Roszak has argued that ecology and psychology need each other and that since ‘repression of the ecological unconscious is the deepest root of the collusive madness in industrial society, open access to the ecological unconscious is the path to sanity.’[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Theodor Roszak, The Voice of the Earth: An Exploration of Ecopsychology, (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1992), p. 32, cited in Metzner, Green, p. 93.] 

Equally, both Harrild and Luke and Neisser try to show the individual and cognitive way of looking at the ecological self, ecopsychology and transpersonal psychology. They all argue that once the connection between individual and nature happens, once humans start to see things clearly, then, it will also affect the cognitive knowledge and morality. 
In his book Civilization and its Discontents, Freud brings forward the question of what if all cultures and societies embedded collusive madness.[footnoteRef:23] However, he never really responds to his own question. In Roszak’s definition, madness is ‘understood to be imbalance between the individual and the natural environment’. As a response to Freud’s question, he says that ‘there is a madness involved in urban industrial society that has to do with our lack of balance and integration with the natural environment’. He also suggests that ‘we need to recapture that sense of being embedded in nature’.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, (London: Penguin Classics, 2014).]  [24:  Roszak, Eco-psychology.] 

The disciplines of transpersonal psychology and ecopsychology are deeply interconnected as Harrild and Luke also suggest. The blended field of transpersonal ecopsychology ‘can be regarded as the exploration of transcendent states within a natural context to heal the alienation between the external natural world and the intrinsic self’.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Harrild, Ecopsychology, p. 2.] 

Mystical experience, vision and altered stage 
Mystical experiences orient us and make us see without occlusion. Mostly in life, we see things with occlusion. In our standpoint and outlook, there is always a blockage of things. Neisser thinks that we can see without occlusion when we see things from a bird’s-eye view, which in his words, ‘would immediately orient us with respect to the larger environment in which our local situation is embedded’[footnoteRef:26].  [26:  Neisser, Metaphors, p. 212.] 

Neisser says that ‘for a metaphor to work, it needs to be familiar for us’.[footnoteRef:27] He further expresses that familiarity gives us a deep understanding of nature and ourselves. As he points out, ‘Metaphors seem to suggest something concrete, visible, and bounded – characteristics that self-concepts do not have’.[footnoteRef:28] Metaphors help us to connect with our ecological self. We orient ourselves in nature with our ecological self. Once we identify with the metaphor, it brings us clarity. [27:  Neisser, Metaphors, p. 202.]  [28:  Neisser, Metaphors, p. 209.] 

When one takes a walk in nature, see things and see the metaphors in nature, one identifies them with oneself. The mystical experiences, orient us and bring clarity for the moment. Neisser connects the comprehension of identity with the mystical experiences and states that it propels us to behave morally. He asserts that ‘if we have no compass (and no access to modern satellite navigation systems), we may easily become disoriented’ and ‘moral compass among the difficult choices of life is also dangerous’[footnoteRef:29].  [29:  Neisser, Metaphors, p. 212.] 

Both Neisser, Harrild and Luke believe that mystical experiences occur in nature or nature helps its realisation, and they open up consciousness. It makes humanity to reach the altered stage or vision and gets clarity.
Morality and behavioural change 
Are mystical experiences we live gives us a moral compass? ‘To know who you are’ says Taylor in his answer to this question, ‘is to be oriented in moral space’. He also adds, ‘people who lose their moral orientation are in serious trouble.’[footnoteRef:30] Neisser communicates the idea that when people can see a clear picture, this gives them a moral compass. He brings forth the fact that it is precious for people to look at things from the top of a mountain, from tall buildings. In Immanuel Kant's famous essay on the sublime, he argues that ‘great vistas and other natural marvels are edifying and inspiring because they remind us that nature is great but that human reason is even greater’.[footnoteRef:31] Neisser agrees with this idea but goes further by stating that with the effect of mystical experiences and the bird’s-eye view, we could see it all and clearly, it makes us being oriented like birds and, we turn into our ecological selves. He expresses that,  [30:  Taylor, Sources, p. 27, cited in Neisser, Metaphors, p. 211.]  [31:  Immanuel Kant, Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime, trans. by J. T. Goldsmith (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1960), cited in Neisser, Metaphors, p. 213.] 


At such a moment, it is easy to make the symbolic move from the ecological self that acts to the moral self that chooses, from the real environment around us to the larger world of possibilities for action.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Neisser, Metaphors, p. 213.] 


Harrild and Luke mention that being interconnected strengthens our empathy towards ourselves and others.[footnoteRef:33] It is furthermore considered that empathy nourishes morality. Nora Beatson further states: [33:  Harrild, Ecopsychology, p. 7.] 


The deepening of our understanding of how the vast variables and interactions in the natural world are functioning will inform our actions; it will inform our ethics, our choices, and our epistemological frame.[footnoteRef:34]  [34:  Nora Bateson, Small Arcs of Larger Circles: Framing through other patterns, (Triarchy Press, Kindle Edition).] 


Similar to Beatson, Metzner refers to Aldo Leopold’s ‘ecological conscience’, since it implies a ‘moral value, an ethical consideration’.[footnoteRef:35] They all conclude that we cannot deny what we see in nature and that once we empathise with it, our behaviour changes for the better, bringing us to behave morally towards both nature and humanity. All these decidedly affect how we live and how we think of ourselves and nature.  [35:  Metzner, Green, p. 93.] 

About the ecological self or the identification with behavioural change, Naess says, ‘My relation to this place is such that if the place is changed, I am changed’.[footnoteRef:36] Humanity’s consciousness, the awakening from disconnection, and the crisis of climate change are pushing humanity to reconnect. Once we reconnect with nature, with ourselves then as it shows on Harrild and Luke’s paper, there is a behavioural change, and more ecological activism starts to appear. Once we see that everything is connected and love ourselves and our home, then alienation dissolves.  [36:  Naess, Wisdom.] 

Conclusion
‘Freud held that this conflicted relationship with nature was an inevitable price that we have to pay for the possibility of civilization’.[footnoteRef:37] In 2020, we are living the consequences of this statement. As consciousness and knowledge of people now focus on the subject of the environment, things will speed up. Harrild and Luke explain that transpersonal psychology, psychedelic experiences, reaching to the altered stage and mystical experiences open up people’s consciousness. The openness of a vast nature expands our minds and helps us see with an unrestricted vision. Mystical experiences, seeing the metaphors enriches humanity to comprehend and reach the altered stage. Experiencing this stage of awareness and mystical experiences root us back again to nature. Both Neisser, Harrild and Luke in their papers express how the change of behaviour makes people understand nature and ourselves and act morally. Neisser’s research topics are on identifying with nature and mystical experiences. Harrild and Luke’s research subjects almost look like built upon Neisser’s work. Comparing both papers, we also see how science has evolved in the last twenty-one years. In the times of climate change, both Neisser and Harrild and Luke’s work are crucial for humanity to move forward. We have to learn to love ourselves and nature; mystical experiences gives us clarity and morality. As Freya Mathews also explains, ‘the self is a holistic part of a wider whole, and as such, the dynamics of the wider whole are reflected in it’.[footnoteRef:38] The Indian philosopher, Prabhat Ranjan Sarkar, expresses that human beings are never satisfied with the limited and always look for more. The search for the unlimited is in our nature because we possess a developed consciousness. It is due to this ‘clearly-reflected consciousness’ that we are in quest of infinite happiness. What human beings seek is verily the Infinity itself. The Infinity is found in Cosmos and Cosmos is within ourselves.[footnoteRef:39]  [37:  Metzner, Green, p. 96.]  [38:  Freya Mathews, The Ecological Self, (London: Routledge, 1991), p. 102.]  [39:  Prabhat Ranjan Sarkar, ‘What is Dharma’, Ánanda Márga: Elementary Philosophy, (Kolkata: Ananda Marga Publications, 2001 [1961]).] 
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