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The Doors of my Perception
“The man who comes back through the Door in the Wall will never be quite the same as the man who went out. He will be wiser but less cocksure, happier but less self-satisfied, humbler in acknowledging his ignorance yet better equipped to understand the relationship of words to things, of systematic reasoning to the unfathomable Mystery which he tries, forever vainly, to comprehend.” 
― Aldous Huxley, The Doors of Perception/Heaven and Hell


My dearest grandchildren,
This is my last letter to you from the Schumacher College. Indeed, my six months stay there has flown by and I am about to leave the college to return to my family in Belgium. I feel I have profoundly changed during this journey on more than one level. On an intellectual level, I have been stimulated and stretched to my limits by all the reading and the writings we were assigned for the various modules. On a personal level, I have loved and embraced the different teachers and teachings. I have also learned to live in community and to share my life and livelihood with young and “less young”. The most fundamental impact of this six-month journey is the tectonic change in my worldview. A worldview is a term to describe the beliefs that affect the way we see and respond to the world (van Egmond and de Vries 2011: 855). The term originated in the second half of the nineteenth century from a translation of the German philosophical term Weltanschauung. Our worldview is a substantial part of how we relate to life and each other (van Egmond and de Vries 2011:855). We are all influenced by the worldview relating to the culture in which we were born, even though we may not be aware of it (Tucker 2005: 1628). This is what happened to me at the Schumacher College: not only did I become aware of my perspective, but it also changed profoundly. Teilhard de Chardin, a French Jesuit, explains that a major change in our beliefs is a critical juncture for the growth of our consciousness (Teilhard de Chardin 1955: 888). I shall explain to you the importance of worldviews, before I will share with you in further detail my old vs new perspectives.


Worldviews

A worldview can be defined as “the overarching system of meaning and meaning-making that informs how humans interpret, enact, and co-create reality” (De Witt et all. 1016: 101). Worldviews are the ‘lenses’ through which we see and filter reality: we like certain things, we aspire for certain goals and value certain qualities because of our worldview. They provide the background for our judgments and reactions to life, often subconsciously and also guide our vision of the future (Naugle 1993:11).

Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911), a German Philisopher, was conscious that all systems of philosophical thought are conditioned by their “Zeitgeist”, i.e. the general cultural and moral climate of the era. Dilthey is considered the father of the concept of a worldview, though the term was first used by Immanuel Kant (Naugle 1993: 4). For Dilthey, a worldview has three components: the perception of reality, the determination of value, and the purpose. In other words, it defines the way we think, the way we feel and the way we act. He considered that a determining factor for a worldview constitutes the emotion of optimism or pessimism (Naugle 1993:11). When these emotions are shared by a community, they become the basis for the shared worldview or tradition or culture. Usually, a worldview is closely tied to the spiritual beliefs of the community and will determine its ethics (Mc Naught 1993: 15). For example, Islam and Christianity both advocate moral absolute truth about right and wrong due to their belief in the existence of one God who dictates such behaviour. In contrast, humanists and postmodernists tend to relate more to moral relativism due to their atheism. Based on Dilthey’s analysis, the Dutch researchers De Witte, de Boer, Hedlund and Ossewijer (2016) have identified four major worldviews and labelled them:  traditional, modern, postmodern, and integrative. These worldviews can best be seen as archetypes or ideal-types: maps that help us understand and examine the real world (Wilber 1995: 256). However, “the map is not the territory” and the worldview ought not to be confused with the real world (De Witte 2018).
It would take me too long to explain all of them, hence I will refer to my reading list in case you would like to know more about them. I shall now proceed to explain how my postmodern worldview changed into a more integrative one during my stay at the college. 




My previous postmodern worldview

In the terminology of De Witte et all. (2016), my worldview before I came to the Schumacher College was most definitely a post-modernist one, though I did not know this. I now understand post-modernists to be people who are not satisfied with the technological and scientific outlook of the modern scientist nor do they share the infallible belief in the only (absolute) truth of the traditionalist. In general, they relativise everything and acknowledge that there are multiple perspectives on reality. In this post-modernist view, truth is relative, contextual and subjective (De Witte 2018), rather than being objective as modern science claims. 

Post-modernists think by way of pragmatism. My friends and family would most likely confirm that I am a pragmatic person. For me, the real meaning of any ideology or theory lays in its practical consequences and I am afraid that that has not changed, even after my six months at the Schumacher College. Throughout the MA courses, I could not help myself but think “can I use this in practice”? If the answer was no, I would almost directly dismiss the theory as irrelevant. I can fully relate to the American philosopher William James (1907) who argued that any idea, be it philosophical, political or otherwise, is valid only insofar as it works (Hookway 2016). It was interesting to observe my reactions, especially since other students seemed to embrace all the new thoughts and thinkers with similar levels of enthusiasm, whether or not they were practical. When I listen to the discussions between scientists, metaphysicians and philosophers, I often wonder: why does it matter if it is true or not, as long as it works? I do not question the fact that there is such a thing as a “truth”, as do the Fallibilists (Hetherington 2002: 85), but I agree with them that knowledge does not always require certainty. In that sense, no worldview is “true” but it is a true record of a vision of how the world appears to a certain mind in certain conditions (Naugle 1993: 16). 

My new Integrative Worldview 

I value two lessons learnt from the destructive thinking of the postmodern mind: the multidimensional complexity of reality and the necessity of many perspectives to approach it. The next level of consciousness tries to integrate these different perspectives and put a halt to the current schisms between humans and nature, self and the world, matter and spirit (Tarnas 2007: 26). This is something that I can understand. 
What is entirely new for me, however, is the complex interdependence of living systems. I come from a world that values autonomy and independence. I now realise that this has been an illusion and that I am dependent and interconnected with everyone and everything in the larger universe. I think it will be a long way for me to let go of my illusionary autonomy and to integrate this interdependence to its full extent. I can understand that I have an impact on my surroundings, but I am less sensitive to (and aware of) the impact of my surroundings on me. However, I have come to learn: when I use all my senses and imagination, I am able to see and interpret the symbolic, metaphoric and archetypal meaning of life (Tarnas 1987). Sometimes, when I listen intensely, I can hear, see or feel the answers to my questions from nature. I also believe that my life is influenced by the cosmos and this was confirmed by the astro-reading by Becca Tarnas, one of our teachers. It is amazing and wonderful to hear how the course of my live has been, and is still being, influenced by all the planets in the solar system. It is a very nice feeling to be carried by a larger dimension and purpose. Another teacher of mine, Eve Annecke, has taught me to interpret my dreams. This is very similar to my shamanic journeys to my subconsciousness. It astonishes me how much your subconsciousness can communicate to you, if you only care to listen. I am trying to stay much more open in life these days and listen to the messages I receive from my surroundings, rather than trying to figure out everything in my head. There is, of course, still much work to be done, however I am in the process of learning. 

The Integral Worldview or Cosmic Humanism, as it is sometimes called (Noebel 2006), builds upon the previous worldviews and attempts to reconcile idealism and materialism as well as uniformity and diversity (van Egmond and de Vries, 2011: 853). Worldviews are developed by nested inclusion and it can be considered that, in terms of Process Philsophy, “all worldviews are wholes that include antecedent worldviews, and parts that are (or will be) transcended but included within subsequent worldviews” (Kakol 2002: 208). The Process Philosopher Alfred North Whitehead says: “In this way, Philosophy (or worldviews) makes its slow advance by the introduction of new ideas, widening vision and adjusting clashes."

I like the idea of reconciling domains that have been considered mutually exclusive, such as economy and ecology or science and spirituality, and trying to understand how they can be part of a greater whole on a deeper or higher level. It is what I will try to do in my new job, taking over the non-profit organization SPES that tries to bring spirituality into the economy. The fact that I can now view reality as a great interconnected whole, which is both spiritual and physical, will help me in this process. I am starting to see that the divine and spiritual dimensions of life are both immanent and transcendent: God is in the world, and the world is in God. I am a theist, however I do not find the the name of the deity itself as important as my feeling that there is something out there bigger than me, than us. I do not think that one religion is better or more true than the other. I was raised in the Christian tradition and, even though I might not agree with all its rigid dogmas, it is a part of my roots. For me, God interconnects myself with the whole. It is a higher degree of consciousness. It is not a special revelation in books or outside of me, but rather a part of me (and of the world) that I call God. The belief that everything is God and God is everything is known as pantheism. Not sure I am a pantheist, however I remain a pragmatist and, whatever the name for it, it works for me . I used to be a “dissatisfied theist”, as Teilhard de Chardin called it (King 1971:316), as I focussed too much on the Catholic dogmas and hierarchic structure. I have learned to let go of that focus and rather to look for the answers inside myself. It is my consciousness that defines my religion rather than the other way around. 

Conclusion: Walking between worlds

“Ours is an age between world views, creative yet disoriented, a transitional era when the old cultural vision no longer holds and the new has not yet constellated. Yet we are not without signs of what the new might look” (Tarnas 2007:26)
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Richard Tarnas, Becca’s father and the founding director of the Philosophy, Cosmology, and Consciousness (PCC) graduate program at the California Institute of Integral Studies, agrees that there is not yet a real coherent cosmological worldview today because many of our parameters are still defined by non-spiritual epistemology and ontology of modern science (Tarnas 2007). Professor Janine Canty calls it “Walking between Worlds” (Canty 2014: 19). In her recent study, she characterizes the people that can navigate more than one worldview as “resilient and responsive” for their capacity to engage in a participatory relationship with nature. This is what I hope to achieve, on a global and personal level. The realization that there is an ecological crisis was the first step that lead me to engage in sustainability. However, this was not sufficient, since I remained and acted within the system, i.e. the dominant worldview. I needed to step out of this system/worldview in order to be able to experience the full transformation. Here at the college, both teachers and colleague students have questioned my assumptions and perspectives of the world and pushed me from an individualistic and autonomous perspective to a relational one, opening a world of interactions, based on feeling, sensing and creativity (Canty 2014: 15). This is all very new to me, as I was used to thinking in terms of results rather than in terms of interaction, but I will learn. I have been warned that moving on to a new stage of consciousness will not be an easy feat (Laloux 2014: 142). Walking in two worlds seems to be a lonely, private and socially separating experience (Canty 2014: 15). On the other hand, the experience of intimate connection to nature, the cosmos, dreams and visions may smoothen the solitary aspect of the experience and make it richly relational, transcendent and joyful. 
Dr. Wayne Dyer said: “When you change the way you see things, the things you see change.”  Will this be true? Will I be able to hold onto this new integral worldview, while walking in a modern and postmodern world? How will this change who I am and how I stand in the world? Will I be able to continue changing and acting according to the cosmic perspective or will I be drawn back onto the modern and postmodern path that I have walked for so many years now?  This will be the main challenge for me in the future. As Canty (2014:24) points out in her study, often people understand things abstractly but do not integrate this knowledge in their own behavior. She calls this defense mechanism “intellectualization”. This gives me hope, however, as I am a pragmatist, and therefore probably more prone to action rather than intellectualization. However, what will this “action” consist of? I refer to my letter on sacred activism, where I tried to answer this question already.  I do not expect (nor wish) to resort to the aforementioned (intellectualization) defense mechanism. 
One thing I can – and do – promise you is that I will try to live by this new perspective. Once I feel sufficiently comfortable with this new worldview, on this new path, I would be happy to share my journey with others, like I now have done with you (through this letter) and, who knows, that might open some new doors of perception. I will finish this letter like I started it, with a quote from Aldous Huxley in his book The Doors of Perception: 
“The universal and ever-present urge to self-transcendence is not to be abolished by slamming the currently popular Doors in the Wall. The only reasonable policy is to open other, better doors in the hope of inducing men and women to exchange their old bad habits for new and less harmful ones.” 
My dear grandchildren, you have followed my journey at the Schumacher College through this series of letters and I hope they have given you some insights into your grandmother as a person now and who she aspires to be. I do not doubt that you will find your own way in this universe, I hope my letters have given you some inspiration in this regard.
I love you all very much,

Your grandmother

PS: If you would like to discover your own worldview, feel free to take the test here: https://annickdewitt.com/worldviewtest/

PPS: Please find below my last reading list.


Annex 1 – Image of the different worldviews (De Witt 2018)

[image: worldviews_cartoon_postmodern_integrative-copy]
	 “In this image, the traditional worldview is symbolized by the presence of the church, the agrarian landscape and lifestyle, and the religious figures. The policeman symbolizes a respect for authority and tradition, obedience and discipline, rules and order.” (De Witt 2018)


	“The modern worldview is symbolized by functional architecture, factories, airplanes, and global corporations. The chemical scientist represents the scientific-rational nature of this worldview. Value and meaning in life are generally found in the material realm, symbolized by the businessman.” (De Witt 2018)


	 “The postmodern worldview is symbolized by the colorful architecture and the diverse crowd marching for typical postmodern concerns such as peace and justice.” (De Witt 2018)


	“The integrative worldview combines modern entrepreneurial spirit with postmodern idealism, i.e. the person on the yoga mat holds a mobile phone in her hand. Religious and spiritual expressions are tolerant of their differences, as seen in the varied sacred buildings. The water points at the self-reflexivity of this worldview, and the wind turbines and green roof show its commitment to global environmental values (De Witt 2018).
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