Sadness, Grief, and the Blackbird’s song

‘Wildlife and the Wild Woman are both an endangered species.  Over time, we have seen the feminine instinctive nature looted, driven back, and overbuilt……For several thousand years, as soon and as often as we turn our backs, it is relegated to the poorest land of the psyche.’
Dr Clarissa Pinkola Estés
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The learning in class and my exploratory reading have expanded and deepened my perspective of Earth as an interconnected system.  I have known this to be so since I was a young child where I experienced a re-occurring dream of being a part of something within something that was within something else.  I was connected to everything. A childish glimpse of deep ecology perhaps. The sensation was one of expansion, connection, belonging and peace.  What is so difficult is to express this knowing in words.  If I could show you the feeling then you would know my understanding.  Instead, I have this challenge of holding a clear thread to try to communicate in written language my understanding as it proliferates and bifurcates into so many new threads (I imagine impossibly complex webs of mycelia underfoot connecting trees) and it is shifting, dynamic, the further I read. I fear that I am getting entangled and I don’t like that feeling.  I’m getting stuck also because I am comparing myself to others.  I notice though, that these responses are natural when in such a new environment with uncertainty of what to expect or of what is expected.

I want to first acknowledge the dream gifted to me the night before our course ‘Ecology and Spirituality’. The dream space that I entered spoke to me of authenticity.  A blackbird singing from its heart at the top of a cherry tree captured my being with such intensity that I felt its song reverberate in my own chest.  Its singing summoned in me a long-held desire to be heard.  I stood at the foot of the tree looking up at the beautiful bold bird and I wondered how he did that, just singing with his own voice, his own song, out into the world.  I had a memory of doing this.  I asked the blackbird if he could remind me of what it feels like to be heard. The blackbird flew to me and touched my head with its feet.  From my mouth emerged a sound that I remembered.  I was wild once.  I made the sound again, this time louder and longer. Stronger and stronger until it flowed.  It was beautiful, it joined with the sounds that were being sung by the trees and by the wind.  I felt at home.  

In this reflective essay I want to explore the lack of acknowledgement in the dominant culture of the relationship we have with the other than human world and how this creates sadness, grief and nostalgia.  I will speak of my own experiences, what has brought about my particular way of being and try to balance my descriptions with my reflections on the impact that the first module has had on me.

Sadness found its way into my life early on and as the years passed, layer upon layer of grief stratified within me, causing distance within my psyche.  My mind takes me to the process of sedimentation, deposit upon deposit and the subsequent cementation of the layers of unexpressed material as the weight of life presses down. In recent years, love and knowledge, two agents of denudation that I sorely needed, have begun to erode and re-expose buried parts of myself that had not fossilised under pressure. 

I have been acutely aware of these layers and the feeling of weathering and eroding throughout the day during our teaching sessions.  So much so that I have kept quiet because the current that is stirred within me is strong.  Yet I feel relief that finally I am in a space where we are talking about participating in the world in a different kind of way, a lived exploration of our ability to create a new human relationship with the Earth.  The more I am a part of this group, the more I realise that it is okay to tell of the ways that I deeply listen to the wild earth, the sacred practices that I offer in an attempt to reciprocate that which the earth gives to me.  I feel reassured learning of Goethe’s way of science and its links to a much more mindful, open way of perceiving the complex network of life that we are a part of.  That we are nature, not observing nature from a distance (Duncan 1998). I wish I had known sooner that I was not wrong-headed or defective, I wish I had found my way to rich literature such as that of Aldo Leopold much sooner, but I had other work to attend to.  I am so moved when I read ‘When we see land as a community to which we belong, we may begin to use it with love and respect.’  I have always felt as though I belong to the Earth but have struggled with a part of Earth’s ecosystem that is the human domain. Another piece of learning that resonated strongly in me was when we explored the work of Primo Levi (1984).  I cannot express enough gratitude for touching on the journey of the carbon atom.  My dear companion cat of 18 years died just before I heard a narrated version of this chapter.   It helped me understand the transition more.

Journeying through this life with an open heart and open eyes means that grief is never very far away.  I have been aware of this feeling of sadness since I was a child when I lost my mountains and sea when we moved from a coastal village in Scotland to suburban England.  Wide open spaces, sparsely populated by humans, replaced by people and human noise.  The earth was smothered with tarmac and the sea was gone.  They knocked down a wood I had found to play in, filled in the ponds where the newts and frogs were and built new houses.  I felt so sad and homesick. Encouraged by my maternal grandmother to keep the ears and eyes of my heart open to the ways in which the Earth talks to us has led me to have many deeply meaningful interactions with the world around me.  My grandmother was my guide to a living, breathing world, one full of elementals, nature spirits and other animals.  She showed me how to listen out for the voice of the places we played in and to talk back to them.  It is only now, reflecting on all that has brought me to this point, that moving from our home in Scotland, the death of my grandmother and discovering that meat came from beings I considered my closest of friends caused a series of psychic injuries to me.  

Remembering these feelings of home sickness led me to the work of Alistair Bonnett, a professor of social geography writing extensively on the geographical condition of nostalgia.  The term was coined in 1688 by Johannes Hofer by joining the Greek words ‘nostos’(home) and ‘algos’ (pain) in order to classify a psychological condition brought about through the loss of or distance from a person’s homeland (Bonnett, 2015).  It is interesting to trace the meaning of nostalgia through the changes in political and social climates.  Nostalgia shifted from being a malady of place to a malady of time.  I am full of nostalgia however as well as longing for home in a spatial sense and longing for a time before industrial farming and the human caused habitat losses our ecosystem endures, I also long for home within myself.   Home in this sense is where our instincts work easily, it is our pristine inner life (Estes, 1992).  

Something else I am reminded of is just how long I have been alone with the pain I feel at the use and abuse of the Earth and our fellow earthlings (or really should we be labelled ‘waterlings’ [sensu Brock Dolman] living on Planet Water [sensu Lynn Margulis]) as if their sole purpose was to serve the needs of humans.  I have not been able, until recently, to explore this grief within my field of work as a psychotherapist.  Conventional psychotherapy is limited, it only goes so far in helping human beings to mature.  The relationship between the human self and the ecosystem or the other than human animal is not fully recognised (Doka 1989).  Often perfectly natural responses to the acknowledgement of the devastation caused by irresponsible actions of human beings to the environment and the mass killing of billions of other animals in a cruel machine built on greed are pathologised.  

The grief I mention above has not had a name up until fairly recently and is only something I have been able to find space to discuss freely with others for the past couple of years in the eco-therapy circles I work in.  This ‘dis-enfranchised grief’ (Doka 1989) that I, and others, experience from the witnessing of the destruction of the other than human world (Windle 1992) and the cruelty inflicted on other animals now has been named as ‘ecological grief’ (Cunsolo and Ellis 2018).    Although several writers have previously expressed their pain in response to these atrocities, one of the first being Aldo Leopold (1953) where he so aptly writes “One of the penalties of ecological education is that one lives alone in a world of wounds.”, ecological grief has not had the interest of researchers that it has deserved up until the last decade or so.  Not at all surprising with a dominant over culture which assigns reason to the masculine and the inferior opposed world of emotion, feeling and compassion to the feminine (Plumwood 1997).  Feelings such as sorrow, sadness and grief have been subordinated and suppressed by the disinterested realm of reason, making the study of ecological grief rarely considered worthy investing in (Cunsolo and Ellis 2018, Tschakert et al 2017, Willox 2012, Swim et al 2011).  

The more I uncover in the information I am exploring, the more I unearth that hidden artefact in myself, the centre of me that knew this was true when I was a child.  I feel as though I am descending into the underworld, and throughout the three weeks we were together I felt a sense of sinking deeper. Throughout the first module I have become more aware of what it is to be female in this world and more recently have deepened my understanding of normative dualism.  It leaves women, and those also labelled as ‘other’, relegated to the bottom of the hierarchy, along with the non-humans and with ‘nature’. So, I sit in class, here at beautiful Schumacher College. On occasion, I can’t open my mouth to speak without tears.  Some of my quietness is linked to psychological safety and feeling vulnerable in a group.   Re-visiting theory on group processes and trust building helps to clarify the reasons for being apprehensive.  Mostly it is because I am so full of thoughts and feelings that have rarely made it to language and out to ears that understand.  For as long as I can remember feeling the hurt of the other than human world as if it were my own has been challenging. As a wounded healer (Jung, 1982), I listen for healing wisdom, connectedness and knowledge that can form an approach to heal and re-form the human ecological relationship within nature.

I am so grateful to find a way of working that encompasses the relationship we have with the Earth that helps human people to mature into their ecological self (Naess 1976). Self-realisation (S)– the full development of all the potentials of the individual including the transcendental level according to Naess should be our ultimate goal and a better term than ‘happiness’. I am reminded of another path to full development taught and embodied by Carl Jung.  He speaks of the process of individuation as being an arduous path to follow.  In order to retrieve the gifts that are buried deep in the psyche a person has to endure the instinctual aspects of our nature such as creativity, sensuality, sexuality, love of God and appetite.  We can become entrapped, distracted, misguided by the dominant cultures poor interpretation of what these instincts really are in their pristine form (Kisbaugh, G. 2016). For example, one way of becoming squashed in the process of individuation is when prima materia, as Jung would call it, such as sexual energy/lust is sublimated to something less than the original.  We can see over generations how young females in particular have been domesticated away from their natural instinctive self so that she will be submissive and not bring shame on the family for having lust and becoming pregnant.  If guided by elders, the natural feelings of lust that are experienced can be channelled into another way of creating.  However, instead of channelling this energy it is often sublimated and the creative product somehow seen as less than.  Wild nature should not be seen as less than. For a person, a female, to be brought up in an environment that does not sustain her and does not encourage her to flourish is injurious to her female nature.  To be captured, domesticated, injured and trained to remain contained yet to be aware of the calling of these instinctual aspects of our true nature is so very painful. Eventually a break through usually comes, the wild self emerges. 

I hope that this part of my journey can be about learning from the elders that I have been seeking for such a long time.  I need to fall through some more layers and further spiral down into soul in order to then spiral upward again with new insight.  An iterative process of learning. Plotkin (2003) describes a similar process to attain a more complete spirituality as “the upward and downward journeys support one another. Although distinct - even opposite - they are the two halves of a single path toward fulfilment and wholeness”. 

A theory that I learned about recently while researching Jung’s Wounded Healer archetype is the Freirian theory of praxis. Paulo Freire, in ‘Pedagogy of the Oppressed’ (Freire 1970) defines praxis as “reflection and action directed at the structures to be transformed”. A cyclical process of experiential learning and critical thinking. I found this helpful and reassuring because it confirmed my natural inclination towards reflective experiential learning and how I then turn this into action. 

I am sat at my desk writing, from the loft window I can see the cherry tree in blossom where the blackbirds sing each day.  

Yesterday one of them had a fight with a magpie.  The magpie, twice the size of the blackbird, flattened the casualty.  The blackbird fought back, protecting his space in the world.  Dazed, the blackbird flew back to the apple tree.   Black downy feathers were left blowing in the breeze, swirling on the slate path with the blood red camellia petals.  I caught the feathers in my hand, curled my fingers gently around them and brought them inside.  The image of the assaulted blackbird and the soft under feathers torn out in the fight connect me with memories of how I have felt, standing up for myself, standing up for others, trying to survive in a world I am trying to understand and standing for what I believe to be right. The universality of experiences and resilience of life is reassuring.  There’s a time for action and there’s a time for rest and reflection.  I want to speak my truth and connect with others with my wildish heart.  I really want to develop a new way of holding a beautiful space for others, and myself, to heal the wild instinctive nature and find wholeness and connection.  I let the blackbird’s song fill my heart with hope that in time my song will be heard louder again.  
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