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Never the twain shall meet?

I began my Schumacher days with a horrid flu-cold, an aunt in hospital and a strong sense of aversion to a lot of what I was learning.  Exploring the western philosophical underpinnings of modern society felt like crashing through the foundations of a dilapidated, very likely condemned, building. I experienced a kind of intellectual and emotional claustropobia, gasping for breath and daylight as I clawed my way back to some kind of stability. I now take comfort in the fact that feeling like your entire foundation of understanding is collapsing is simply part of the Schumacher rite of passage!

[Journal entries 11th and 12th January 2018]

“I finally understand the problem from a western perspective. If God is viewed as far removed and separate from creation, which is a “dull” playground given to humanity to exploit as it so chooses, that leads to a very different relationship with nature than if it is viewed as animated with consciousness, as it is in the Hindu tradition. And also if the theory of evolution for the first time provides a link between humans and animals then that too creates a big conundrum for western philosophy, as, previous to that, there was no recognition of (such) a link.”

I was reaching an understanding of the western, supposedly religious, approach that gave humans the full right to use the earth as they wished (Gottleib, 2006, p3) and its impact, as well that of the scientific revolution and the enlightenment. Both had led to spirituality and nature being split from each other, with the earth perceived as a “dead lump of rock” (Harding, 2009, p39). This was entirely contrary to the eastern spiritual and philosophical perspective with which I was raised, within which the earth and all creatures are permeated by the divine. It felt deeply uncomfortable and limiting to me to steep myself in such a binary and boundaried view, even as I realised it was essential. I had a sense of the terrain, but it felt inhospitable to me.

[17th January]

“it is also interesting to me how this academic study is rooted in concepts that a (generally Western) academic/philosopher/intellectual came up with. If you can refer to an academic who said it then fine, if not it feels hard to even raise it as a philosophical or spiritual point of view. I feel like I can’t keep wittering on about the Eastern viewpoint. Anyway, that is my biggest point of discomfort. The rest…very interesting and thought-provoking”

A few days along, my sense frustration continued. I felt as if I was having to downgrade my internal spiritual alphabet, rooted in beautiful ancient Indian texts, for a far more clunky and simplistic one, drawn from the encounter between western philosophers and eastern spirituality, which included those texts, but whose ultimate validity seemed based on what the western philosophers had to say about it all.  

In one class we discussed Aldous Huxley’s perennial philosophy, including his views that there was a common truth to all religions and that contemplation should include action and charity. The parallels between this and the teachings of the Bhagavad Gita (‘the Gita’) were so strong that it seemed to me impossible that he was unaware of them. Sure enough, I discovered that he had written an introduction to a (separately authored) translation of the Gita in which he described it as:

“one of the clearest and most comprehensive summaries of the Perennial Philosophy ever to have been made. Hence its enduring value, not only for Indians, but for all mankind.” (Huxley,1947)

 It felt to me to be misleading at best and a kind of indirect cultural appropriation at worst to learn about Huxley, Thoreau and others without any real consideration of the non-western works which impacted upon them. I piped up in class about this, aware that my knowledge of the Gita and its influences was probably better than anyone else, including our teachers. I felt pretty uncomfortable doing it and that repeatedly raising the point wasn’t the answer. However, the absence of the voices of the rest of the world in our teaching created a deafening silence that I couldn’t ignore.

Mumme (1998, p135) points out that the Gita takes a “panentheistic” approach, in which God is within and also beyond all finite beings. She makes reference to commentary that:
“God is not divorced from or discontinuous with his creatures but eternally and inseparably related to them” (Lott, referenced in Mumme 1998 p142)

One of many relevant Gita quotes in this context is:

“By Me all this universe is pervaded through my unmanifested form. All beings abide in Me, but I do not abide in them.” (Chapter 9, verse 4)

I feel resistance to the idea that this widely renowned text requires academic buttressing rather than standing as deep philosophy in its own right. However, in this context I feel oddly vulnerable introducing it without academic commentary. So I’ve taken the safe route. For now.  
Of Mice and Men

[17th January]

                                                                                                                                                                                                 “The Inuit film…watching the babies sticking their faces into the seal meat and being covered in blood was hard. But of course I could also see how this community is being driven to the edge of extinction, struggling to preserve its life in the face of environmental manipulation- and racism- there is no other word for it…the animal thing came up again in the Animist Manifesto. To me it still put humans at the top of the food chain. It feels painful and a little difficult to me, this idea that animals offer themselves as food, or we have any right to them. That’s not how Donna read it, I need to understand her reading a bit more…to me it made no sense…if you’re the same you don’t get to eat each other…” 

Another sticky area for me lay in exploring the differences between Cartesian philosophy enabling the exploitation and abuse of animals; indigenous traditions which take the life of animals in a deeply respectful way and the Indian traditions that advocate non-violence towards animals. Given the complexity of the subject and the nature of this piece, the below can only be a surface skim, but it was of benefit to me all the same.

Marchant (2006, p530) explains that both Descartes and Hobbes conceptualized the bodies of humans and other animals as machines. Descartes denied thought to animals, although he admitted that they have life and sensation. 
Indigenous traditions for the most part saw the natural world as “peopled” by beings with whom it was necessary to cultivate mutually respectful relationships (Gottlieb, 2006). There was a belief among Native American tribes that:
 “Eating an animal contributes directly to the growth of the person; through this act the animal’s story, indeed the very trajectory of its life, merges into and becomes one with the life of the eater. So when you eat a longnose sucker, the sucker’s story becomes your own as well. It’s thieving past becomes part of your own past, and as such is liable to affect your future development.” (Ingold, 2000, p172) 
There are parallels here with discourse I heard when growing up that “you are what you eat”. However, Hindu teachings on seeing the presence of God in all and treating all species with respect, alongside the belief (echoed in the Buddhist and Jain traditions) that it is possible to come back as a different life-form and that pain caused by a human to other living entities will be suffered by that individual in turn, all support the doctrine within these traditions of not taking the life of other animals for food (Dwivedi, 2006). 
The Vishnu purana (an ancient Vedic text) states
3.8.15 “God, Kesava [Krishna] is pleased with a person who does not harm or destroy other non-speaking creatures or animals.” (Dwidevi, 2006, p163)
In response, the Cree might say that the Caribou offers itself up quite intentionally and even in the spirit of goodwill towards the hunter and that the bodily substance of the Caribou is not taken, it is received (Ingold, 2000). This certainly places hunting in a different frame to one in which an animal is forcefully and painfully deprived of life. 
Ingold notes that, like many hunting cultures, the Cree draw parallels between the killing of an animal and seduction. (Ingold, 2000, p13). Adams (2004) makes a feminist argument in favour of vegetarianism, arguing that eating animals acts as mirror and representation of patriarchal values, and a paradigm for male behaviour, including images of control, domain and the necessity for violence. She quotes Campbell (2004, p400) as highlighting that the plant world, in contrast, provides a model for the wonder of life “in its cycle of growth and decay, blossom and seed, wherein death and life appear as transformations of a single, superordinated, indestructible force.” Personally, I find the idea of hunting paralleling seduction disturbing and I agree with Adams that  associations of meat-eating with masculinity are problematic. However, I feel that a masculine/meat and feminine/plant binary simply creates another rather antagonistic dualism. 
To me a frame of interlinked well-being is more useful.  Haraway (2007, p41) notes that “both vegan and non-vegan community food projects with a local and translocal analysis have made clear the links among safe and fair working conditions for people, physically and behaviourally healthy agricultural anmials, genetic and other research directed to health and diversity, urban and rural food security and enhanced wildlife habitat.” We are, as she puts it, “a knot of species coshaping one another”. (2007, p42)
The Eye of the Beholder

I can still feel my joy at arriving at a subject on the course that was both new to me and life-affirming, via an article on dilation and beauty (Duncan, 1998) and subsequent readings:

[Undated, approx. 20th January]

 “It was beautiful, the most eye-opening article I’ve read so far on this course. It’s about embracing discomfort, coming out of habituation, experiencing Eros, surrendering in the face of our anxiety about the unknown/death- and it mentions Kabir![footnoteRef:1] It provides an explanation for why so many of us on this course have been having difficult moments…And the readings continued beautifully, fusing mindfulness with ecology and the skills of engaging at depth, imagining ourselves as beings within the earth, Gaia style. The stories of how people who were blind reacted to being able to see, the need to understand depth, seeing a tree as full of lights opened up a new world for me.” [1:  Kabir was a 15th century Indian philosopher/poet admired by my late parents.
] 


The readings gave me a way of understanding the connection with nature that I’d always experienced and I recorded its impacts in later journal entries:

 “Walking out and feeling that connection, awed by the majesty of the Redwoods, but also wondering if they were happy there. Going up and leaning against one in my customary fashion, feeling its leaves tap my head. I heard “Hello little one” inside my head.”

“The Oak tree called, invited me to sit on its roots…… I snuggle in closer, drop my book, close my eyes. I feel what Satish describes in his debate with Richard Dworkin, how the tree is connected to the sun and the wind, the squirrels dancing around it and the birdsong. It is not alone. Far from it. I close my eyes and see green under my eyelids. I sense a deep green tower of energy behind me in the oak body. I feel connected and sheltered.”
Barry Lopez describes how growing into love of a physical space, like any kind of love, requires intimacy: 
“You must open yourself to its textures, its colors in varying day and night lights, its sonic dimensions.  You must in some way become vulnerable to it…You learn, with regard to the land, the ways in which it is dependable.  Where it has no strength to offer you, you do not insist on its support.  When you yourself do not understand something, you trust the land might, and you defer.”  (Lopez, 2014)

In Phaedrus, Socrates says, “trees and open country won’t teach me anything, whereas men in the town do.” (Abrams, 1996 p116). Dark Green Religion (Taylor, 2009) describes the deep connection with earth and land that many ordinary people in Europe and the US feel, in addition to environmental activists, arguing that environmental organisations have a parareligious aspect.

There are also many connections between religion and nature. Buddha famously received enlightenment under a tree. Chapple describes how through yogic meditation:

“one gains an intimacy with the foundational constructs of objects that transcends their specificity, leading one to a state of unity with the natural world.” (Chapple in Nelson,1998) 

Abrams (1996, pp7-8) describes the defining characteristic of a shaman as being the ability to step out of perceptual boundaries and connect with the other powers in the land. And as I write this, the Minister of the Wild Church that we met comes to mind, sharing her love of the Dartington section of the “big book” (nature, as opposed to the Bible) and a warm sacrament of wild sage tea.

What seems to me to unite all of these forms of being with the earth is intimacy, trust and a deep perception of our interrelationship. Like Harding in Rushbeds Wood and Abram on his return from Java, we can realise that, the more reductionist our approach to the other-than- human world, the more elusive it becomes. There are parallels here with faith-based practises of spiritual connection with the divine which also require a level of openness and surrender- if the divine is seen as part of this wider world then this is no coincidence.

The beginning

17th January 2018


“…I come from a spiritual and philosophical culture that was colonised but survived. I was  born and raised in a western society replete with the material benefits derived from the colonisation of my ancestors and others, within a system that I know to be destroying the world. .. I feel these fault lines within me and they pull!”


 25th January 2018 (after attending a fire-side chat with Satish Kumar)

“And my gift…growing up with both traditions, with a philosophical, familial, ethical and spiritual underpinning from the east but born and raised in the libertarian west and in cosmopolitan, diverse London...I feel deep gratitude for these things, although it’s not always a comfortable marriage, it gives me a unique breadth of perspective that can be developed and shared.”
It took a while to get here: delving into the foundations of western society; clambering through the craggy rocks and thorns of our relationship with the other-than-human world and being dazzled by the beauty of Goethian views. From my current vantage point I see the gifts in my experience: my enhanced relationship with joyful connection and my evolving relationship with my “faultlines” -will I try to meld them, appreciate them, or simply dance across them? The future, as always, is uncertain, but the path beckons me on.
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