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The first session of the “Ecological Self” module began with a reading from a book with the suggestive title “The magical lamp”. This book is the collection of poetic impressions and reflections on life framed by artful paintings and illustrations. One thing became clear from the very beginning. An “Ecological Self” includes poetry, beauty and the sense of wonder in order to be complete. The first step to understand what an ecological self is, is to avoid cutting off aspects of our personality, of the realm of our psyche, of our dreams, of our imagination. 
Saying this, in our first lecture we discussed a highly academic article by Freya Mathews, Professor for Environmental Philosophy at Latrobe University. In “Community and the Ecological Self” Mathews examines the importance of “relational” selves, which can be cultivated only within “small face-to-face communities”[footnoteRef:1] and which have left behind the principal of liberalism for a more empathic way of living. Her main argument is, that within liberal democracy, the development of ecocentric environmentalism remains minority bound. What is needed to face the ecological crises is a large-scale shift to an ecological-self-consciousness.  For the sake of discussion, she provides a very extreme, one-sided image of “liberal democracy” whose main concern is the protection of individual freedom. This corresponds widely but not completely to the actual reality. Matthews does not consider enough that humans do have moral values despite personal interests and that we as humans are able to accept losses for a higher purpose. If this altruistic quality is not part of our “inbuild make up” does it make sense at all to talk about an ecological self? If ecocentrism is so much dependent on outer conditions, do we humans as species have a chance to survive? In her article Mathews proposes a strict dichotomy between liberal democracy, where deep ecology is not possible, and small communities-based societies, where human identity is defined in terms of its relationships including of course nature. Although I widely agree with her arguments, I do struggle with her binary thinking. Emile Durkheim, in his work “Elementary forms of Religious Life” writes: [1:  Mathews, Freya (1995): Community and the Ecological Self. In: Environmental Politics 4, 4. London: Frank Cass] 

“a society can neither create nor recreate itself without at the same time creating ideals… when some oppose the ideal society to the real society, like two antagonists which would lead us in opposite directions, they materialize and oppose abstractions. The ideal society is not outside the real society, it is part of it. Although we are divided between them as between two poles which mutually repel each other, we cannot hold to one without holding to the other…”[footnoteRef:2] According to Durkheim, the “Ecological Self” is already part of our social reality, like a seed contained in the ego centrical liberal way of living.  [2:  Durkheim, Emile (1915): The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life. London: George Allen and Unwin, 603-4] 

There is a word in South Africa, tells us Eve[footnoteRef:3], Ubuntu. Literally, human-ness, in a popular rephrasing it means “I am, because of you”. Ubuntu is “the recognition that we are all bound together in ways that are invisible to the eye, that there is a oneness to humanity; that we achieve ourselves by sharing ourselves with others and caring for those around us.”[footnoteRef:4] In the “Ecological Self” this idea of interconnectedness expands beyond human relations to all aspects of nature and of life.  Telling us this story, the idea of the “Ecological Self” seems so obvious, so elementary. But then Eve asks us few simple questions, which shake my self-convictions:  what are the trees growing in your neighbourhood? From where does the water you drink come from? Who are the farmers growing your food? When is the next full-moon? Do you now any star constellation in the sky? In frustrating amazement, I must admit not to be able to answer to any of those questions. How much then is my sense of Ecological Self real? Is it just an intellectual game or do I feel it in my bones? In his article “The Ecological Self”, John Seed makes a very clear point. Deep ecology has to be practiced! The Ecological Self, we try to be aware of, is fragile, can be easily swamp by old patterns of thinking and behaving and it must be enbibed with lived- experiences, in order to become alive.  [3:  Eve Annecke, course facilitator. ]  [4:  From Barak Obama´s speech on the Mandela´s Memorial Day, https://theendlessfurther.com/ubuntu-i-am-because-of-you/ (02.03.2018)] 

Can rituals be a way to sustain our ecological self? We are asked to reflect about our daily rituals. Since I have been at the college, for the first week I walked everyday half hour from my accommodation to the teaching room. These walks became my temporarily morning ritual. First thing early in the morning I was greeted by seagulls with their dramatic calls and by the freshness of the breeze on my face. Walking through fields, I sow the sun rising almost timidly and spreading golden garments of ray between tree branches. As I walk I feel alive and connected. Beauty is everywhere and my “urban” senses pop up like flower buds. I can almost hear them thanking me, they didn´t feel so vibrant for such a long time. And I ask myself this serious question, if the mystics of the past had to take the underground everyday and face the hectic of hundreds of people rushing into their working life completely disconnected from each other, in a virtual world of communication made of phones and computers, would they still have had spiritual awakenings? How can we expand our hearts, if we live in complete isolation? In 2005 Richard Louv coined the non-medical term “Nature Deficit Disorder”[footnoteRef:5] to describe the fact that more children spend less and less time in nature with the result of suffering from a range of behavioural problems like attention disorder and depression.  According to a study of the United Nations Population Division, 50% of the world population is living in urban areas and by 2030 the number will increase up 65%.[footnoteRef:6] How will this affect humanity on a larger sale, physically but also spiritually? We need nature not only as a means to a better physical health, but also for our spiritual heart. Puran and Susanna Bair, two meditation teachers from the Sufi tradition, wrote:” What the heart sees is what it remembers. The heart is deeply impressed by the memory of the soul´s experience in the worlds of unending light and unconditional love. The mind is connected to the senses, the heart has only indirect access to them, through the mind.”[footnoteRef:7] This is why beauty sends the heart into rupture. It is its primordial memory of harmony and grace. This could explain, why nature touches our heart so deeply, bypassing the mental filter of perception. And this is why we so desperately need nature. Nature has the potential to access and awaken the spiritual memory of our being. If we lose nature, we lose one of the main portals for our own spiritual development.  [5:  Louv, Richard (2005): Last Child in the Wood. Saving our children from Nature -Deficit-Disorder. London: Atlantic Books.]  [6:  Charles Cheryl, Louv Richard (2009): Children´s Nature Deficit: What We Know – and Don´t Know. In: https://www.iucn.org/sites/dev/files/import/downloads/c_nnevidenceofthedeficit_01_3final.pdf (06.03.2018)]  [7:  Bair Puran, Bair Susanna (2011): Follow your heart. The map to Illumination. Tucson: Living Heart Media, 124] 

One method to help us end the sense of alienation from nature and to experience our connectedness with the earth was developed by Joanna Macy and John Seed and is called “The Counsel of all Beings”. In our class room we created our own counsel and allowed other life forms to speak through us. As we heard the voices of a rose, a raven or of a deer, of pebbles along a river or of microbes of the soils, even if the perspective might have been still very anthropocentric, it created a kaleidoscope of different views on life and surely opened our own awareness to see things not only from different angles but also in its complexity. 
The second week was dedicated to a further introduction to deep ecology, to Arne Ness and in particular the teachings of C.G. Jung. On the first glance it might not be obvious why the teachings of Jung are relevant to the study of nature. In this regard, the strongest impression I gained regarding psychology and ecology, was the idea of synchronicity, the acausal connection between two or more physical and psychic events. Whenever a synchronicity happens in my life, it loosens the rigid categories of the mind allowing the feeling for an intelligence at work behind phenomena. By experiencing synchronicity, we are given a chance to sense the interconnectedness of seemingly independent events. In his book on synchronicities, David Peat writes: 
“To view the world in term of pattern and interconnections of individual events would not have appeared strange to the inhabitants of the Middle Ages or, for that matter, ancient China. The Bayeux Tapestry which relates the Norman Conquest of England in 1066, heralds this dramatic invasion with the appearance of a new comet in the sky. And so, the crowning of kings, outbreaks of war and disease, and the birth of famous men was always accompanied by a variety of natural portents. According to such a worldview there are affinities between apparently different things and sympathies that act between body, soul, and the outer world. Indeed, all of nature was considered to be a single, giant organism in which each person had his or her own place. To become part of this harmony of the universe was the key to right action and bred a form of knowledge which was never separate from subjective values and beliefs.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Peat, F. David (1987): Synchronicity. The Bridge between Matter and Mind. New York: Bantam Books, 3] 

Synchronicities are maybe the most direct way to experience the interdependence of all aspects of life and the intimacy between the realms of deepest unconsciousness and the vastness of the universe, which participates in our lives not as an abstract concept but as an active agent.  
Communication is another way to feel connectedness. Not only with other humans but even with animals, plants, stones or landscapes. Nathaniel Hughes, an intuitive herbalist, introduced us to a way of communicating which bypasses the analytical mind. It is difficult for me to put it into words. We practiced how to open up for the form – whatever it is, plant, human, animal- in front of us and enter in “communion” with it. One of the meaning of the Latin word “communicationem”- the root of the modern English term “communication”- is “to join, to participate in.”[footnoteRef:9] Participation is the key aspect. We don´t simply “take” information in but let impressions become part of ourselves in a participatory, empathic way. As we practice this “communion „with the plants of the garden, I can feel that my whole being is involved in a process, which  leaves me changed. After practicing “intuitive communication” with plants, to listen only with an analytical mind feels like being amputated from a wider sense organ, which includes the whole of our being.  [9:  https://www.etymonline.com/word/communication (07.03.2018)] 

This way of communication can be an important contribution to “deep ecology”. According to Arne Naess the biggest problem of modern ecology, the rational study of organism in their environment, is its inability to teach us how to be in relation to nature. To solve the environmental crisis, science alone is not enough. Values, so Arne Naess´ conviction, must be integrated in our relation to nature. If we learn to engage with the environment not only analytically but also intuitively we may begin to act in a more harmonious, congenial and respectful way towards all of life. Not accidentally, so Stephan Harding, Heraclid defined ecology as the speech of nature and Shakespeare “finds tongues in trees, books in running brooks, sermons in stones and good in everything.”[footnoteRef:10] A way of communication, that involves our being on a deeper level can help us to sense the anima mundi, the soul of the world.  [10:  William Shakespeare: As you like it. Act II, I 1-17] 

Connecting to nature through our intuition is a very subjective way to be in the world. But we don´t live isolated and as we have seen so far, our lives are deeply interconnected with everything else. This is particularly true for societies. In order to live in a community, we need common agreements, common guidelines which are often unspoken or even unconscious. These guidelines for community life is what I would call “social ethics”. Sometimes “ethics” have a touch of restriction, of morality and austerity attached to them. They may seem a luxury of life. It never occurred to me so clearly as after the first discussion with Johan Hattingh, that ethics are a matter of life and death, because dependently on how we life and make decisions, others might die. Environmental ethics extends this “otherness” to all life forms not only to humans and human societies. Saying this we could easily think that environmental ethics are uniform and homogenous. In reality the landscape of environmental ethics is far more complex. Roughly environmental ethics can be divided into three broad sections: anthropocentric ethics, bioregionalism and biocentric ethics.
Environmental ethics is a very young offspring of philosophy. In fact, although single thinkers like Plato, Aquinas, Descartes and later Thomas Robert Malthus or Ralf Waldo Emerson, it is only during the early 1970s that the need of an ethic of conservation was recognized.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Attfield, Robert (2003): Environmental Ethics: An Overview for the Twenty-First Century. Cambridge: Polity Press, 37] 

It is not easy to give a clear-cut definition of the different environmental ethics-schools. About bioregionalism, to give an example, Jim Dodge states, that since it is a practiced based ethic, it is a “constantly evolving cultural movement”[footnoteRef:12] free of a dogmatic definition. Nevertheless, the main concern of bioregionalism is the local life of a place and its “ecological health” including sustainable ways of living in it.[footnoteRef:13] The main focus lies in the local as place-based in contrast to the global as policy-based identity.  [12:  Booth, J. Kelvin (2012): Environmental Pragmatism and Bioregionalism. In: Contemporary Pragmatism, Vol. 9, No. 1, 67-84 ]  [13:  Booth, J. Kelvin (2012): 68] 

Two opposite ethical views are “anthropocentrism”, which sees in nature an instrumental value for human interests and moral standing restricted to humanity alone, and the biocentric view, which maintains that all living creatures have a good of their own, and moral standing as such.[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Attfield, Robert (2003): 10] 

All these different ethical positions originate from “contrasting positions concerning the scope of moral standing and the location of intrinsic value.”[footnoteRef:15] We could say, each of them stands in its own right and each of them is bound to be incomplete due to the complexity of  environmentalism and its multi-layered reality.  [15:  Attfield, Robert (2003): 25] 

Which ethical standing we choose for ourselves is probably dependent on the kind of “ecological self” that we embody. We have seen how difficult it is to grasp such a concept, which is fluid and changing over time, depending on circumstances and needs. 
One of the questions we had to ponder over at the beginning of the three weeks was, whether the notion of the “ecological self” is useful. Of course, there is no simple answer to it and any conclusion we draw can only be a temporarily one. As a spiritual concept based on the idea of interconnectedness of all life, the “ecological self” can help us to outgrow our “skin-encapsulated-ego”, as Allan Watts puts it. At the same time probably not everybody will feel responsive to such an abstract concept which needs experiencing and commitment. I see the idea of the “Ecological Self” as a useful and important tool out of many. From my limited and momentary perspective, I see the need to converge all of our capacities and possibilities, the spiritual, technological, scientific and the economic one to a combined effort to solve the present environmental crisis. The “Ecological Self” shows however, that ecology is intrinsically interwoven with our personal story. The environmental crisis is not something that is taking place out there. It happens within my most intimate inner space. The “Ecological Self” shows me, that in truth there is no inside and no outside. As boundaries become meaningless, everything gains profound meaning, including my personal life and my place in the world. 
Words: 2570
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