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Ecology and Spirituality (HPCA7023): Essay 1 Compare and Contrast

This essay undertakes a comparative analysis of two works in the realm of transpersonal ecopsychology: ‘From ecopsychology to transpersonal ecosophy: Shamanism, psychedelics, and transpersonal psychology. An autobiographical reflection’ by Mark A. Schroll[footnoteRef:1], and ‘An evaluation of the role of mystical experiences in transpersonal ecopsychology’ by Freya Harrild and David Luke[footnoteRef:2].  [1:  Mark A. Schroll, ‘From ecopsychology to transpersonal ecosophy: Shamanism, psychedelics and transpersonal psychology. An autobiographical reflection’, European Journal of Ecopsychology, 4 (2013) 116-144 (p. 116)  ]  [2:  Freya Harrild & David Luke, ‘An evaluation of the role of mystical experiences in transpersonal ecopsychology’, Transpersonal Psychology Review, 22.1 (2020) 22 (1). < 	http://gala.gre.ac.uk/id/eprint/28219> [Accessed 9th November 2023]] 


Schroll ‘From ecopsychology to transpersonal ecosophy: Shamanism, psychedelics and transpersonal psychology’
This paper is an autobiographical reflection by Mark A. Schroll. It is a comprehensive exploration of his personal journey which traces the evolution from ecopsychology to his own transpersonal ecosophy. Schroll intertwines historical events, encounters with influential figures like Arne Naess, and reflections on his own transformative experiences. The essay emphasises the emergence of transpersonal ecosophy and the integral connection between human consciousness and the environment, as a natural progression from ecopsychology. Schroll also critiques the limitations of mainstream psychology, Asian religions, and technocracy in addressing the ecological crisis. The authors autobiographical narrative not only chronicles the development of these ecological philosophies but also serves as a testament to the transformative power of these experiences. 
Scrolls begins with a prologue and by outlining some encounters with key figures, he explains that his essay will be in a chronological order but will “periodically flash forward and backward in time”[footnoteRef:3]. This unique approach, though intriguing, introduces moments of convolution and confusion by making the narrative challenging to follow. This back and forth through time is one issue, but Schroll also jumps from one topic to another without a clear transition or logical connection, making it hard to grasp his point. Additionally, Schroll fails to provide a clear introduction, nor does he state his objectives in a way that is obvious from the beginning. Despite the informal autobiographical format (with song lyrics being used to emphasise certain sentiments), the essay exhibits academic complexity, potentially proving challenging for readers less familiar with the subject terminology.  [3:  Schroll, ‘From ecopsychology’, p 121. ] 

Schroll goes to on to give a historical account of the development of ecopsychology through his own involvement in the field, and asserts that psychedelic experiences can facilitate the movement towards ecopsychology and the development of a personal ecosophy – which he states is akin to personal myth.[footnoteRef:4] By sharing his personal experiences and interactions with key figures in the field of Deep Ecology, Schroll offers a unique insider's perspective. [4:  Ibid, p 119.] 

The author asserts that the psychedelic movement in the 1960’s catalysed an awareness of environmental degradation. The author makes a correlation between this and the concurrent social movements such as the Peace Movement and Civil Rights[footnoteRef:5]. While the author is referring to the work of Krippner here he cites his own work (essentially a secondary reference), and in addition this reference fails to emphasise its relevancy to his “decision to write an overview and autobiographical reflection”[footnoteRef:6].  [5:  Ibid, p 117.]  [6:  Ibid, p 117.] 

The author briefly addresses some criticism for ecopsychology by highlighting the opinions of Clayton & Myers who contest the relationship ecopsychology has to psychology, due to the lack of scientific objectivity[footnoteRef:7]. Schroll counters that there are clear definitions for terms such as ‘Spirituality’ and so concepts such as these can be thought of objectively. After a brief exploration of this, the author concludes with the statement that by placing ecopsychology within the realms of psychology it would limit it to boundaries that was it was never intended for[footnoteRef:8]. This idea is in opposition with some other researchers in Ecopsychology, who believe that the subject needs to adopt a more multidisciplinary approach that would help define and develop the field in order to separate it from related subjects and prevent the possibility of it being subsumed[footnoteRef:9]. Schroll could have provided a more balanced argument by referencing this counterview.  [7:  Ibid, p 119.]  [8:  Schroll, ‘From ecopsychology’, p 119.]  [9:  Tristan Snell, J Simmonds, Scott Webster, ‘Spirituality in the Work of Theodore Roszak: Implications for Contemporary Ecopsychology’, Ecopsychology, 3.2, 105-113 (p. 4)] 

Schroll implies that psychedelics can facilitate a transformation of consciousness, which can lead to a deeper ecological awareness and a more harmonious relationship with nature. Schroll cites this claim well and he also shares his own personal experiences and reflections on how psychedelics influenced his worldview and interest in ecopsychology. However, Schroll fails to delve into any potential drawbacks or criticisms of these experiences, such as might be found in the research of Schlag, Aday, Salam, Neill, and Nutt (2022) [footnoteRef:10].  [10:  Anne K. Schlag, Jacob Aday, Iram Salam, Jo C Neill, and David J Nutt, ‘Adverse Effects of Psychedelics: From Anecdotes and Misinformation to Systematic Science’, Journal of Psychopharmacology, 36.3 (2022), 258–72 <DOI:10.1177/02698811211069100>] 

While the essay investigates the development of ecopsychology towards transpersonal ecosophy, there is a notable absence of critical self-reflection for potential biases or limitations in the author's perspective. Despite its autobiographical nature, the essay maintains a scholarly tone, yet suffers from a lack of consideration for potential biases and thorough analysis. Schroll references his own work throughout the essay, however as this is autobiographical in nature, and indeed, the author states the purpose of this paper is to give an overview of his own work, this in itself is not an issue, particularly since the standard is consistent throughout. Nonetheless, the author uses some obscure or outdated sources, unpublished papers, and YouTube videos, without explaining their relevance or validity.
Schroll places significant emphasis on the transformative impact of psychedelics, substantiating his claims with a wide array of studies that appear to corroborate this. He associates this transformation with heightened Openness traits which align with the well-established Big Five personality trait definition of Openness[footnoteRef:11]. By drawing on his academic work in consciousness and transpersonal psychology, Schroll fortifies his arguments with his own work and the work of respected and noted scholars in the field.  [11:  Sandie Taylor, and Lance Workman, ‘Individual Differences: Temperament and Personality’, in The Psychology of Human Social Development, 1st edn (United Kingdom: Routledge, 2018), pp. 388–413 (p. 394)] 

While Schroll demonstrates a meaningful and passionate engagement with the subject matter, his work also suffers from some flaws, notably the format, lack of evidence, accounting for bias and citation issues. 

Harrild & Luke ‘An evaluation of the role of mystical experiences in transpersonal ecopsychology’
In contrast to Schroll, Harrild appears to be a relatively new researcher with only two papers published, both working with David Luke. It appears she is currently a PhD student at the University of Greenwich. David Luke is an Associate Professor of Psychology at the University of Greenwich, specialising in the Psychology of Exceptional Human Experience. His research explores anomalous experiences, altered states of consciousness, and various interdisciplinary topics, including psychedelics and shamanism. He is also an Honorary Senior Lecturer at the Centre for Psychedelic Research at Imperial College[footnoteRef:12]. Together they have written another paper[footnoteRef:13] on the subject of psychedelics and nature connectedness consequently they appear to have some authority of the subject of this paper.  [12:  University of Greenwich, People – Dr David Luke, < https://www.gre.ac.uk/people/rep/faculty-of-education-and-health/dr-david-luke> [Accessed 11th November 2023]]  [13:  Alexander Irvine, David Luke, Freya Harrild, Sam Gandy, & Rosalind Watts, ‘Transpersonal Ecodelia: Surveying Psychedelically Induced Biophilia’, Psychoactives, 2 (2023), 174-193. <DOI:10.3390/psychoactives2020012>] 

Their essay "An Evaluation of the Role of Mystical Experiences in Transpersonal Ecopsychology" delves into the integration of transpersonal psychology and ecopsychology. It focuses on the concept of mystical experiences as a transformative force, particularly when occurring in natural settings. The authors highlight the link between such experiences and the individual's understanding of self, emphasising the transcendence of societal boundaries and the development of an ecological ego. The essay also explores the positive impact of mystical experiences, via psychedelics, on psychological well-being and personal growth, akin to Schroll’s. Additionally, it examines the relevance of psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy within the realm of transpersonal ecopsychology, suggesting connections between altered states of consciousness, empathy, and nature-relatedness. The overarching theme centres on how these experiences contribute to a profound shift in an individual's perception of self, others, and their ecological environment.
A strength of this paper is that it provides a comprehensive literature review on transpersonal ecopsychology and mystical experiences and has a thorough synthesis of the main arguments. Additionally, it defines some terminology (though interestingly fails to clearly define ‘mystical experiences’), uses clear and concise language and follows a logical structure. Some drawbacks to this research would be that it appears to lack a clear aim and does not specify the limitations of the review. It also does not critically evaluate the evidence, or the methods used in the studies it cites. 
Both essays explore the transformative potential of mystical or psychedelic experiences in transpersonal ecopsychology as evidenced in their impact on an individuals' attitudes and behaviours toward the environment. They also reference research which indicates that individuals who undergo these experiences often report heightened ecological awareness, a sense of responsibility toward nature, and a shift in values that prioritise environmental conservation. Harrild & Luke do point out that these mystical experiences, as referred to as ‘peak experiences’ by Schroll (referencing Maslow), can occur naturally (without the use of psychedelics), and can create a profound shift in an individual’s perception of self, their place within the world, and may result is a shift of their perspective to a more ecocentric position. 
While there is unity in exploring interconnectedness, the essay deals with criticism regarding the principal concept of ecopsychology – that humans have an innate connection with nature – which verges on ‘universal existentialism’[footnoteRef:14]. This suggests a potential tension between the universality implied in ecopsychology and the need for cultural considerations and individual differences, which is a criticism mentioned by Schroll also. However, Harrild & Luke argue that while it may not be universally felt, mystical experiences allow for transcendence from cultural norms, and therefore provide the possibility for nature connection, irrespective of the boundaries of culture, thus the study of transpersonal ecopsychology is justified[footnoteRef:15].  [14:  Freya Harrild and David Luke ‘An evaluation of mystical experiences in transpersonal ecopsychology’ Transpersonal Psychology Review, 22.1, 45-52 (p.10) < https://doi.org/10.53841/bpstran.2020.22.1.45> [Accessed 4th November 2023]]  [15:  Ibid, p. 11.] 

Harrild and Luke provide substantial referencing, and claims such as those related to the long-term effects of mystical experiences, via the use of psychedelics, and nature-relatedness are well referenced using a variety of sources[footnoteRef:16]. Conversely, they claim that ‘the natural environment allows for the alleviation of the mundaneness of daily activities, allowing for the experience of being in another world… whereas man-made environments are more likely to demand effortful attention’[footnoteRef:17]. This is referencing a paper which seeks to evaluate spirituality in Roszak’s work[footnoteRef:18]. While the paper is scholarly, it is an evaluation of Roszak’s writing, not assessing research. Therefore, the reader may be duped into thinking that this claim is based on research findings, not from an evaluation of non-academic writing; the statement is opinion, not necessarily fact. Later in the essay we see this again when the authors make a parallel between the id and the relationship between nature/cosmos and one’s own psyche[footnoteRef:19]. With this statement, the authors cite only one source in order verify their statement, and that is a text by Roszak. While this in an interesting concept, perhaps a more thorough investigation of the idea by broader referencing, would have been more persuasive.   [16:  Ibid, p. 9.]  [17:  Ibid, p. 4.]  [18:  Tristan Snell, J Simmonds, Scott Webster, ‘Spirituality in the Work of Theodore Roszak: Implications for Contemporary Ecopsychology’, Ecopsychology, 3.2, 105-113 < http://hdl.handle.net/10536/DRO/DU:30045295> [Accessed 15th November 2023]]  [19:  Freya Harrild and David Luke ‘An evaluation…’, p. 6.] 

The essay is academic in style and is generally well written; it follows a clear and logical structure, introducing concepts, exploring their interconnections, and concludes with a succinct synthesis of their findings. 

Further Points of Comparison: 
Both papers explore the intersection of transpersonal ecopsychology, psychedelic experience and nature-connectedness and both stress the pivotal role that the natural environment has in the transformative experiences. With Harrild & Luke emphasising how the natural world can trigger or enhance mystical experiences specifically.
Both papers also suggest that an ‘internal examination’ is part of the process in moving towards a more ecocentric and nature-connected self, and that perhaps the environmental crises the world is facing may require transformation of the inner world, as well as environmental action of the outer world, echoing the sentiments of Theodore Roszak and Arne Naess. What Schroll refers to as ‘internal pollution’ (referencing the work of Ian Prattis),Schroll is apparently highlighting a pivotal point in his thinking. He implies that it was with this understanding of ‘internal pollution’ that allowed him to believe real change starts with self-examination[footnoteRef:20]. A similar point is made by Harrild & Luke as they indirectly explore the outcomes of psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy, maintaining that this assists in personal growth, enhanced wellbeing, and concomitant pro-environmental behaviour[footnoteRef:21].  [20:  Schroll, ‘From ecopsychology’, p 122.]  [21:  Freya Harrild and David Luke ‘An evaluation…’, p. 8-9.] 

Both essays mention studies which extol the transformative benefits of psychedelics citing increased empathy, interconnectedness with nature and openness, but neither paper references studies where there have been negative outcomes, like the research conducted by Schlag, Adav, Salam, Neill & Nutt[footnoteRef:22].  [22:  Schlag, Anne K, Jacob Aday, Iram Salam, Jo C Neill, and David J Nutt, ‘Adverse Effects of Psychedelics: From Anecdotes and Misinformation to Systematic Science’, Journal of Psychopharmacology, 36.3 (2022), 258–72 <DOI:10.1177/02698811211069100>] 

Additionally, as previously mentioned, both essays point out the limitations of ecopsychology due to the lack of inclusiveness by not considering cultural and individual differences. 

Further Points of Contrast:
The focus of Scholls essay is providing an autobiographical narrative alongside a historical account of the development of Ecopsychology and Transpersonal Ecosophy. This provides an insider’s view and is therefore personal and unique, however it still provides an academic account, while being methodologically different from the work of Harrild and Luke. The format and complexity may be difficult for some readers, but considering the scope of the paper, it would be difficult to provide the range and depth in a short report. While Harrild & Luke concentrate on evaluating the role of mystical experiences in transpersonal ecopsychology, their format and approach is academic in nature and is structured in such a way that it enhances accessibility. The authors focus more narrowly on the role of mystical experiences in transpersonal ecopsychology, with an emphasis on how they relate to environmental concern.
Both essays are referenced well, however, Harrild and Luke use more contemporary studies to evidence their research and Schroll heavily references his own work, alongside some more obscure and unacademic sources. This is not necessarily a detriment to Schroll however, since he is providing an historical sequence of events and it is a deeply personal account. 
Conclusion:
Schroll's 'From ecopsychology to transpersonal ecosophy: Shamanism, psychedelics, and transpersonal psychology', and Harrild and Luke's 'An Evaluation of the role of mystical experiences in transpersonal ecopsychology', both operate within the framework of transpersonal psychology and delve into the relationship between psychedelic-induced nature-connectedness, ecopsychology, and pro-environmental behaviour. While the first paper by Schroll is more personal, adopting a scholarly tone throughout his semi-autobiographical text from a philosophical perspective, encompassing the transition from ecopsychology to ecosophy, Harrild & Luke’s is more classically academic, focusing on the role of mystical experiences in ecological awareness and the ecocentric position. Specifically, they examine the impact of mystical experiences on an individual’s ego-boundaries and psychological wellbeing and argue that psychedelics can be positive agents of mental health, spiritual growth, and social change. Schroll calls for a transformation of consciousness through personal exploration to heal the ‘internal pollution’ and dissociation that plague modern humanity. His paper is not only a summing up of his own work, but is a call to the reader to be cautious of technocracy and to embrace enquiry into transpersonal ecosophy when considering radical solutions to the climate crisis. Both discuss the limitations of mainstream psychology in addressing the ecological crisis and extol a more spiritual and holistic approach. Both papers share the common thread of exploring the transformative potential of transpersonal and mystical experiences in shaping our relationship with the natural world, albeit from different perspectives. 
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