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Introduction

Scholars, activists, spiritual leaders and professionals across many cultures and disciplines have called for a social and environmental imperative to integrate science with the sacred, the magical with the mundane, the ecstatic with the everyday.[footnoteRef:9813] This demand has coincided with an increased interest and scholarship in the fields of indigenous sexuality, eco-sexuality and extraordinary or peak erotic experiences. As the natural sciences have been broadened by the inclusion of voices and worldviews who are integrating once compartmentalized facets of being, eroticism has emerged as a rich, complex, and insightful realm of exploring the innate intimacy shared between humans and nature. This paper explores if extraordinary erotic experiences can establish a relationship with nature, and if a potential exists for such a relationship to be mutually beneficial to person and place.  [9813:  SerenaGaia Anderlini-D'Onofrio and Lindsay Hagamen, "Introduction: Time for Ecosexuality" in Ecosexuality: When Nature Inspires the Arts of Love (Scotts Valley: CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 2015), [hereafter Anderlini-D'Onofrio, Ecosexuality], pp. 1-15] 


Two broad and distinct cultural identities are here discussed: Indigenous sexuality, the historical and living erotic cosmology and practices of pre-colonized tribal people and eco-sexuality, a modern philosophy and movement which combines many branches of environmental, social, and sexual theory.[footnoteRef:15449] At times, the term eco-erotics is used to generally discuss cross-cultural and cross-modal practices from both fields. The inquiry is supported with scholarship in decolonization, mind-body trauma resolution and analysis of extraordinary experiences. With this integrated and contextualized framework for exploring eroticism between humans and nature, extraordinary experiences between the two may offer insight into critical social and environmental crises. Peak expressions of eco-eroticism may also divulge more about "who we are and who we might become".[footnoteRef:12944] [15449:  Joanne Barker (ed.), Critically Sovereign: Indigenous Gender, Sexuality, and Feminist Studies (Durham: Duke University Press, 2017), [hereafter Barker, Critically Sovereign] and  Anderlini-D'Onofrio, Ecosexuality]  [12944:  Jack Morin, The Erotic Mind: Unlocking the Inner Sources of Sexual Passion and Fulfilment (New York: Harper, 1995), [hereafter Morin, The Erotic Mind], p. 16] 


Dr. Jack Morin defines eroticism as, "the human infusion of meaning into raw animal urge".[footnoteRef:15430] However, in the modern era of psychology, many profound expressions of sensuous relationships with and in the more-than-human world have been categorized not as meaningful, but as mental illness.[footnoteRef:3170] Furthermore, despite centuries of science, scholarship, and art, the expanse of human sexuality has remained taboo and fraught with consequences of shame, judgement, and even corporal punishment. The historical Euro-American model of collusion between Church, State and Science created distrust, distaste and dismay around sexuality. This core facet of humanity has been seen and regulated as a realm of dark mysteries and secrets which were better left hidden, creating a long-standing culture of silence and misinformation.[footnoteRef:9126] Still, erotic expressions once defined as "kinky" have been growing in number which are providing extraordinary erotic experiences for many.[footnoteRef:18173] As ecology expands to include findings from fields like ecopsychology, transpersonal ecosophy, deep ecology, kinship ecologies, indigenous ecological knowledge, and even sensory anthropology, it becomes more accessible to discuss intimate and erotic relationships with nature. An erotic ecology can become fertile ground for discovery when it is acknowledged that on this living Earth sex is always happening, and that humans are engaged sensuously and erotically with nature in many profound ways.[footnoteRef:22890]  [15430:  Morin, The Erotic Mind, p. 3]  [3170:  Melissa K. Nelson, "Getting Dirty: The Eco-Eroticism of Women in Indigenous Oral Literatures" in Critically Sovereign: Indigenous Gender, Sexuality, and Feminist Studies (Durham: Duke University Press, 2017), [hereafter Nelson, Getting Dirty], p. 238]  [9126:  Julia M. Garrett, 'Witchcraft and Sexual Knowledge in Early Modern England', Journal for Early Modern Cultural Studies, 13 (2013), pp. 38-39]  [18173:  Steven Kotler and Jamie Wheal, Stealing Fire: How Silicon Valley, the Navy SEALs, and Maverick Scientists Are Revolutionizing the Way We Live and Work (New York: Harper Collins, 2017), [hereafter Kotler, Stealing Fire], p. 81]  [22890:  Gabriella Cordova, "Reclaiming our Erotic Nature" in Anderlini-D'Onofrio, Ecosexuality, p. 73] 



Decolonizing Body, Mind, and Nature

This discussion on the possibilities of eco-eroticism must acknowledge the historical and continued legacy of colonial and imperialist sexual violence against native people and their relationship with land. Indigenous scholar Melissa K. Nelson argues that this imposed corruption in human and environmental relations is responsible for the social and ecological crises of today.[footnoteRef:18163] She describes at length the harmful, intergenerational impact of imperialism on sexual bodies, minds and landscapes and asserts the imperative to decolonize to reclaim the inherency of an erotic relationship with nature.  [18163:  Nelson, Getting Dirty, pp. 233-235] 


A decolonized eroticism, as Nelson describes, involves a critical re-examination of internalized conditionings which are exclusionary, binary, violent, sexist, homophobic, and speciesist. These conditionings deny traditional knowledge which understands humans as pansexual creatures and viscerally connected to a sensuous and sentient more-than-human world. To decolonize eroticism is to intentionally refuse the "natural" ways of relating to body, mind, land and beyond, as narrowly defined by the dominant narrative of settler colonialism.[footnoteRef:32251]  [32251:  Pinar Turer, 'An Erotic Re-Imagination of Human/Nature Relationality: Ecosexuality and the Legacies of Coloniality in Love and Sex', On_Culture: The Open Journal for the Study of Culture, 9 (2020), [hereafter Turer, An Erotic Re-Imagination, online], https://www.on-culture.org/journal/issue-9/erotic-re-imagination/] 


As a project and methodology of settler colonialism, indigenous, enslaved and marginalized bodies and practices have been objectified, experimented and tested on, pathologized and continue to be policed and surveiled.[footnoteRef:5655] Vast efforts have been made to control erotic pleasure through legal and moral limitations on how and with whom it is experienced, giving insight into its inherent power. Therefore, as an act of decolonizing sexuality, it is imperative to re-define "ourselves for ourselves" what is normal, acceptable, and true or else continue to be defined by those who seek to control, dominate, and destroy.[footnoteRef:7537]  [5655:  Adrienne Maree Brown, Pleasure Activism: The Politics of Feeling Good (Chicago: AK Press, 2019), [hereafter Brown, Pleasure Activism], p. 46]  [7537:  Audre Lourde, "Scratching the Surface: Some Notes on Barriers to Women and Loving" in Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches (Berkley: Crossing Press, 2007), p. 45] 


The colonization of minds can be understood through limitations in imagining erotic relationships with the more-than-human world. To explore most expansively the possibilities of eco-erotics, it is necessary to decolonize the erotic imagination which has been described by sexuality and relationship expert Esther Perel as "an exuberant expression of our aliveness".[footnoteRef:31683] Fluidity of imagination has been inextricably linked to quality of life and the ability to hope for and create better futures in which to love.[footnoteRef:170] The ability to imagine nature as lover and to interact with her as such is an expression of a more de-colonized imagination.  [31683:  Esther Perel, Mating in Captivity: Unlocking Erotic Intelligence (London: Yellow Kite Books, 2007), [hereafter Perel, Mating in Captivity], pp. 173-174]  [170:  Bessel Van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score: Mind, Brain and Body in the Transformation of Trauma (London: Penguin Random House UK, 2014), [hereafter Van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score], p. 17] 


Indigenous scholars have called for a need to decolonize nature herself, which requires a re-examination of how she has been waged against and compared with subjugated people. Women, the indigenous, people of colour, and the working class have long been denigrated for their perceived likeness to nature.[footnoteRef:29083] Decolonizing nature acknowledges the damage this legacy has caused to natural, eco-erotic human expressions which are free from contrived hierarchal belief systems.  [29083:  Turer, An Erotic Re-Imagination, online] 


The science of human sexuality has shown that even the most strongly held beliefs about eroticism, sex, love, attraction, commitment and relating can be readily changed.[footnoteRef:1793] Modern research has revealed a provocative tension. More often than not, people fear their most private experiences of arousal and desire will be diagnosed as abnormal.[footnoteRef:8169] Simultaneously, studies have shown that people are "more curious about the outer edges of human sexuality" than ever before.[footnoteRef:29699] Moving beyond prevailing pathological perspectives and adopting a more decolonized understanding of human sexuality and the intimate, erotic possibilities between humans and nature allows for more inclusivity when seeking knowledge of peak experiences between sensuous subjects. Then, further discussions of agency, consent, reciprocity, and ecological co-regulation also become possible.  [1793:  Perel, Mating in Captivity, p. 195]  [8169:  Morin, The Erotic Mind, p. 22]  [29699:  Kotler, Stealing Fire, p. 84] 



Trauma

Science and scholarship on trauma have been relatively recent developments in western knowledge since the first diagnosis of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) in the 1980s. Bessel Van der Kolk's seminal work "The Body Keeps the Score" challenged the pathology-based interpretation of human experience which has quickly filled the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM) first published less than three decades prior. Revelations in the neurobiology and neurochemistry of trauma and the mind-body-environment connection, can now be used to re-contextualize attachment theory to include place, crises of depression, anxiety, suicide and addictions as well as the multitudes of perceived sexual "dysfunctions" contained in the DSM.[footnoteRef:32398] In his book, Van der Kolk explains how trauma not only "affects the entire human organism" but can also cause disembodiment in which a person becomes disconnected from their own core needs.[footnoteRef:17982]  [32398:  Nelson, Getting Dirty, Anderlini-D'Onofrio, Ecosexuality, p. 8 and Richard Louv, Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder (New York: Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, 2005), [hereafter Louv, Last Child in the Woods], p. 44]  [17982:  Van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score, pp. 53-98] 


Food sovereignty activist Lean Penniman has succinctly articulated the specific trauma between humans and nature. "The land was the scene of the crime, the land [herself] is not the crime."[footnoteRef:3346] Humans have been violently removed from indigenous homelands, enslaved and displaced to work fields in dire conditions and have prioritized nature's exploitation for short term gains. Those who were not directly involved in these violent acts have been witness to them, affected intergenerationally by their legacies and as a traumatic response, most so-called Westerners live in an inert, spiritless world.[footnoteRef:8560]  [3346:  Leah Penniman, comment on 'Americans of color are largely excluded from producing and eating fresh food', The Counter, posted 11 September 2018, https://thecounter.org/food-apartheids-farming-while-black-leah-penniman-soul-fire-farm-interview/ [accessed December 22, 2020]]  [8560:  Anderlini-D'Onofrio, Ecosexuality, p. 1] 


It is estimated that 90% of the Western population has been exposed or witness to a traumatic event with many of these likely to develop symptoms related to PTSD.[footnoteRef:31990] Traumatized people often struggle to resolve shame and guilt around their own behaviours during the traumatic episode and can also have compromised abilities to "feel into" others through the experience of empathy.[footnoteRef:6326] Thus, the traumatic experience of causing, witnessing, complying with and being victim to trauma in relation to the living earth can be linked to compromised and complicated natural expressions of love, care, and intimacy for the same earth. Compartmentalization, as an escape strategy from trauma, classifies eco-erotics as obscene or offensive and the power of Eros is reduced to genital arousal.[footnoteRef:25146] With potential for land-based trauma to be affecting the population so widely, being informed of trauma- sensitive mindfulness is important when discussing the relational potential of eco-erotics. [31990:  David A. Treleaven, Trauma-Sensitive Mindfulness: Practices for Safe and Transformative Healing (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2018), p. xvii]  [6326:  Van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score, pp. 13, 58]  [25146:  Anderlini-D'Onofrio, Ecosexuality, p. 1] 


Eco-erotic can stimulate mirror neurons in the brain which work collaboratively with an astoundingly receptive nervous system allowing naturally sensuous humans to recover from trauma through healthy, nurturing relationships.[footnoteRef:29849] "We are built to be a 'we'", says Dr. Daniel Seigel about the neuroscience of kindness and compassion.[footnoteRef:9775] Reclaiming and cultivating an intimate, erotic relationship with nature may repair the fractures of trauma with feelings of unity which often result from extraordinary experiences, creating an embodied knowledge of "we" made of self and earth. As deep truths are not revealed in judgement, it is essential to explore healing through eco-erotic intimacy mindfully, in free, unstructured time where previously shamed or abandoned parts of human eroticism can establish a sense of safety, acceptance, and child-like sensuousness.[footnoteRef:28399]  [29849:  Van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score, pp. 78-210]  [9775:  Daniel Siegel, Mindsight: Transform Your Brain with the New Science of Kindness (London: OneWorld Publications, 2010), [hereafter Siegel, Mindsight], p. 260]  [28399:  Morin, The Erotic Mind, pp. 10-154 and Louv, Last Child in the Woods, p. 57] 


Eco-erotic intimacy is an act of vulnerability and of generosity.[footnoteRef:23974] When understood in the context of widespread and complex trauma shared between humans and nature, it also holds the potential as a potent healing practice for mind, body and earth. In her 'Uses of the Erotic', Audre Lourd illuminates the power of embodied erotic knowledge and explains why this power has been so feared by those who work to control and continue cycles of trauma. She asserted that once the erotic has been experienced in its extraordinary depth, it becomes less possible to accept violence over well-being through expansive expressions of love.[footnoteRef:8249] By this account, extraordinary eco-erotic experiences could have dynamic societal and environmental benefits.  [23974:  Perel, Mating in Captivity, p.112]  [8249:  Audre Lorde, "Uses of the Erotic" in Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches (Berkley: Crossing Press, 2007), p. 57] 



Peak Erotic Experiences

A discussion on the study of extraordinary experience typically necessitates acknowledgement of the contributions of William James and Abraham Maslow. Their work informed rhizomic research in the fields of spirituality, psychedelics, shamanism, transcendence, and peak experience. One such field, transpersonal ecopsychology, emerged as the study of human potential to reach unifying, empathetic and transcendent relationships with nature through altered states of consciousness.[footnoteRef:27696] Although many disciplines, like transpersonal ecopsychology, identify nature as a primary source for extraordinary experience, one recent study found, 'To date, there is no empirical assessment of wilderness experience that includes emotional responses of awe, positive and pleasurable emotions, and epiphany within the same construct'.[footnoteRef:43] With support from the field of transpersonal ecopsychology, advanced studies in eco-erotics informed by indigenous sexuality and modern eco-sexual theory could provide such an assessment as well as valuable insight into a widely explored but still taboo facet of human potential. [27696:  Freya Harril and David Luke, 'An evaluation of the role of mystical experiences in transpersonal ecopsychology', Psychology Review, 22 (2020), [hereafter Harril, Mystical Experiences], pp. 1-3   ]  [43:  Lisbeth C. Bethelmy and Jose A. Corraliza, 'Transcendence and Sublime Experience in Nature: Awe and Inspiring Energy', Frontiers in Psychology, 10:509 (2019) [hereafter Bethelmy, Transcendence], online https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00509/full] 


Bethelmy and Corraliza, in 2019, presented a phenomenon they called 'sublime emotion toward nature', characterized by the simultaneous experience of awe and sublime elicited from nature.[footnoteRef:17421] Their study, like others, found a predictive correlation between awe and inspiration from nature and positive environmental behaviours. Curiously, the methodology did not require that the people studied were physically in nature. Instead, a survey was administered in a man-made environment which lasted approximately fifteen minutes. Under these investigative methodologies, the question remains how social and environmental crises continue if love, wellbeing, peace, vitality and empathy are so readily inspired by nature.  [17421:  Bethelmy, Transcendence online https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00509/full] 


Richard Louv's 2005 book introduced Nature-Deficit Disorder, a range of possible negative experiences and consequences causally related to decreased time in nature. For myriad reasons ranging from traumatic displacement and privatization of the commons to the rise of sedentary, technologically managed lives, humans spend less time with the natural environment which so ubiquitously inspires meaningful and sensuous experiences. Louv explained that immersion in nature not only reunites humans to the very elements from which they evolved, but also with living kin with whom this planet is shared. He also emphasized that to having meaningful experiences with nature requires 'loose, unstructured dreamtime', a resource which is increasingly rare.[footnoteRef:26335] [26335:  Louv, Last Child in the Woods, pp. 98-117] 


Research on transcendent erotic experiences has agreed.[footnoteRef:4641] Like other extraordinary experiences, erotic ecstasy contributes to feelings of timelessness, sacredness, unity and even nirvana- the cessation of the temporal self, but most often does not occur under circumstances of scarce time or imposed constraints. The cultivation of a deep, insightful eroticism requires a gentle approach in a safe, non-judgmental environment. Experiencing extraordinary eroticism in this way commonly results in the therapeutic benefits of new inspiration and new information.[footnoteRef:20111]  [4641:  Morin, The Erotic Mind, p. 236]  [20111:  Morin, The Erotic Mind, pp. 12-22] 


Practicing mindful eco-eroticism could not only provide new inspiration and information, but other benefits as well. Through the phenomenon of neuroplasticity, novel ideas or experiences stimulate new neural connections and new neural growth. In addition, when mindful attention is paid to sensations during activities which are meaningful, correlating brain centers are rewarded with growth.[footnoteRef:23470] Intimate, erotic experiences with nature provide much opportunity for sensuous novelty in varied and changing weather, temperature, textures, sounds and the chance to engage with countless sentient beings. Exploring eroticism with nature as a practice could have the compounded benefits of reversing symptoms due to nature deficit disorder, stimulate higher brain function and address the dissonance between expressions of sublime emotion toward nature and intensified eco-social crises.  [23470:  Siegel, Mindsight, pp. 84-85] 


Cultures from all over the world, some for thousands of years, have cultivated practices of mindfulness for well-being which can expose the extraordinary in the everyday.[footnoteRef:14817]  Indigenous sexuality and eco-sexuality could provide similar benefits not only through peak and transcendent experiences, but by providing more sustainable ways to connect to the interconnected whole. Extraordinary experiences have been shown to be ‘less calming, higher risk, less private, more expensive, more likely to be shared with many less-known others, and more physically demanding’.[footnoteRef:7234] Although these experiences were desirable for people of every age group studied, older participants were found to be less future focused and more present-oriented. These matured adults found more and increased happiness in meaningful, everyday experiences rather than continuing to seek the extraordinary. Human sexuality also changes and can mature over time. When mindfully practiced and cultivated, indigenous sexuality and eco-sexual practices can arouse extraordinary experiences at any age, and inspire a more meaningful mundane where life can be regularly lived in 'radical amazement.'[footnoteRef:9245] [14817:  Siegel, Mindsight, p. 89]  [7234:  Amit Bhattacharjee and Cassie Mogilner, 'Happiness from Ordinary and Extraordinary Experiences', Journal of Consumer Research, 41 (2014), p. 10]  [9245:  Louv, Last Child in the Woods, p. 292] 



Indigenous Sexuality 

Indigenous scholar and political radical Dr. KimTallbear asserted that the English language is theoretically inadequate for discussing the depths and nuance of indigenous wisdom, including indigenous sexuality.[footnoteRef:8188] Many English terms which describe indigenous sexuality are inappropriate interpretations, applied to concepts which Western society lacks a socio-linguistic framework for understanding. Sexual expression among indigenous people around the globe is and was much more expansive than what is commonly agreed upon, recognized, allowed, understood, and accepted in so-called Western society. Indigenous populations have expressed dissatisfaction with the lack of consideration researchers have shown towards respecting traditional sexual expressions and identities as well as the unwillingness or inability to examine them on their own terms.[footnoteRef:24232] As an indigenous student, largely removed from the traditional languages of my bloodlines, and a native English speaker by force and fate, I wish to acknowledge the difficult task of exploring such fertile ground with limited tools and express my truest intentions to be in right relationship with myself, all my relations and the great beyond by contributing well to continued scholarship in this field.  [8188:   Kim Tallbear, comment on 'Decolonizing Sex', All My Relations Podcast, 5 (March 2019)]  [24232:  Clive Aspin and Jessica Hutchings, 'Reclaiming the past to Inform the Future: Contemporary Views of Maori Sexuality', Culture, Health & Sexuality, 9 (2007), [hereafter Aspin, Reclaiming the Past], p. 422] 


'All my relations' is a common phrase and concept across many indigenous cultures. The imperative to be 'in good relation with' recognizes essential bonds of kinship with all life and is shared through stories and practices of reciprocity, communal connections and belonging.[footnoteRef:19727] Despite being demonized, erased, and silenced by colonial, Judeo-Christian and patriarchal ideologies, some traditional stories of loving, intimate, and erotic relationships with the more-than-human world remain. Traditional oral narratives which explore indigenous sexuality provide insights about eco-erotic relationships and are considered wise and intelligent guides for maintaining ethical, harmonious, and resilient bonds with 'all my relations'.[footnoteRef:29327] [19727:  Nelson, Getting Dirty, p. 232]  [29327:  Nelson, Getting Dirty, p. 238] 


In her essay 'Getting Dirty: The Eco-Eroticism of Women in Indigenous Oral Literatures', Melissa K. Nelson affirms that concepts which explore the intersections of nature and sexuality are becoming increasingly visible in academia. Scholarship in erotic ecology, ecofeminism, and queer ecology is being supported in more advanced and inclusive institutions, however studies in indigenous eco-erotics remain rare even when expressions of it are ancient and still common. She calls the practice of indigenous sexuality, 'getting dirty- a messy, visceral, eco-erotic boundary crossing entanglement of difference that can engender empathy, kinship and a lived environmental ethic.'[footnoteRef:30808] [30808:  Nelson, Getting Dirty, p. 232] 


Indigenous stories and somatic practices of pansexual eco-eroticism support the wisdom of mindfully experiencing the extraordinary in everyday encounters with nature. Tales of women who marry and mate with stars, bevers and sticks are not extraordinary themselves, as might be perceived by colonized imaginations, but do supply both information and inspiration to explore, both benefits of peak eroticism, as Dr. Jack Morin concluded. These stories are rich in information about attachment to place, beings, ancestors, family identification and ecological knowledge and provide inspiration to experience nature in numinous ways.[footnoteRef:16108] Physically sensual practices like "ingesting the world", or "eating the landscape" are old and long-standing traditions, according to Nelson. She describes the mundane, sensuous, erotic eco-ecstasies of enjoying curvaceous driftwood, the intoxicating and seductive scents of wild blossoms, and arousing caresses from wet waterfalls and warm desert winds.[footnoteRef:25308] With enough presence, these simple encounters with everyday nature can create profound experiences of knowing that life abounds with fluid, intimate attractions and encounters. [16108:  Nelson, Getting Dirty, pp. 230-248]  [25308:  Nelson, Getting Dirty, p. 230] 


Many indigenous cosmologies inform social, sexual and ecological realities that transcend place, time and so-called Western assumptions of monogamy, gender fluidity, and polyamory.[footnoteRef:482] Original and traditional stories often celebrate vast expressions of human sexuality and erotic kinship with nature as a sacred bond, in contrast to Euro-centric and Judeo-Christian cultures with more rigid standards of acceptability and an origin story emphasising fear, shame and banishment from Eden.[footnoteRef:3454] The indigenous imperative of being in right relationship with all of life creates a nurturing container to explore eroticism with a profound capacity for integrating the extraordinary and the everyday.   [482:  Aspin, Reclaiming the Past, p. 420]  [3454:  Aspin, Reclaiming the Past, pp. 415-422 and Nelson, Getting Dirty, p. 234] 


Nelson offered this reminder: "As people of the seventh fire, we have a cultural obligation to restore our traditional knowledge and sacred ways not only for ourselves but also ultimately for all people and life".[footnoteRef:30480] Those who no longer consider themselves indigenous could contribute by investigating the stories and practices of their own traditional lineages for information and inspiration for repairing social and ecological crises. Although Europeans and their descendants are rightfully criticized for disrespectful practices of intruding upon, stealing, commodifying, and otherwise appropriating indigenous wisdom, they too are indigenous to somewhere on this earth and strengthen bonds of kinship when in care for 'all our relations'.[footnoteRef:23294] Indigenous eco-erotic sexuality is thus human sexuality and contains possibilities for extraordinary experiences with nature as well as an ethical framework for positive social and environmental influence.  [30480:  Nelson, Getting Dirty, p. 233]  [23294:  Mark A. Schroll, 'From ecopsychology to transpersonal ecosophy: Shamanism, psychedelics and transpersonal psychology', European Journal of Ecopsychology, 4 (2013), [hereafter Schroll, From Ecopsychology], pp. 133-134] 



Eco-sexuality

Eco-sexuality, as a movement, is distinct from indigenous sexuality and for this reason, has been generative for indigenous studies of sex and relations. Because indigenous people have much more unbroken and long-standing frameworks for intimate and ethical relating with the more-than-human world, eco-sexual theory has not been required to understand indigenous sexuality.[footnoteRef:23034] However, eco-sexuals and indigenous experts continue to be in reflective conversation for mutual learning and growth.  [23034:  Kim Tallbear, and Angela Willey. “Introduction: Critical Relationality: Queer, Indigenous, and Multispecies Belonging Beyond Settler Sex & Nature,” Imaginations, 10 (2019), p. 6] 


Eco-sexuality is a broadly encompassing philosophy, lifestyle, social movement, spiritual path, artistic modality, and sexual orientation.[footnoteRef:29605] It is a modern interpretation of how ecology, sexuality and cultural evolution interplay which draws from the scholarly fields of queer theory, ecofeminism, environmental sciences, and gender studies. As a political practice, eco-sexuality challenges hierarchical and dualistic conditionings which prioritize heteronormativity, post-colonial gender roles and the superiority of humans over other living beings.[footnoteRef:25536] A major contribution of eco-sexuality to contemporary thought was an intentional reimagining of the widely known metaphor of Earth as mother, to Earth as lover. This provocative shift in perception put humans into polyamorous relationships with Earth and all her creatures and challenged reflections on the ethics of sharing, competition, collaboration, care, and love.[footnoteRef:8928] [29605:  Anderlini-D'Onofrio, Ecosexuality, p. 2]  [25536:  Jennifer J. Reed, "From Ecofeminism to Ecosexuality: Queering the Environmental Movement", in Anderlini-D'Onofrio, Ecosexuality, p. 93]  [8928:  Anderlini-D'Onofrio, Ecosexuality, pp. 3-4] 


Critiques of monogamy and the phenomenon of isolated, nuclear families by indigenous experts, clinical sexologists and eco-sexuals have gained a wide audience.[footnoteRef:30720]  Among them, there is a common call to disentangle love and sex from ownership. In 'The Ecosexual Awakening', Charles Einstein elegantly scrutinizes the capitalist monoculture of so-called Western society.[footnoteRef:23526] In a culture which has grown physically and spiritually depleted of the rich, nourishing soils of lineage, land, language and life, relationships have become increasingly categorized and transactional. What is extraordinary then, in times dominated by claims of rights to control people, places and ideas is to acknowledge that the body and mind of a living other can never be owned and to practice an eroticism which honours the innate ability and fundamental right to love and express love through self-defined and expansive relating.  [30720:  Perel, Mating in Captivity, 2007, Tallbear, Kim. "Making Love and Relations Beyond Settler Sex and Family", in Making Kin Not Population, ed. By Haraway, Donna J. and Adele Clarke (Chicago: Prickly Paradigm Press, 2018) and Anderlini-D'Onofrio, Ecosexuality.]  [23526:   Charles Eisenstein, "The Ecosexual Awakening" in Anderlini-D'Onofrio, Ecosexuality, [here after Eisenstein, The Ecosexual Awakening], pp. 28-42] 


When structural frameworks of ownership, debt, and hierarchy in relationships are replaced with more egalitarian philosophies, it may be more possible (and ethical) to claim pleasure as a birth right and explore more extraordinary possibilities for economics, politics, technology, art, sex, sustainability, education, and activism.[footnoteRef:16169] Expressing eco-sexual values and ethics in these fields are some of the ways in which eco-sexuals make love with the earth and her creatures. Having a mature psychology and eroticism is understood, in part, by the ability to act consciously and responsibly while savouring the freedom to express oneself unselfconsciously.[footnoteRef:22461] This expression of eco-sexuality is akin to the indigenous foundational imperative to be in right relationship, which acknowledges the multitudes of interconnected, intimate relationships from which the web of life is weaved.  [16169:  Brown, Pleasure Activism, p. 82 and Eisenstein, The Ecosexual Awakening, p. 38]  [22461:  Morin, The Erotic Mind, p. 311] 


Relating to Earth as lover and exploring how best to love, care-for and respect a partner that is shared by all other living beings reminds eco-sexuals that what is given should not be taken for granted.[footnoteRef:26121] To be fully present for a shared lover who is so often and violently objectified, disrespected, abused, and tortured, an understanding of somatic trauma resolution is supportive. Presence and co-regulation during difficult situations require the ability to be aware of and connected to the sensations of the body and to integrate those sensations with relational causes and effects.[footnoteRef:24521] A regular practice of mindful sensate focus where one connects with the sounds, smells, textures, sights, tastes and rhythms of the natural living earth, can reinforce somatic and emotional resiliency by establishing new neural pathways in the brain which associate the natural environment with safety, play, and exploration. Then, eco-erotic ecstasy becomes available where the complexities of living are experienced with an absolute presence which at once unifies, dissolves, and inspires gratitude for the extraordinary experience of being alive.[footnoteRef:10723] [26121:  Anderlini-D'Onofrio, Ecosexuality, p. 23]  [24521:  Van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score, p. 56-122]  [10723:  Morin, The Erotic Mind, p. 16] 


Christiane Pelmas said, "The work of our time is to reawaken our capacity as a species to cultivate an erotically intelligent and intimate partnership with the living planet."[footnoteRef:15981]  Whether through extraordinary experience or everyday practice, eco-sexuality can be generative for land-based trauma resolution as well as exploring the intersections of community, love, artistic expression, sustainability, and solutions for socio-environmental crises.[footnoteRef:5516] Although eco-sexuality could be interpreted as the reclamation of ancestral wisdom, it is made distinct from indigenous sexuality by its broadly expressed manifestations and often politicized framework. If not indigenous itself, it could be considered an erotic re-indigenization strategy for people to explore care, justice, and wellness for 'all our relations'. [15981:  Christiane Pelmas, review of Anderlini-D'Onofrio, Ecosexuality]  [5516:  Anderlini-D'Onofrio, Ecosexuality, p. 13] 



Critical Considerations 

Several considerations emerge through discussing the potential benefits of mindfully cultivated extraordinary erotic experiences with nature. A popular study uncovered some of the unforeseen consequences of having extraordinary experiences.[footnoteRef:20839] Researchers concluded that personal and individual benefits of these experiences did not outweigh the social costs of isolation after such experiences and that because of this, subjects often felt worse after the extraordinary experience than sustainably inspired. The study explained that positive human interaction is typically based on commonalities, and having an extraordinary experience, which are uncharacteristically ineffable, created an undesirable sense of 'otherness'. [20839:  Gus Cooney, Daniel T. Gilbert and Timothy D. Wilson, 'The Unforeseen Costs of Extraordinary Experience', Psychological Science, 25 (2014), pp. 2259-2265] 


The idea that extraordinary experiences are ineffable is widely accepted. Interestingly, traumatic events are also often impossible to verbalize where the opposite, the ability to communicate fully, being a hallmark of trauma resolution, integration, and health.[footnoteRef:12467]  Yet most people report having extraordinary experiences, erotic or otherwise, at some point in their lives, if not repeatedly, and much scholarship, art and literature does exist describing these experiences in vivid detail. It may be more correct to say that extraordinary experiences, especially the erotic variety, are not ineffable, but that so-called Western society, characterized by an imperative to define, limit and control nature and eros has internalized an inherited culture of enforced silence, shadow, ignorance, and individualism which contributes to feelings of otherness more than the extraordinary experiences themselves.  [12467:  Van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score, pp. 231-235] 


Though the findings were thought provoking, the sample was less than seventy people and no mention of cultural background and worldviews was discussed to aid in contextualizing the conclusions. Although experiences were self-defined, the process was administered indoors, in a manufactured space, via screened technology. Applying these findings as caution for intimate, extraordinary experience in and with nature would be inappropriate, as variables in set, setting and methodology are incomparable and population analysis incomplete. 

Claiming that eco-erotics are universally appropriate, natural, or desirable verges on universal existentialism, for which transpersonal ecopsychology has been criticised.[footnoteRef:28207] People, although intimately connected to the living earth, have varying relationships with her through cultural, societal, and even traumatic patterns and beliefs. Therefore, indigenous sexuality and eco-sexuality may not be appropriate, sufficient, necessary, or desirable unto themselves as identities and modalities for immediately establishing a relationship with nature. Mark Schroll reminds that behaviours and attitudes towards nature may not be transformed through the ready adaptation of practices from lineages which might feel or have become foreign, even if those lineages hold valuable wisdom for re-establishing and nurturing connections with nature.[footnoteRef:13350] Those without more inclusive and expansive worldviews and language may lack mental, spiritual, emotional and communal support to integrate extraordinary erotic experiences with nature manifesting in changed behaviour towards her. However, movements to decolonize, re-indigenize, queer and re-enchant nature and human sexuality are gaining popularity and with their efforts, combatting isolation and stigma by creating common language, community, and culture which support the re-normalization of extraordinary and everyday eco-erotics.  [28207:  Harril, Mystical Experiences, p. 10 ]  [13350:  Schroll, From Ecopsychology, p. 132] 



Conclusions

Indigenous sexuality and eco-sexuality do not 'play a role' in establishing a relationship with nature since both eco-erotic expressions are foundationally rooted in the knowledge that human beings are born already established in intimate relationships with nature and all more-than-human lifeforms. Therefore, extraordinary eco-erotic experiences cannot play the role of establishing a relationship which already exists, so much as nurture, deepen, practice, honour and potentially heal said relationship. Extraordinary eco-erotic experiences are not always overtly erotic, and still, in their sensuousness, give way to hidden truths of transcendence and unity with the natural world.[footnoteRef:13864]  [13864:  Morin, The Erotic Mind, pp. 337-339] 


Trauma in modern, so-called western society is widespread and varies in cause. However, many people share the traumatic effects of being removed from regular, intimate, and healthy contact with nature. Pathology-based perspectives neglect fundamental truths that restoring and nurturing relationships is central to healing and that language and communication are important for having a common sense of belonging. When relationships are nurtured, self and co-regulation for optimal health and behaviours is possible while beliefs, and social conditions can be changed to establish more safety and trust for communal success.[footnoteRef:23678] Indigenous sexuality and eco-sexuality understand and practice these truths and thus have the capacity to inspire positive social and environmental change. [23678:  Van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score, p. 38] 


For efforts to reclaim and practice indigenous eco-eroticism or eco-sexuality to be more widely accepted and for extraordinary erotic experiences with nature to be given proper respect, a more decolonized relationship to body, mind and land can be beneficial. Disrupting violent and limiting hierarchies, gender roles, pathologies, and stigma, can inspire more freedom and potentiality to explore a world where everything is animate and common objects contain innate power, intelligence, and even sexual desire.[footnoteRef:17901] This eco-erotic, pansexual sensibility is inherently human and important for coevolutionary survival and regeneration.[footnoteRef:17078] [17901:  Barker, Critically Sovereign, p. 242]  [17078:  Barker, Critically Sovereign, p. 232] 


Cultivating the ability to mindfully recognize the extraordinary in the everyday is a key practice for living a meaningful life. Acknowledging the power and potential of eroticism can energize humans to create regenerative social and environmental change.[footnoteRef:12541] Stephen Jay Gould famously said, "we cannot win this battle to save species and environments without forging an emotional bond between ourselves and nature- for we will not fight to save what we do not love."[footnoteRef:3205] Thus, practices of indigenous sexuality and eco-sexuality, both of which express conscientious reverence for the more-than-human world, offer example of how extraordinary acts of love between humans and nature are also ordinary, and through empathy can inspire effects which are mutually beneficial to person and place.  [12541:  Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches (Berkley: Crossing Press, 2007), p. 59]  [3205:  quoted in Barker, Critically Sovereign, p. 235] 
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