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Second Letter to my Grandchildren: Know Thy Ecological Self

My dearest grandchildren, 

This is me again. I hope you have not collapsed after reading my first letter and that you are ready to continue. In this second letter I will tell you a little bit more about my relationship with nature, or rather my estranged relationship with it when I arrived at the Schumacher College. My demeanour is quite common and I image that the majority of my contemporaries have lost touch with the environment, or else we would not have treated it so badly. I hope this letter will give you an insight on why we left you the heritage of a broken world but in no way can this justify our behaviour.

The Ecological Shadow
The second module in the Master of Ecology and Spirituality is about the Ecological Self. Before I came to the Schumacher College I had never heard of an “Ecological” Self. I was raised with the Greek adage “Know Thyself” which was written over the portal of the Apollo temple in Delphi. This mantra has guided Western thought seekers for centuries in their journey to further wisdom. At fifty-five years old, I thought I knew myself but does one ever truly know oneself? I most definitely had not, for a long time, apprehended the ecological side of me. Over the years, and with ups and downs, I have come to understand my strengths and discovered that, surprisingly enough, I have a few weaknesses too. I have tried to apprehend my Shadow, or Dark Side as Carl Jung calls it (Jung 1962). The Shadow is that part of my-Self that is unconscious and that my disproportionate Ego does not like (Johnson 1991) because it pushes the wrong triggers and throws me off balance, making me angry or sad. It intrigues me to have a portion of my personality relegated to the darkness of my unconsciousness. I do not believe in perfection and I am actually relieved to know that there is more to me than I can see in the mirror. One night, in a shamanic vision, I actually had a glimpse of the backside of my mirror and it was not a pretty sight: torn rags pending on a clothesline, like in a painting of Francis Bacon (1909-1992). Like Bacon’s paintings, it not pleasing to the eye but it draws you in. That’s exactly how I feel about my dark side. I have long given up trying to fix it; I just want to own it. It helps me apprehend the filters through which I connect with the outside world. The better I understand these filters, the more I can see beyond them (Weathley 2017: 551). This is why I understand that unless I can fully grasp my ecological shadow, I will not be able to find my Ecological Self. 


The Mechanical Self
The separation between nature and the Western culture started 400 years ago and finds its roots in the scientific revolution of the sixteenth and seventeenth century (Harding 2009: 58). It started with Galileo (1564-1646) who believed that, if nature could be reduced to numbers, it could be submitted to human control: “The book of the universe is written in the language of mathematics”. You will note that he uses the word “the” book of the universe, and not “a” book, thereby reducing everything to mathematical quantities. Both René Descartes (1596-1650) and Francis Bacon, not the painter but the scientist (1561-1626), built further on this theory and, ever since, nature has been enslaved, used and abused by mankind.  To try to understand their reasoning, you must know that those eminent scientists lived in a century of famine and massive deaths by plague and wars. They were looking for a firm and stable grasp in a world in collapse. The divided church no longer guarded “The Truth” and scholars found solace in scientific reason rather than faith. One dogma replaced another. By the time Isaac Newton (1642-1727) managed to translate gravity, speed of light, trajectories of comets and tides in mathematical equations, the human race was converted (Harding 2009).  At school, science became a major subject and until today, the brightest brains want to follow in the footsteps of those scientific giants. 
Science received help from an unusual ally, the Catholic Church. Though science and Christianity do not always see eye to eye, they share the same anthropocentric vision of the world. In fact, none of the Abrahamic religions has cared much about ecology: they all profess human superiority over all other beings (White 1967). Science and Church divided their territory: science would deal with matter and the Church would mind the spirit, each promising to stay away as much as possible of the other’s domain. This sealed the divorce between mind and matter.
Consistent with the other sciences, human science has equally focussed primarily on the anthropocentric “human” Self as the centre of the universe. Except for a few exceptions like the European Romantics in the eighteenth century and the American Transcendentalists a century later, the ecological dimension of the Self was treated as a poor relative. It was not until Carl Jung (1875-1961) that logical reasoning was no longer the sole means to find the truth, and that intuition, feeling and sensing opened the door to a genuine reconnection with nature. This opened the door to the Ecological Self.

The Ecological Self
In the nineteen sixties there was a turning point and voices were raised to critic the mechanical world vision. Also in that period, humanity became aware of the environmental damage it was causing. This might seem very surprising, however up until that moment, I was not aware that our industrial civilisation was causing so much damage. We saw only the benefits of the progress made by science, industry and society as a whole and I was convinced I would live happily ever after. Rachel Carson (a woman!) alerted the public to the environmental damage of pesticides in het book “Silent Spring” in 1962 and the publication of the Limits to Growth report of the Club of Rome a decade later opened (some of) our eyes. One of the founding fathers of the ecological thinking is the Norwegian philosopher and mountaineer Arne Naess who started the Deep Ecology movement in the seventies (Naess 1972). His Deep Ecology theory criticises the anthropocentric idea that humans are the centre of the universe with a right to dominate all and everything to serve their needs. Opposed to the anthropocentric world view, Naess advances a deeper ecological theory based on two main principles: (1) it embraces the equality of human and non-human life, each of which has intrinsic value (a.k.a. biocentric egalitarism) and (2) it rests on a metaphysical holism of the biosphere that does not consist of separate entities, but of interrelated organisms instead (Keller 2008: 206).  In other words, human and non-humans (and this includes not only animals, but trees, flowers etc.) have an “intrinsic” value, regardless of their usefulness and we are all intimately connected to each other. This entails a fundamental shift in the feeling of the self and self-interest to a more profound sense of interconnectedness with all life (Edelglass 2008: 430). “You are, therefore I am” as one of the founders of the Schumacher College, Satish Kumar, phrases it (Kumar 2002). The holistic view of ourselves as part of a living and self-regulating biosphere is supported by the scientific Gaia theory of two other Schumacher teachers, James Lovelock and Stephan Harding.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The Ecological Self is at the centre of the deep ecology movement and is defined as “everything which a person identifies or relates with” (Keller 2008: 208). It is a ‘relational self’ or eco-self - as opposed to a ‘separate self’ or ego-self – which considers the interests of others to be intrinsically linked to its own and which is imbued with empathy for all. The identification of the relational self is based on feeling rather than reason and, hence, experience and regular practice are required, calling upon all four Jungian cognitive functions (thinking, feeling, sensation and intuition).  There are many tools to practise the art of profound listening and questioning, including mindfulness, Goethean observation, deep time walks and the Council of All Beings of Joanna Macy (Macy 2014: 69). I have practiced all these techniques abundantly at the Schumacher College. As one senses the interconnectedness, the welfare of others automatically becomes his/her own interest. It is no longer altruism that causes to take care of the other, or of nature, but self-interest. The claim ‘‘I am protecting the rain forest’’ turns into ‘‘I am part of the rain forest protecting myself’ (Seed 2006: 6). Small face-to-face communities provide the best conditions for the development of the ecological self, as the real-life problems of community living bring to light the whole depth of deep ecology (Mathews 1995). 

The worldview of the deep ecology movement is rather revolutionary in an anthropocentric society. The new reading and understanding that it brings about has a profound impact on all segments of society, including science, politics, education, ethics, economy and spirituality. It goes beyond the current "shallow ecology" which does not question the fundamental values of society and is still tied to human welfare (Naess, 1972). The deep ecology movement champions the need for a global eco-centric change. Deep ecology thinkers have no faith in the current liberal democracy, as the latter is based on autonomy and greed and does not provide the conditions required for eco-centric politics. They claim that environmental politics will not change if we cannot substitute our anthropocentric thinking for an eco-centric one. They turn to small, national or transnational, communities to implement real environmental friendly policies and economies, since they are more aware of the interdependencies of our ecosystem and tend to have more holistic and egalitarian perspectives (Mathews 1995: 35). I am afraid that this will not work, as the ecocide is a global challenge and cannot be solved at local level. 


Even though I have sympathy for these pioneers willing to follow their intuition, I cannot help but find the whole concept of Deep Ecology overly rational and not sufficiently attractive to join in. Moreover, I don’t think the oxymoron Ecological Self is appropriate: it is supposed to underline our interconnectivity with the rest of the universe whilst using the word “self”, which in itself is the antithesis of relational. This is in my opinion one of the reasons Deep Ecology remains locked up in the “sustainable” but private cabin of Arne Naess, perched 1,500m up an otherwise unsullied mountain. The father of the deep ecology movement build a cabin at Tvergastein, on the top of the Mount Hallingskarvet in Norway and regularly invited his white, male and highly educated friends to savour an ecological intellectual masturbation while enjoying a majestic private view over the universe. If I was “thinking as a mountain”, I would not like a cabin up my peak but would have preferred to remain untouched. 

[image: ]The cabin brings “Der Wanderer über dem Nebelmeer” to mind, a painting by Casper David Friedrich (1818). “The Wanderer above the Sea of Fog” is an icon of Romanticism and is equally a perfect representation of Deep Ecology: a man standing upon a rock, with his back to the spectator and gazing out on a foggy landscape. He stands alone, enjoying the panorama whilst the rest of us are lost in the pea soup!  
The major critic of this ecological thinking is its lack of sex appeal. The term “Ecological Self” is too intellectual and seems to differentiate the ecological self from the rest of the self. Only after extensive reading on the subject, does one understand the depth of the notion and the interconnectedness of all. The notion never seduced me and a concept that does not appeal, will not attract. If we want to reconnect with our natural surroundings, we will need to fall in love all over again. Yet we cannot all have a private cabin to retrieve a long lost emotion. One thing is certain: what we don’t love, we will not protect. Despite my lack of enthusiasm for the deep ecology movement, I still love nature and I want to protect it, for you, my grandchildren. 

My Ecological Self
I do not believe that I have recently interacted or communicated with my surroundings in any real way, except for a few “how beautiful is this” experiences when travelling abroad to exotic places. They can hardly count as “deep experiences”. It is surprising to realize how much I have taken nature for granted. Even as a woman, I am definitely guilty of conspiracy in the “male domination of the environment” that has been faulted for the ecological crisis by the eco-feminist movement (Plumwood 1993). Eco-feminists blame the paternalistic split between nature and culture for the oppression of human and non-humans. They believe that if women had more power, we would not be in this mess (anymore). I fully agree with the diagnosis, however not with the remedy but this will be a topic for a later letter. 
I am trying to re-establish the connection but I feel nature is a little angry with me. My ecological footprint must be the size of that of a Tyrannosaurus Rex and my Ego is overweening - how can she not be angry? She (or he or it) is playing hard to get, but I fully understand and hope she/he/it will eventually come to forgive me and give me a second chance. But it will take time. I have been practicing Goethean observation of flowers and trees here at the Schumacher College, using sensorial perception and imagination to look beyond the object to the subject of the non-human beings but it is not easy for a cerebral person as me. It is challenging to apprehend the profound interconnectedness with the whole ecosystem. Living in community helps a little, as Freya Mathews predicted, but it cannot perform miracles (Matthews 1995). My “bone memory” (Martin Schaw 2015) might also provide support: as a child I used to dance in the rain and sing to the moon, but this ended when I finished my studies and entered the “real life”. 

To end on a positive note, I am proud to announce that I have found my very own Ecosophy. Arne Naess calls it “Ecosophy T” referring to his cabin Tvergastein, but I will drop the “T” as I am not a big fan of that cabin. Ecosophy or ecological philosophy is a “philosophy of being, thinking and acting in the world, that embodies ecological wisdom and harmony” (Harding Nd). It is your purpose in life, the reason for living. Finding my Ecosophy was a no-brainer: LOVE LIFE. I do love life in all its forms: my family and my friends, the places I travel to, the people I meet, the beauty of nature, arts, music, the joys and sorrows, the ups and downs etc. I embrace life with whole my heart, without reservation. Many of my classmates have chosen a “place” to connect to their ecological self. I do not need a place, as the whole universe is my place. Wherever I find myself, I embrace live and feel the connectedness with something bigger than myself. I may not be able (yet) to talk to trees or flowers, but I am almost daily reminded that I am part of a bigger universe that transcends me. And you, my grandchildren, you can chose any name and place for your ecological self, knowing that in some way I will be there with you. 

I love you,

Your grandmother

PS: you will find another reading list below, just in case you turn out to be a bluestocking like me.
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