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For this essay you should compare and contrast two secondary sources. Choose two of the following titles

(Word count: 2,989)

This essay compares and contrasts Freya Mathews article on ‘Community and the Ecological Self’, published in 1995,[footnoteRef:1] with Ulric Neisser’s article on ‘The Ecological Self and its Metaphors’,[footnoteRef:2] published in 1999.  Mathews is an Australian environmental philosopher who predominantly writes in the areas of ecological metaphysics and panpsychism. She was born in 1949, studied at the University of London, has taught at Australian universities since 1979, and is a fellow of the Australian Academy of the Humanities. Neisser (1928-2012), a cognitive psychologist, was born in Germany. His family left Germany in 1933 after the Nazi’s came to power and settled in the United States where Neisser studied psychology at Harvard and worked as a professor at several universities, most predominantly Cornell.[footnoteRef:3] He became a member of the US National Academy of Sciences in 1989. Although working in different fields, one philosophical and one scientific, both writers are widely respected academics, who have written numerous books and papers, largely to progress academic knowledge in their respective fields. Both have been considered to be radical and have explored the realm of the subjective, that which is generally unknowable through objective empirical evidence. As Mathews writes in 2021, when this article was written in 1995, her conception of philosophy, a cosmological conception rather than an anthropological one, was ‘unfashionable, to say the least’[footnoteRef:4]. Similarly, Neisser famously coined the term Cognitive Psychology in his 1967 book of the same name, seen as revolutionary in contrast to the then dominant psychological theories of behaviouralism. In these articles, each academic explores their concept of the ecological self, of what it means for humans to be part of the ecological world, an intrinsic part within, rather than separate to, nature. The following paragraphs will explore the similarities and the contrasts in each of their approaches to this topic. [1:  Freya Mathews, ‘Community and the Ecological Self’, Environmental Politics, 4:4 (1995), pp.66-100]  [2:  Ulric Neisser, ‘The Ecological Self and Its Metaphors’, Philosophical Topics, 26:1/2 (1999) pp. 201-215 ]  [3:  Neisser, Psychology, p. xxxv]  [4:  Freya Mathews, The Ecological Self: With a new Introduction by the author (Oxon: Routledge, 1991, 2021), pp. ix] 

These articles, both written in the 1990’s were part of a movement away from individualism, and towards the idea of collective responsibility. As historian Theodore Roszak (1933-2011) describes, also writing in 1995, ‘the earth and the human species seemed to be crying out for a radical readjustment in the scale of our political thought’.[footnoteRef:5] For Roszak, the magnitude of global environmental and psychological problems could not be addressed through actions taken by individual countries, military alliances or international corporations. The structures that had been put in place post second world war to manage human behaviour, were not sufficient to understand, let alone combat, the size and scale of the issue. Roszak offers a different approach, one of ecopsychology, where environmentalists, who observe the broad picture and the complexity of the ecosystem; and psychologists, who understand the complexity of the human psyche in the human world, can work together.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  Theodore Roszak, ‘Where Psyche Meets Gaia’, in Ecopsychology: Restoring the Earth, Healing the Mind ed. by Theodore Roszak, Mary E. Gomes and Allen D. Kanner (Berkeley: Counterpoint, 1995), p. 2]  [6:  Roszak, Psyche, p. 2] 

Mathews, an environmentalist, describes this political system, one of liberal democracy, as not able to provide the moral framework for an ’ecocentric consciousness’.[footnoteRef:7] For Mathews, liberal democracy is founded on the values of freedom and autonomy, inherent within which is a desire for individual identity, so humans can live life, for ‘their own good in their own way.’[footnoteRef:8] This cultivation of freedom and self-identity, for Mathews, shapes a society focused on competition and separation. An ‘atomistic reality’ where individuals have ‘ontological priority’, act as ‘discrete entities’, are independent from society and focus on making rational decisions about what is best for themselves.[footnoteRef:9] In this world, Mathews maintains, those who are best at making these decisions, are those humans who can prioritise mind over matter and individuality over community. Thus, collective responsibility for other humans, and by extension, those beings in nature other than humans, becomes unproductive and irrational. For Mathews, those people who want to climb the hierarchy of liberal democracy must, by extension, alienate themselves from other humans and nature to be successful.  [7:  Mathews, Community, p. 66]  [8:  Mathews, Community, p. 67]  [9:  Mathews, Community, p.73] 

Similarly, perceptual psychologist, Laura Sewall, describes the ‘deadening of our senses’ as being ‘at the heart of the environmental crisis.’[footnoteRef:10] For Sewall, human beings are in ‘psychological’ denial about the scale of the ecological crisis, and about how to take responsibility for the ‘world’s pain’.[footnoteRef:11] However, rather than focusing on political identity as being at the root of this alienation, Sewall describes the psychological boundaries that humans put between themselves and, what she terms, nonhuman nature. She contrasts a human identity which perceives themselves as remote from nature, an ‘in-here’ relationship, static and fixed within a human container, to one that perceives themselves as part of nature at a cellular level, an ‘out-there’ relationship, open and receptive to external stimuli.[footnoteRef:12]  According to Sewall, ‘fifty percent of the cortex of the brain’ is used to process and respond to what we see, indeed, humans are designed by nature to be both in and out ‘there.’[footnoteRef:13]  [10:  Laura Sewall, ‘The Skill of Ecological Perception’, in Ecopsychology: Restoring the Earth, Healing the Mind, ed. by Theodore Roszak, Mary E. Gomes and Allen D. Kanner (Berkeley: Counterpoint, 1995), p. 201]  [11:  Sewall, Perception, p. 202]  [12:  Sewall, Perception, p. 203]  [13:  Sewall, Perception, p. 203] 

For Neisser, this tendency for humans to focus on the in-there is a consequence of being predominantly visual creatures. He describes the eye as moving through an optic flow field, which helps identify the path of human motion as well as the environment through which the human is moving.[footnoteRef:14] Neisser describes this capability as allowing humans to move adjacently with objects, and to sense when something is coming towards them, ensuring that humans can process information in the present and immediate future. However, for Neisser, as visual grounded animals, humans can also become ‘disoriented’, that is, unlike birds they do not have a visual overview. Humans cannot see everything, and their vision is blocked by what is in their immediate sightline.[footnoteRef:15]  There is then an innate tendency for humans to want to know ‘where [they] stand’, to feel ‘lost’ and be ‘looking for the right path’.[footnoteRef:16] It is this, Neisser suggests, that causes human beings, by nature, to focus on their proximate position. The complexity of the world is too great to visually comprehend from ground level, and the ecological crisis, perhaps, too difficult for humans to individually perceive. [14:  Neisser, Metaphors, p. 203]  [15:  Neisser, Metaphors, p. 203]  [16:  Neisser, Metaphors, p. 211] 

However, according to Mathews,[footnoteRef:17] humans are not just individual perceivers of the world, but also fundamentally entwined within the greater whole. Mathews describes her work as being heavily influenced by the work of Spinoza (1632-1677), a Dutch rationalist philosopher writing in the seventeenth century, who described reality as being made of only a single substance, an underlying entity, with all observable substances within it, being ‘mere modes’ of this underlying substance.[footnoteRef:18] For Mathews, this holistic, ‘cosmological’ concept of nature was reinforced by the work of theoretical physicist Albert Einstein (1879-1955) , whose General Theory of Relativity, published in 1915, identified space as ‘the primordial substance’.[footnoteRef:19] The same single underlying entity described by Spinoza. This belief in one underlying reality is core to Mathews’ philosophy and her idea of what this means for the idea of an ecological self. As Mathews expresses in her article, the ecological self is part of a ‘wider web’ which ‘constitutes the whole’ and requires a ‘system of relations’ to function in community with each other.[footnoteRef:20] For Mathews, all of nature is in this together, and humans must act in a way that cultivates the survival of this interdependent relationship.  [17:  Mathews, Self, pp. iix-x]  [18:  Mathews, Self, p. iix]  [19:  Mathews, Self, p. ix]  [20:  Mathews, Community, p. 86] 

For Neisser, although he does not focus on the underlying entity, but on the ‘self as we directly perceive it situated in the real and immediate environment,’[footnoteRef:21] he instead describes humans as being psychologically connected with their environment. Hence, when humans observe other subjects, it is in reciprocal relationship. For example, when perceiving a tree, humans don’t perceive its actual defined size or condition, but its size and condition in relation to the human, as the perceiver. The tree is larger, or smaller, healthy or not healthy. Even if that tree hides from the human view all the insects and plants around it, that human is still in relationship with that tree. Further, for Neisser, this same relative experience happens in the same way for anyone in relationship with that tree, it is independent of cultural identity.[footnoteRef:22] Neisser contents that the self-concepts that we hold dear and value, perhaps in relation to nation-state, are transcended when it relates to our ecological self. The human body emphasises visual optic flow structures and is in perceptual relationship with its surroundings, in the same way, everywhere.[footnoteRef:23] Thus, both the interdependent-self, and the independent-self combine to create the ecological self.[footnoteRef:24] As Mathews also maintains, humans are both individual perceivers and fundamentally entwined.  [21:  Neisser, Metaphors, p. 202]  [22:  Neisser, Metaphors, p. 208]  [23:  Neisser, Metaphors, p. 208]  [24:  Neisser, Metaphors, p. 209] 

An ecological perspective of self, then, or ecological consciousness, is both a cosmic reality, and an individual one. According to Mathews and Neisser, humans are hardwired, through the reality of nature, and the human brain, to be in relationship with the world around them. Even within different cultures, such as the liberal democracy described by Mathews, humans have a sensory and metaphysical connection to nature. Hunter highlights the many complex relationships which comprise an ecosystem but also recognises that we are not necessarily consciously aware of these relationships.[footnoteRef:25] For Roszak, this means that humans only remain connected to nature through our deep unconscious psyche.[footnoteRef:26] To tap into this unconscious psyche, Mathews offers the idea of a ‘relational self’, one that sees itself as ‘constituted by relations’, with the ‘systems of relations as a whole’ given ‘ontological priority’.[footnoteRef:27] To achieve this relational self, humans must learn to care, first for an individualised being, and then through learned cooperation and understanding, for a greater number of beings. For Mathews, this can only be accomplished in small communities, where a reciprocity of relationship can be observed first hand.[footnoteRef:28] This is how humans can begin to tap into an ecological consciousness. [25:  Jack Hunter, Ecology and Spirituality: A Brief Introduction (Ceridigion, Wales: Sophia Centre Press) 2023]  [26:  Rosnak, Psyche, p. 5]  [27:  Mathews, Community, p. 76]  [28:  Mathews, Community, p. 82] 

Rose, writing about Indigenous Australian philosophy, describes a metaphysics of ‘pattern, benefit and connection,’[footnoteRef:29] where patterns of reciprocity emerge, because, when mutual concern and appreciation is expressed for every being, the ecosystem is seen to blossom. These patterns become encoded as ecological consciousness, for humans in their locality, not because they are designed by humans, but because they are observed, they already exist. For example, in the upper Victoria at Daguragu, when the crocodiles are seen to eat mud and stones, it is a sign for humans that the upcoming season will be dry and cold.[footnoteRef:30] In cognitive relational terms, Neisser describes how, as well as vision, humans gather information through a haptic system. This is a process whereby humans perceive, not just the body, but other beings that are in motion with their body, as an extension of their ecological selves.[footnoteRef:31] Neisser says that these other beings do not become part of the human self-concept, but for the time that they are acting in relationship, in motion with each other, as part of the ecological pattern, they become an extension of each other, and so have an intrinsic mutuality. So, in this example, the human extends itself to encompass the crocodile. They are doing so to protect themselves against cold, dry weather, and for this moment, the crocodile becomes an extension of the human ecological self.  [29:  Deborah Rose, ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human’, The Australian Journal of Anthropology, 16:3 (2005), pp. 295 ]  [30:  Rose, Indigenous, p. 297]  [31:  Neisser, Metaphors, p. 206] 

So, from Neisser’s perspective, humans have an intrinsic ecological self, which is extended out there when the human is interacting with the world. From Mathews perspective, this ecological self, is an underlying substance of which all of nature is made, and humans can tap into it when they are in relation with other beings and so can gain an ecological consciousness. From both of their perspectives, this is only naturally possible on a small scale. For Mathews, it is small communities, where true understanding and empathy can be developed, and for Neisser, it is only the environment around them with which the human perceptual system can interact. However, they both offer hope for a more global idea of the ecological self. Neisser, whilst acknowledging that, as grounded animals, humans are operating in a ‘cluttered environment,’[footnoteRef:32] suggests that perception is changed when standing on a high place, like a mountain top. From this perspective, the eyes optic array increases human size relative to the world around it and more of the world can be seen, with very little obstructing the line of vision.[footnoteRef:33] For Neisser, this expands the human mind to take in much more than can usually be seen. The real and immediate environment becomes one of wide potential, encompassing more other beings than can be experienced with normal vision. Therefore, from a psychological perspective, Neisser contends that humans are physically able to extend their ecological self by taking a different perspective and expanding their horizons.    [32:  Neisser, Metaphors, p. 204]  [33:  Neisser, Metaphors, p. 213] 

Mathews describes how, in a global world, people advocating for a relational model of ecological self, can connect through technology. She explores the idea of a lattice model of network structures, which are based in local communities, but connected on a global scale.[footnoteRef:34] For Mathews this would enable the development of understanding, empathy and meaning on a local level, while enabling a global view and the development of a political powerbase which might stand in resistance to the worst excesses of transglobal corporations. It is by building relationships, Mathews contends, which are autonomous at a local level, and learning, developing and supporting at a global level that a wider ecological consciousness can be built, and a wider connection with an underlying ecological reality can be understood. This experience holds true for Botelho et al., who, in their article exploring agroecology with coffee growing smallholders in Zona da Mata in Brazil, highlight how smallholders have been able to expand their relationship with nature, by developing their human social networks.[footnoteRef:35] Botelho et al., describe how, in recent years, family farmers have reestablished their Indigenous understanding of nature, through working closely with the land, and their local community, but also by being able to share this knowledge through regional farmers associations, supportive non-governmental organisations and the church. Their love of the land, their direct connection with nature, and of its underlying divinity has grown[footnoteRef:36], but this has only been facilitated by working together through networks. So, as Mathews advocates, they have been able to physically extend their ecological self through remaining local and autonomous, and by expanding their human networks. [34:  Mathews, Community, p. 95]  [35:  Maria Botelho et al., ‘I made a pact with God, with nature and with myself’: exploring deep agroecology', Agroecology and Sustainable Food Systems, 40:2 (2015) pp. 127]  [36:  Botelho, Agroecology, p. 126] 

Mathews and Neisser both write in an engaging way, with Mathews easier to follow, but Neisser drawing the reader into the complexity of his argument through metaphor. Mathews, as she acknowledges, is working from a communitarian, feminist, socialist critique of liberal democracy and so there is bias, however it is easy to feel behind the bias for a logical discussion. Neisser is not making an argument but applying a cognitive psychological approach to the ecological self. While his work is exploratory, there is no real conclusion drawn and it is challenging to apply his work in a practical way. Both of their arguments are strongly made, and very clearly based on an academic approach, and it is very clear from the articles what their fundamental philosophies are based on. The main strengths of each are their clear academic knowledge and full exploration of the topics, the main weaknesses are Mathews’ clear bias, and Neisser’s lack of conclusion about what his findings relate to in a wider sense.
In conclusion, the articles written by Freya Mathews and Ulric Neisser are both explorations of the ecological self, with Mathews writing from a philosophical environmental perspective, and Neisser from a cognitive psychological perspective. Mathews is drawing on the concept of an underlying unity of reality, and the entwinement of humans within this reality. For Mathews, nature and humans are not separate entities but are fundamentally entwined within a greater whole. As such, humans have a collective responsibility for nature, which humans are part of. Neisser does not focus on the concept of an underlying entity, but rather on how humans are in relationship with their direct environment which they can see and feel as an extension of themselves, as a consequence of being predominantly visual creatures. He describes humans as being psychologically connected with their environment. Even so, coming from these two different perspectives, they agree on many points. For both Mathews and Neisser, humans are hardwired, through the reality of nature, and the human brain, to be in relationship with the world around them. They also both agree that it is only naturally possible for this relationship to exist on a small scale, but that it is possible to extend this to a larger scale. For Mathews this is possible through small autonomous local groups working in global networks, and for Neisser through taking a high and wide view, extending the human physical perspective to encompass more or nature.
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