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About me…
• Anthropologist - PhD from the 

University of Bristol.


• Research on contemporary trance 
and physical mediumship.


• Is it possible to have a non-
reductive anthropology of the 
paranormal?


• Trained as an RE teacher.


• Started working in Permaculture 
in 2016, and have been exploring 
connections with my other 
research interests since then.


• Writer, editor and teacher.



Publications

www.jack-hunter.webstarts.com

http://www.jack-hunter.webstarts.com


Structure of the Module
• 9 weeks.


• Lectures and seminars.


• Student discussions.


• 2 assignments (1x comparison of key 
theorists, 1x reflective/theoretical).


• Significant connections with the 
Sacred Geography and Researching 
Contemporary Cosmologies 
modules.


• Progresses increasingly towards 
practical engagement with the world.



Timetable 2022
• Fridays 4pm-6pm: 

• 7th October - What is Ecology?


• 14th October - What is Spirituality?


• 21st October - The Ecological Crisis


• 28th October - Dark Green Religion


• 4th November - Reading Week (No Seminar) 

• 11th November - The Ecological Self


• 18th November - The Non-Human


• 25th November - Greening the Paranormal


• 2nd December - Traditional Ecological Knowledge


• 9th December - Ecological Activism and Sacred Ecology



Essay 1: 
Compare and Contrast two Papers

• You will choose two papers to compare and contrast, e.g.: 
 
Frake - ‘Cultural Ecology and Ethnography.’ 
 
Taylor - ‘Earth and Nature-Based Spirituality (Part I): From Deep Ecology to Radical Environmentalism.’ 
 
Kimmerer - ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action.’ 
 
White Jr. - The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis 
 
Plumwood - ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment’  
 

Taylor - ‘The Greening of Religion Hypothesis (Part One). 
 
Botelho et al. - "I made a pact with God, with nature and with myself": exploring deep ecology.  
 
Matthews - ‘Community and the Ecological Self.’ 
 
Bird-David - ‘Animism Revisited: Personhood, Environment and Relational Epistemology.' 
 
Alley - ‘River Goddesses, Personhood and Rights of Nature: Implications for Spiritual Ecology.’  
 
Bird Rose - ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human.’  
 
Harrild & Luke - ‘An evaluation of the role of mystical experiences in transpersonal ecopsychology.’ 
 
Schroll - ‘From Ecopsychology to Transpersonal Ecosophy: Shamanism, Psychedelics and Transpersonal Psychology.’ 


• Due Date: 16th November 2022 11.59pm GMT.

https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/mod/url/view.php?id=284765
https://www.academia.edu/download/38004616/Taylor--Religion312.pdf
https://watermark.silverchair.com/52-5-432.pdf?token=AQECAHi208BE49Ooan9kkhW_Ercy7Dm3ZL_9Cf3qfKAc485ysgAAAuowggLmBgkqhkiG9w0BBwagggLXMIIC0wIBADCCAswGCSqGSIb3DQEHATAeBglghkgBZQMEAS4wEQQM7SJnFSa9pEWNzkEZAgEQgIICnVlridXwBwMvm9_j7XfQ1EQiwcbCXMcazaROlBkUBnHj-TLkNxJj5GjviWYVhrARlNgGMmHcF3ueu4_XTY-vqOsWuqMiHAdH-aWgECr9XiWkmJVHrTPml9UclI1U9h7Kq_OAVFWkwTs-8Qa0csVvb4dJAIiYTH6oIKN6QRGweIz5OAYnkMAPZdzza3ASwZK5sUZMwNPoLs2-qi-lqJT3HjC_ce75l-TogVV25hpu7ABBQqCoZYYAxSEaBMnEVBpYdyF9CCiMgDGkuHNWVcLqBvpEjTzNGv3lcSSw7qZAzl14QFJGXAZW39Hx0TxXJoIxt6vn_LKHGyYykZQU6gIZFVfDK-Z3Wzu2EjWbKR98wU1No4Ir4crOMG8N8ktTlaCRPntdBC_Wi5NmLy3Uw76esEhMJ5tx3dEV2kae6R9ska9y8Lb-FF2ToYkeFttg0s5qw0oXHjuCL5dw9b3QubQEN9-OR3vdkzmgcmlCgoK2T8FZco5ur76W7GVhE-oGjCC9Uu2vEjj1HkEDRy_-N6sjAYo8Xf0Y7nNaK7VHNDWZJLK9FofHfaLxLAVV22SLPfkucbOkvJYq4H4scBhRGsqVEwz4TnLkxFBUM4WU9zpk6TL7KFw7gemvyp_IqYXiB0V1W7Wq_aqAxdY2oP5cdNzhhkiJ41dimkhdbsmPF9bLLzdL8EQ9pipi8cyxreiypsGN2t3Y6LvXmMmf69iuE74oflOaWdxIWmeMNJKHAZOyQhwDslS0JDoeNtMpaOwOC_dlPTGyfzZ2VgCdFbi83CFP_c5bXkRBV5gKeaaL6f9f-C1XVavZviflD3z3yTTup2BLYWPbSsLgZ0iRpGH9aIqUZ8-w-KExNBtXw_VvrizSgwPEb0fPd3_jRdrSzqZZog
http://home.sandiego.edu/~kaufmann/hnrs379/White_1967.pdf
http://www.untag-smd.ac.id/files/Perpustakaan_Digital_1/ENVIRONMENTAL%20SOCIOLOGY%20Controversies%20in%20Environmental%20Sociology.pdf#page=55
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Bron-Taylor/publication/304540959_The_Greening_of_Religion_Hypothesis_Part_One_From_Lynn_White_Jr_and_Claims_That_Religions_Can_Promote_Environmentally_Destructive_Attitudes_and_Behaviors_to_Assertions_They_Are_Becoming_Environmentall/links/5eff52af458515505087b770/The-Greening-of-Religion-Hypothesis-Part-One-From-Lynn-White-Jr-and-Claims-That-Religions-Can-Promote-Environmentally-Destructive-Attitudes-and-Behaviors-to-Assertions-They-Are-Becoming-Environmental.pdf
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/45881617/Agroecology-with-cover-page-v2.pdf?Expires=1633706692&Signature=X4zI22yO94VP3LoVygXD6U1q6af9qikLZwQ2d~dzPLSeWgDoLOPN5rDgcfk3KRWca6pRpWQiBiDXZohj6CxYrj3a6Gbt~qcZGExwyvdUZQO1DtP~qenXPoare7M~0WRqx7~8a77LIPs5rtVTK1OnwNom4shztUmXTaZ9zugvO0PyN9gxFbvizOhkNSWwIbaHkQUixcjJ4k7lbwF-3jucL4vX~LTn44-waRK7uLmsez-5M-orMiQJk~mcZCBhQ2I247mguSuZu73bNeXNqDvQC7V2efdb~jWuYjsQhQZd-5arMzU7SM7-zN4FqGOF7EZlw0fzSpcgfoK8eZ35m6wyFw__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA
http://www.freyamathews.net/downloads/CommunityandEcologicalSelf.pdf
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/pdf/10.1086/200061
https://www.mdpi.com/2077-1444/10/9/502/pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdfdirect/10.1111/j.1835-9310.2005.tb00312.x
https://gala.gre.ac.uk/id/eprint/28219/7/28219%20LUKE_An_Evaluation_Of_The_Role_Of_Mystical_Experiences_In_Transpersonal_Ecopsychology_(AAM)_2020.pdf
http://www.en.psilosophy.info/pdf/from_ecopsychology_to_transpersonal_ecosophy_shamanism_psychedelics_and_transpersonal_psychology_(psilosophy.info).pdf


Essay 2 Questions  
(Reflective/Theoretical, 4,500 words)

• Can there be a spiritual response to the climate crisis?


• Critically analyse the concept of ecopsychology.


• Is there a role for traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) in 
contemporary ecological perspectives?


• Critically assess the evidence for the ‘Greening of Religion’ 
hypothesis.


• Does extraordinary experience play a role in establishing a 
relationship with nature? 
 
Due Date:  3rd January 2023 11.59pm GMT.



Moodle



Essential Readings
• Week 2: 

 
Taylor - ‘Earth and Nature-Based Spirituality (Part I): From Deep Ecology to Radical Environmentalism.’ 
Kimmerer - ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action.’


• Week 3: 
 
White Jr. - The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis 
Plumwood - ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment’ 


• Week 4: 
  
Taylor - ‘The Greening of Religion Hypothesis (Part One). 
Botelho et al. - "I made a pact with God, with nature and with myself": exploring deep ecology.'


• Week 5: 
 
Matthews - ‘Community and the Ecological Self.’ 
Bird-David - ‘Animism Revisited: Personhood, Environment and Relational Epistemology.'


• Week 6:  
 
Alley - ‘River Goddesses, Personhood and Rights of Nature: Implications for Spiritual Ecology.’  
Bird Rose - ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human.’ 


• Week 7:   
 
Harrild & Luke - ‘An evaluation of the role of mystical experiences in transpersonal ecopsychology.’ 
Schroll - ‘From Ecopsychology to Transpersonal Ecosophy: Shamanism, Psychedelics and Transpersonal Psychology.’ 

https://www.academia.edu/download/38004616/Taylor--Religion312.pdf
https://watermark.silverchair.com/52-5-432.pdf?token=AQECAHi208BE49Ooan9kkhW_Ercy7Dm3ZL_9Cf3qfKAc485ysgAAAuowggLmBgkqhkiG9w0BBwagggLXMIIC0wIBADCCAswGCSqGSIb3DQEHATAeBglghkgBZQMEAS4wEQQM7SJnFSa9pEWNzkEZAgEQgIICnVlridXwBwMvm9_j7XfQ1EQiwcbCXMcazaROlBkUBnHj-TLkNxJj5GjviWYVhrARlNgGMmHcF3ueu4_XTY-vqOsWuqMiHAdH-aWgECr9XiWkmJVHrTPml9UclI1U9h7Kq_OAVFWkwTs-8Qa0csVvb4dJAIiYTH6oIKN6QRGweIz5OAYnkMAPZdzza3ASwZK5sUZMwNPoLs2-qi-lqJT3HjC_ce75l-TogVV25hpu7ABBQqCoZYYAxSEaBMnEVBpYdyF9CCiMgDGkuHNWVcLqBvpEjTzNGv3lcSSw7qZAzl14QFJGXAZW39Hx0TxXJoIxt6vn_LKHGyYykZQU6gIZFVfDK-Z3Wzu2EjWbKR98wU1No4Ir4crOMG8N8ktTlaCRPntdBC_Wi5NmLy3Uw76esEhMJ5tx3dEV2kae6R9ska9y8Lb-FF2ToYkeFttg0s5qw0oXHjuCL5dw9b3QubQEN9-OR3vdkzmgcmlCgoK2T8FZco5ur76W7GVhE-oGjCC9Uu2vEjj1HkEDRy_-N6sjAYo8Xf0Y7nNaK7VHNDWZJLK9FofHfaLxLAVV22SLPfkucbOkvJYq4H4scBhRGsqVEwz4TnLkxFBUM4WU9zpk6TL7KFw7gemvyp_IqYXiB0V1W7Wq_aqAxdY2oP5cdNzhhkiJ41dimkhdbsmPF9bLLzdL8EQ9pipi8cyxreiypsGN2t3Y6LvXmMmf69iuE74oflOaWdxIWmeMNJKHAZOyQhwDslS0JDoeNtMpaOwOC_dlPTGyfzZ2VgCdFbi83CFP_c5bXkRBV5gKeaaL6f9f-C1XVavZviflD3z3yTTup2BLYWPbSsLgZ0iRpGH9aIqUZ8-w-KExNBtXw_VvrizSgwPEb0fPd3_jRdrSzqZZog
http://home.sandiego.edu/~kaufmann/hnrs379/White_1967.pdf
http://www.untag-smd.ac.id/files/Perpustakaan_Digital_1/ENVIRONMENTAL%20SOCIOLOGY%20Controversies%20in%20Environmental%20Sociology.pdf#page=55
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Bron-Taylor/publication/304540959_The_Greening_of_Religion_Hypothesis_Part_One_From_Lynn_White_Jr_and_Claims_That_Religions_Can_Promote_Environmentally_Destructive_Attitudes_and_Behaviors_to_Assertions_They_Are_Becoming_Environmentall/links/5eff52af458515505087b770/The-Greening-of-Religion-Hypothesis-Part-One-From-Lynn-White-Jr-and-Claims-That-Religions-Can-Promote-Environmentally-Destructive-Attitudes-and-Behaviors-to-Assertions-They-Are-Becoming-Environmental.pdf
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/45881617/Agroecology-with-cover-page-v2.pdf?Expires=1633706692&Signature=X4zI22yO94VP3LoVygXD6U1q6af9qikLZwQ2d~dzPLSeWgDoLOPN5rDgcfk3KRWca6pRpWQiBiDXZohj6CxYrj3a6Gbt~qcZGExwyvdUZQO1DtP~qenXPoare7M~0WRqx7~8a77LIPs5rtVTK1OnwNom4shztUmXTaZ9zugvO0PyN9gxFbvizOhkNSWwIbaHkQUixcjJ4k7lbwF-3jucL4vX~LTn44-waRK7uLmsez-5M-orMiQJk~mcZCBhQ2I247mguSuZu73bNeXNqDvQC7V2efdb~jWuYjsQhQZd-5arMzU7SM7-zN4FqGOF7EZlw0fzSpcgfoK8eZ35m6wyFw__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA
http://www.freyamathews.net/downloads/CommunityandEcologicalSelf.pdf
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/pdf/10.1086/200061
https://www.mdpi.com/2077-1444/10/9/502/pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdfdirect/10.1111/j.1835-9310.2005.tb00312.x
https://gala.gre.ac.uk/id/eprint/28219/7/28219%20LUKE_An_Evaluation_Of_The_Role_Of_Mystical_Experiences_In_Transpersonal_Ecopsychology_(AAM)_2020.pdf
http://www.en.psilosophy.info/pdf/from_ecopsychology_to_transpersonal_ecosophy_shamanism_psychedelics_and_transpersonal_psychology_(psilosophy.info).pdf


1. Ecology

• Principles of Ecology.


• Cultural Ecology.


• Is there harmony in 
nature?


• Guest lectures: Dr. 
Dawn Collins (Buddhist 
Ecology).



2. Spirituality
• What is spirituality?


• What is the relationship 
of spirituality to religion?


• How are ecology and 
spirituality related?


• Guest lecture: Dr. Nick 
Campion (spirituality and 
religion).



3. Ecological Crisis

• What are the symptoms 
and causes of the 
ecological crisis?


• What are the various 
responses?


• Can there be a spiritual 
response to the 
ecological crisis?



4. Dark Green Religion
• What is the relationship 

between religion and 
ecology.


• Nature mysticism.


• The Greening of Religion 
hypothesis.


• Guest lecture: Prof. Bron 
Taylor (Dark Green 
Religion).



5. The Ecological Self

• What is deep ecology?


• What is ecopsychology?


• What is the ecological 
self?


• Guest lecture: Dr. Dawn 
Collins (Buddhism and 
the ecological self).



6. The Non-Human

• Animism and Other-than-
human persons.


• The intelligence of plants.


• Animal cultures.


• The personhood of rocks.



7. Greening the Paranormal
• What is the relationship between 

parapsychology and the ecological 
self?


• What do Alien abductions, Near-Death 
Experiences, Spirits and psychedelics 
have to do with ecology?


• How do we maintain a semblance of 
academic respectability when 
studying these things?


• Guest Lecture: Dr. Rachael Ironside 
(folklore, landscape and the 
supernatural).



8. Traditional Ecological 
Knowledge

• What role do systems of 
Traditional Ecological Knowledge 
(TEK) and Indigenous Knowledge 
have in confronting the 
ecological crisis?


• Can traditional ecological 
knowledge provide a framework 
for integrating the perspectives 
we have been exploring with 
real-world impact?


• What is the relationship between 
metaphysics/worldview and 
ecological behaviour?



9. Ecological Activism and 
Sacred Ecology

• How can we implement 
some of the ideas we have 
been exploring.


• Are there real-world 
applications?


• Permaculture and sacred 
gardening.


• Guest lecture:  
Steve Jones (Permaculture 
and the work of Sector39).



Guest Lectures

• There is a playlist of past 
guest lectures on YouTube: 
 
https://youtube.com/
playlist?list=PL7FSKERTYn-
dQ8zJRamd37tEgfaVnXCSF


• They are also linked to in the 
relevant seminar for each 
week.

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL7FSKERTYn-dQ8zJRamd37tEgfaVnXCSF
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL7FSKERTYn-dQ8zJRamd37tEgfaVnXCSF
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL7FSKERTYn-dQ8zJRamd37tEgfaVnXCSF


Ecology and Spirituality:  
Principles of Ecology and Cultural Ecology

Dr. Jack Hunter

(jack.hunter@uwtsd.ac.uk) 

mailto:jack.hunter@uwtsd.ac.uk


Overview
• What is ecology? 

• Cultural ecologies and interpretation. 

• Within ecology (paradigms)


• More broadly.


• Ecological principles and interpretation. 

• Systems - The Bioshpere


• Processes - Succession


• Relationships - Trophic Cascades



What is Ecology?



Origins of Ecology
• Derived from Greek:  

 
oikos = house/home 
logos = study


• Study of our home. 


• The science of the relationships between living 
organisms and their environment.


• Can be traced back at least to Aristotle 
(Egerton, 2001), but an understanding of 
ecological principles would also have been 
essential for our ancestors, e.g. hunter-
gatherers.


• Gradually emerged as a scientific discipline in 
the 19th century, but did not become 
established until the mid-20th century.


• Broadly a positivistic science.



Cultural Ecologies
• “Ecology is the study of the workings of 

ecosystems, of the behavioral interdependences of 
different kinds of organisms with respect to one 
another and to their non-biotic environment. Cultural 
ecology is the study of the role of culture as a 
dynamic component of any ecosystem of which 
[humans are] a part” (Frake, 1962, p. 53).


• Different cultural systems have different 
interpretations of ecology, which in turn lead to 
different modes of behaviour.


• Roy Rappaport refers to these as ‘cognized 
models’ (1979) - these can be either positive or 
negative. 


• There are also different ‘cultures’ within the science 
of ecology - e.g. Kuhnian paradigms (Kuhn, 1963) - 
which are revealed by key debates.


• What about popular culture interpretations of 
ecology? - e.g. as represented in films, media, or in 
different contexts such as New Age spiritualities, 
etc.



Cultural Ecologies
• “Cultural ecology […] is a legitimate 

field of anthropological interests in 
its own right, as legitimate as the 
study of social systems which has so 
absorbed the efforts of many of us. If 
the social system be envisioned as a 
network of relationships among 
persons of a social community, then 
the ecological system is a network of 
relationships between man, the other 
organisms of his biotic Community, 
and the constituents of his physical 
environment. In both cases the net is 
woven of cultural threads, and the 
two networks are, of course, inter-
connected at many points” (Frake, 
1962, p. 54)



Cosmology
• “…[t]he ways in which human beings 

locate themselves in relation to the 
cosmos, seen as the totality of 
everything.”


•  The ways that we position ourselves in 
relation to the world around us have “huge 
significance for almost every aspect of 
human behaviour (Campion, 2012, p. 10). 


• “Nature is seen by humans through a 
screen of beliefs, knowledge, and 
purposes, and it is in terms of their images 
of nature, rather than of the ‘actual 
structure’ of nature, that they act. Yet it is 
upon nature itself that they do act, and it is 
nature itself that acts upon them, nurturing 
or destroying them” (Rappaport, 1979, p. 
97).





Problematic Interpretations

• Kristin Shrader Frechette (2012) has 
suggested that those who seek to 
draw ethical principles from ‘natural 
principles’ frequently make 
‘misguided appeals to ecological 
laws,’ despite a lack of 
consensus in ecological science. 

• Eugenics, social darwinism, etc. can 
all be understood as cultural 
interpretations of ecological 
science.



Cultures within Ecological Science

• In their paper on the sociology 
of ecological science, Foster & 
Clark (2008) delineate a tension 
early in the development of the 
field between those researchers 
who assumed an organicist, 
holistic and teleological 
interpretation of ecosystem 
development, and those who 
assumed a materialist, 
mechanistic, systems view. 


• This is known as the ‘holism-
reductionism’ debate.



Agriculture and Horticulture
• Farming and gardening are also manifestations of 

cultural ecology.


• Ethno-agriculture - traditional agricultural 
techniques.


• Ethno-horticulture - e.g. Māori ethno-horticulture: 
 
“The specialist traditional knowledge aligned to 
horticulture and pedagogy has been relegated to 
only a few practitioners. None‐the‐less Māori 
continue to manage their crops with a wider, 
localised understanding of the landscape and of 
how decisions are likely to impinge on other sites 
within their traditional boundaries, drawn from the 
traditional knowledge of their 
forebears” (Roskruge, 2011).


• Dr. Julia Wright’s notion of ‘subtle 
agroecologies’ (2021).


• See also Navajo ethno-agriculture project - 
https://navajofarming.org

https://navajofarming.org


Ecological Principles



1. Systems - The Biosphere
• Systems are a key concept 

emerging from ecological 
science - the ecosystem.


• Ecosystems are all about 
interactions between living 
organisms (e.g. plants and 
animals), and between living 
organisms and the physical 
environment (e.g. plants and 
sunlight). 


• All of the living organisms on 
Earth, including plants, animals, 
bacteria, fungi and so on can be 
referred to as the biosphere.



Systems - The Biosphere
• The biosphere extends from 

about 0.5km below the floor of 
the ocean, up to about 6.5 km 
above the Earth’s surface 
(Dickinson & Murphy, 2007, p. 2).


• The biosphere is constantly 
interacting with the non-living 
components of the Earth, 
including the atmosphere 
(gases in the air), the 
hydrosphere (the water cycle) 
and the lithosphere (rocks and 
minerals). 



2. Process - Succession
• Ecosystems seem to move toward 

increased complexity and 
increased diversity through the 
process of succession.


• Succession is the term used to 
refer to the way that ecosystems 
develop over time. 


• Beginning with an area of land 
devoid of any plant species, 
specially adapted plants (known 
as pioneer species) colonise bare 
ground and start the process of 
transforming the environment to 
support other species.



Process - Succession
• Eugene Odum defines succession as 

referring to three key parameters:  
 
“(i) It is an orderly process of community 
development that is reasonably 
directional ... (ii) It results from 
modification of the physical environment 
by the community; that is, succession is 
community-controlled even though the 
physical environment determines the 
pattern, the rate of change, and often 
sets limits as to how far development 
can go. (iii) It culminates in a stabilized 
ecosystem in which maximum 
biomass ... and symbiotic function 
between organisms are maintained per 
unit of available energy flow.” 
 
(Odum, 1966, p. 262).



Process - Succession
• Each stage of succession is 

referred to as a sere. 


• At successive seres the plant 
community tends to become 
more biodiverse, and so more 
complex. 


• This culminates with a relatively 
stable plant community known 
as a climax. 


• Succession works as plant 
species change the structure and 
nutrient content of soils.  



Process - Succession
• Primary succession refers to the 

series of community changes which 
occur in an entirely new habitat 
which has never been colonised 
before. For example, a newly 
quarried rock face or sand dunes.


• Secondary succession is the 
series of community changes which 
take place on a previously 
colonised, but disturbed or 
damaged habitat. For example, 
after felling trees in a woodland, 
land clearance, or fire. 





Process Succession
• The theory of plant succession was pioneered 

by the biologist and botanist Frederic 
Clements (1874-1945) in 1928. 


• He suggested that plant communities could be 
thought of as living organisms.


• “Clements provided an idealist, teleological 
ontology of vegetation that viewed a ‘biotic 
community’ as a ‘complex organism’ that 
developed through a pro- cess called 
‘succession’ to a ‘climax formation.’ He 
therefore presented it as an organism or 
‘superorganism’ with its own life history, which 
followed predetermined, teleological paths 
aimed at the overall harmony and stability of the 
superorganism” (Foster & Clark, 2008, p. 326).


• This kind of approach, however, is frequently 
rejected.

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwi3xofknY7hAhWO1eAKHfaFALQQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=http://people.wku.edu/charles.smith/chronob/CLEM1874.htm&psig=AOvVaw0jteakDhuuQYyn4TQ3KCry&ust=1553085844473318


3. Keystone Species and 
Trophic Cascades

• A keystone species is a species that has a 
large effect on its natural environment even 
though there might not be many of them in the 
ecosystem. 


• Just like the keystone in a bridge, if a keystone 
species is removed, the ecosystem will collapse.


• The concept of keystone species was 
developed by the biologist Robert T. Paine 
(1933-2016). The standard view in ecology had 
been that ecosystems are maintained from the 
bottom up – in other words, that ecosystems are 
built on a foundation of plants.


• Robert Paine’s research on sea urchins, 
however, suggested that ecosystems are also 
maintained from the top-down, by predators. 
Predators feed on herbivores, who feed on 
plants. 
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3. Keystone Species and 
Trophic Cascades

• Predators reduce the abundance of 
herbivores, allowing plants to flourish. 
This observation came to be known as 
the green world hypothesis.


• In 1979 Robert Paine and others put 
forward the idea of trophic cascades. 
This is the notion that species at, or near, 
the top of the food chain directly and 
indirectly regulate the species and 
population sizes in the rest of the 
community.


• This means that biodiversity depends on 
predators. 
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4. Competition of Co-
Operation?

• Lynn Margulis (1938-2011) - co-
creator of Gaia Hypothesis with 
James Lovelock - suggested that 
symbiosis and collaboration are 
fundamental organic principles.


• Mycorrhizal fungi are the classic 
example, and their influence on 
popular culture is strong - e.g. Paul 
Stamets, Terence McKenna, Merlin 
Sheldrake and others.


• What are the wider social and cultural 
implications of our interpretations of 
ecological processes?



Gaia - Cooperation
• “...living things, once they 

appeared on our planet, took 
charge of the global 
environment in a creative way. 
They became fully fledged 
partners in the shaping of the 
Earth, its rocks and water and 
soil...The goal of life is global 
homeostasis, and toward this 
end it transforms the planet 
into what might be viewed as 
a single self-regulating 
organism”  
 
(Roszak, 1993, p. 147).



Gaia - Competition
• “A network of relationships 

there may be, but it is made up 
of small, self interested 
components. Entities that pay 
the costs of furthering the well 
being of the ecosystem as a 
whole will tend to reproduce 
themselves less successfully 
than rivals that exploit their 
public-spirited colleagues, and 
contribute nothing to the 
general welfare.” 
 
(Dawkins, 1982, p. 237).



Summary
• There is a science of ecology.


• There are many different 
interpretations of ecology.


• There are ‘cultural ecologies.’


• Our cultural models and 
understandings of ecology 
influence the way that we 
behave in the world.


• The ecological crisis is also a 
cultural problem.
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Student Discussions
• Week 2: 

 
Taylor - ‘Earth and Nature-Based Spirituality (Part I): From Deep Ecology to Radical Environmentalism.’ 
Kimmerer - ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action.’


• Week 3: 
 
White Jr. - The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis 
Plumwood - ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment’ 


• Week 4: 
  
Taylor - ‘The Greening of Religion Hypothesis (Part One). 
Botelho et al. - "I made a pact with God, with nature and with myself": exploring deep ecology.'


• Week 5: 
Matthews - ‘Community and the Ecological Self.’ 
Bird-David - ‘Animism Revisited: Personhood, Environment and Relational Epistemology.'


• Week 6:  
Alley - ‘River Goddesses, Personhood and Rights of Nature: Implications for Spiritual Ecology.’  
Bird Rose - ‘An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human.’ 


• Week 7:   
Harrild & Luke - ‘An evaluation of the role of mystical experiences in transpersonal ecopsychology.’ 
Schroll - ‘From Ecopsychology to Transpersonal Ecosophy: Shamanism, Psychedelics and Transpersonal Psychology.’ 

•
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