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PROMOTING HOLISTIC PRACTICE IN UK HEALTHCARE



The core purpose of the BHMA is to promote holistic
practice in healthcare and its organisation.

Holistic approaches to practice and self-care and
more holistic ways of organising health and social
care are urgently needed because healthcare faces a
four-fold crisis. Its costs are rocketing and, though
hoped-for cures for chronic disease are slow in 
coming, medicine’s over-emphasis on the parts at the
expense of the whole has created the illusion that
caring for people and commitment to the arts of 
healing is less relevant and unscientific. They are not:
frontline science now views the human body-mind 
as a complex self-organising open system intimately
linked with other humans and the world; body, mind,
spirit and environment are inseparably involved in 
illness (some of it inevitable) and health. So while
medicine cannot ignore advancing gene-science and
nanotechnology, neither must it fail to tap our growing
understanding of the mind-body and its healing
processes, nor the resources of compassion, 
mindfulness and the therapeutic relationship. Science
may rediscover that they can represent 21st century
healthcare’s greatest potential.

The core purpose of the BHMA is to promote
holistic practice in UK healthcare.

Holistic healthcare means
• A revolution in our understanding of healthcare

practice

• Creating health and well-being – not merely 
countering disease processes 

• Thinking in terms of whole systems, not just 
component parts

• Empowering individuals, healthcare organisations
and communities to take responsibility for creating
health 

• Health care workers who can understand and 
provide for their own needs and wellbeing

• Emphasizing relationship and context more than
separateness

• Working with the grain of nature, not against it

These core values underpin holistic practice
• Compassion – being considerate and caring

towards others

• Respect – for ourselves, our patients or clients, our
community, our culture and our place in nature

• Open-mindedness – healthcare needs many good
ways of being and doing, 
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• Competence – committed to ongoing professional
and personal development

• Self-care – looking after ourselves so we are
healthy individuals and effective practitioners

• Engagement – doing what we can to change the
systems we live and work in for the better

The BHMA will
• Champion the BHMA core values – especially 

within the NHS

• Foster the exchange of knowledge and skills 
necessary for holistic practice 

• Support healthcare workers’ health and well-being

• Advocate practical ways of incorporating holistic
practice into healthcare organisations

• Promote awareness of our self-healing capacity 
and its relevance to health care

• Work with like-minded organisations to help 
individuals, healthcare organisations and 
communities create health for themselves and 
protect the environment

• Encourage research that seeks to understand
health, illness and healing more holistically

• Encourage diversity and creativity in healthcare
practice and planning

What the BHMA is doing
• Providing a natural home for holistic values in

healthcare

• Forming alliances that promote holistic practice

• Shaping holistic policies for education, practice and 

• Maintaining a BHMA website and creating products

• Injecting inspiration into the system through the
Journal of Holistic Healthcare

• Developing BHMA seminars, courses and conferences

• Providing networking opportunities and retreats

BHMA members
• Are part of a movement promoting more holistic

practice in healthcare

• Contribute actively to the Journal of Holistic
Healthcare

• Join together to create local groups

• Support BHMA campaigns for holism in healthcare

• Spread the word about the BHMA

• Use the BHMA to exchange knowledge and skills

About the journal

The Journal of Holistic Healthcare is a UK-based 
journal focusing on evidence-based holistic practice
and the practical implications of holistic health and
social care. Our target audience is everyone concerned
with developing integrated, humane healthcare services.
Our aim is to be useful to anyone who is interested in
creative change in the way we think about health, and
the way healthcare is practised and organised.

Our basic assumption is that holism can improve
healthcare outcomes and will often point to cost-
effective ways of improving health. Holistic healthcare
can be understood as a response to our turbulent
times, and medicine’s crisis of vision and values; an
evolutionary impulse driving individuals and 
organisation to innovate. But when complex and 
creative adaptations do occur, these ideas, experiences
and social inventions don’t always take root. Though
they might be the butterfly wingbeats that could fan
the winds of change, even crucial seeds of change
may fail to germinate when isolated, unnoticed and
lacking the oxygen of publicity or vital political support.
Some of these ideas and social inventions have to be
rediscovered or reinvented, and thrive once the 
culture becomes more receptive – or more desperate
for solutions.

The JHH sees holism as one such idea, a nest of
notions whose time has come. So we want the journal
to be a channel for publishing ideas and experiences
that don’t fit easily into more conventional mainstream
journals, because by making them visible, their energy
for change becomes available to the system.

The journal’s themes include the theory and 
practice of mind-body medicine; every aspect of
whole person care – but especially examples of it in
the NHS; patients’ participation in their own healing;
inter-professional care and education; integration of
CAM and other promising new approaches into 
mainstream medicine; health worker wellbeing; 
creating and sustaining good health – at every level
from the genome to the ozone layer; environment
health and the health politics of the environment;
diversity and creativity in healthcare delivery, as well
as holistic development in organisations and their
management: a necessarily broad remit!

Writing for the journal

We intend the journal to be intensely practical; 
displaying not only research, but also stories about
holism in action. Personal viewpoint and theoretical
articles are welcome too, providing they can be 
illuminated by examples of their application. The
Journal of Holistic Healthcare is a vehicle for injecting

inspiration into the system: ideas and research that
might enable positive change. We realise that there 
is nothing as practical as a good theory, and we
encourage authors to foreground what they have
done and their experiences, as well as what they
know. Though we don’t always need or want extensive
references, we ask authors to refer to research and
writing that supports, debates or contextualises the
work they are describing, wherever appropriate. 
We like further reading and website URLs wherever
possible. And we like authors to suggest images, 
photos, quotes, poems, illustrations or cartoons that
enrich what they have written about.

Because the JHH aims to include both authors’
ideas and their experience we invite authors to submit
case studies and examples of successful holistic 
practice and services, research findings providing 
evidence for effective holistic practice, debate about
new methodologies and commentaries on holistic
policy and service developments. Our aim is to be a
source of high-quality information about all aspects 
of holistic practice for anyone interested in holistic
health, including policy-makers, practitioners and ‘the
public’. We aim to link theory to practice and to be a
forum for sharing experiences and the insights of
reflective practice.

Articles should be accessible and readable, but
also challenging. Key articles will link theory and
research to practice and policy development.
Contributions from the whole spectrum of healthcare
disciplines are welcome.

The journal is particularly concerned to highlight
ways of embedding holistic thinking and practice into
health care structures, including primary care 
organisations, networks and collaborative initiatives.

Original research

JHH is a platform for holistic ideas, authentic 
experiences, and original research. We estimate our
regular (and growing) circulation of 700 copies is read
by as many as 2000. And, though we don’t yet attract
researchers seeking RAE points, we are free to be a
voice for the kind of ideas, reports, experiences and
social inventions that wouldn’t fit easily into more
conventional mainstream journals: small studies, pilots,
local reports, surveys and audits, accounts of action
research, narratives, dissertation findings (otherwise
hidden in the grey literature), pragmatic and qualitative
studies and practice evaluations. By publishing them
in the JHH, important seeds for change become 
available to people who need to grow them on.
Another advantage of submitting to JHH is the peer
feedback to authors, some of which we may include
as commentaries on a published paper.

Guidelines for Contributors

If you would like to submit an article please contact either editor-in chief David Peters on petersd@wmin.ac.uk or editor Edwina Rowling
on erowling@tiscali.co.uk. For our full contributors guidelines see www.bhma.org.
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Editorial
David Peters
Editor-in-chief

tuned into the past and current worlds of life that have
shaped our form and written the information codes that
build our bodies. Wilson calls this innate affiliation biophilia.
Whether awesomely beautiful or ugly and despoiled, the
human soul resonates with nature. The world as lover.1

Billions of years of earth living have shaped the human
body and mind. The DNA code is rooted in the biosphere
which was its seed and its soil. Differing only in small ways
from the codes of other creatures, this thread carries our
total evolutionary history, which each unfolding human
embryo recapitulates. The human brain’s threefold structure
and function mirror the same evolution story: our reptilian
survivalist brainstem, our mammalian, emotional mid-brain,
and our thought-full neo-cortex. Perhaps humankind will only
truly defend nature when we feel we are truly part of her;
when we know our DNA winds all the way back to the dawn
of life, and further even, to what Thomas Berry named the
primordial Flaring Forth;2 when we understand that Gaia is
within us. The world as self ?1

Theodore Roszak called the environmentalist movement
the largest ever political cause, because all of humankind and
every species on the planet is in its constituency. Because it 
is without boundaries, it is quite unlike psychotherapy 
whose focus is the individual, or the intimate group. Both
movements are concerned with suffering: of the earth or her
offspring, though they are very different and apparently
unconnected responses. Yet what might they do for one
another? Roszak found an answer in a letter from the great
Australian rainforest activist John Seed.

It is obvious to me that the forests cannot be saved
one at a time, nor can the planet be saved one
issue at a time. Without a profound revolution in
human consciousness, all the forests will soon
disappear. Psychologists in service to the earth
helping ecologists gain deeper understanding of
how to facilitate profound change in the human
heart and mind seems to be the key at this point.3

Our time of climate crisis and accelerating mass extinctions
has been called the Great Unraveling. Our species’ task is to
find holistic solutions. In doing so, and bringing about Joanna
Macey’s Great Turning, ours will be the first species to have
choosen not to go extinct. 

With these concerns in mind, BHMA and the psycho-
therapy training organisation Confer, co-created a conference
held at Cornwall’s Eden Project in September 2009.
Landscapes of the Mind brought together deep ecologists,
leading UK eco-therapists, clinicians, researchers and teachers
to explore how our psychological health depends on our 
relationship with nature. This issue of JHH includes key
papers from this remarkable meeting.
1 Macy J. World as lover, world as self. Parallax, 2007.
2 Swimme B & Berry T. The Universe Story. HarperCollins, 1994.
3 Quoted in Roszak T et al. Ecopsychology: Restoring the earth/healing

the mind. Sierra Club Books, 1995.

Re-enchanting the mind and the world
If you are working on one of healthcare’s many high-stress
front lines, customer relations are an issue. Our emotionally
and intellectually demanding patients are more than 
biological puzzles, for as practitioners we serve people who
are mind, body and spirit. If, as holistic practice tells us, it
helps to bear this in mind, then is this mantra effective if
humankind is just some cosmic accident? Indeed if this were
the ‘scientific’ worldview (which arguably it is not), would
there be room for the concept of spirit at all? 

By spirit I mean a human faculty that can sense humanity
(albeit dimly) as one body, linked mysteriously into the
universe’s unfathomable creativity. This is not how we see
things in modern times. Bacon and Descartes handed us down
a worldview with spirit wrung out of it, and their ghosts haunt
us still. The psychological worlds of Calvin and Freud (for
they haunt us too) were born of the same old assumptions:
that human beings are isolated individuals in a meaningless
mechanical world where innate greed and violence is held
back only by a thin veneer of rational, civilising repression.
But if this is all we are, then what could ‘spirit’ mean?

We need a new story about the human psyche, and this
issue of JHH explores a radically different ecopsychological
account of human nature. Ecopsychology views nature as
intelligent and human beings as integral with nature. It sees
our environmental, economic and ethical crises, and
humankind’s widespread anguish, as diverse aspects of a
single problem. And it suggests that solutions will depend on
human beings achieving a more holistic relationship with the
non-human world. 

The mechanical worldview built the modern age, and
drove it along. On this journey, assumptions about humans’
separateness, and their right to exploit the earth, came along
in the baggage. But our post-modern universe is not a fixed,
linear, mechanical one. The cosmos and the biosphere are
non-linear: at every level they evolve in unpredictable ways,
creating interconnected complex self-regulating systems –
galaxies, stars, biospheres, eco-systems, living organisms –
that exhibit something like intelligence, even purpose. 

Environmental breakdown has made us acutely aware of
this intricate inter-dependency, and taught us that we have to
keep whole systems in mind, and seek holistic solutions to
the huge challenges confronting humanity.  Global warning 
is the greatest ever threat to planetary health, and health
practitioners have been urged to support ‘health-protecting
responses’ to climate change. But how should we go about
this? One response would be to press people’s fear and guilt
buttons. But does this approach really change people’s
behaviour? So far, not much. There have to be other ways. 

Maybe we have to fall in love with the natural world.
Science offers us stories full of majesty and mystery, where we
can find new mythologies. The celebrated zoologist EO Wilson,
for instance, suggests we are wired for nature; genetically
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Obituary 

Thomas Berry, who has died 
aged 94, was an influential Christian
philosopher who sought to shift the

focus of religion from individual 
salvation to care of the earth and,
indeed, the universe. A Roman
Catholic priest who called himself a
‘geologian’ and advised the faithful to
‘put the Bible on a shelf for 20 years’,
he propagated his vision of a new era
in which human societies would live in
a mutually beneficial relationship with
the natural world. His major books,
The dream of the earth (1988), The
universe story (with Brian Swimme,
1992), The great work: Our way into
the future (1999) and Evening
thoughts: Reflection on the earth as
sacred community (2006), were an
inspiration for both the ‘deep ecology’
and the ‘creation spirituality’ 
movements later led by writers such 
as Arne Naess and Matthew Fox. 

Berry complained that ethical
traditions know how to deal with
suicide, homicide, and even genocide
– but collapse entirely when
confronted with biocide, the extinction
of the vulnerable life systems of the
earth, and geocide, the devastation of
the earth itself. He urged that the
transformation of humanity’s priorities
would require what he called ‘the
great work’ in four realms of 
endeavour: the political and legal
order; the economic and industrial
world; education; and religion. He
advocated concrete changes including
population control, criticising the
Catholic church for its grievous short-
comings in that field, and respecting
and preserving the habitats of all living
things as a fundamental principle. 

William Nathan Berry was born in
Greensboro, North Carolina, where,
he recalled, childhood explorations in
woods and fields led to ‘numinous
experiences’. When he was 20, he
sought to remove himself from a
world he found ‘crassly commercial’
and entered a monastery of the
Catholic Passionist order, taking the
name Thomas. He was ordained but
pursued the life of a scholar, receiving
a doctorate from the Catholic
University of America with a 
dissertation on the philosophy of
history. 

He went to China in 1948 to 
teach at Fu Jen Catholic University in
Beijing, but after the birth of the
People’s Republic the following year
he returned to the US to study
Chinese language and culture. After
serving for three years as an army
chaplain in Germany, he began 
teaching at St John’s University and
Fordham University, both in New 
York, where he started the doctoral
programme in the history of religions
and where some of his students
formed a devoted coterie, focused
increasingly on religion and ecology. 

He was co-founder, in 1970, of the
Riverdale Centre of Religious Research
in the Bronx, New York, where he
worked until the 1990s, organising
international conferences on themes
such as Energy: Its Cosmic-Human
Dimensions. Berry’s influence on the
spiritual ecology movement was
described by Fox, its later exponent, 
as that of ‘a kind of new Moses leading
all religious people out of the bondage
of anthropocentrism to a land of
cosmology and ecology. He leads us
out of the land of “autism” (his word)
into a land of renewed communication
with other beings and other species
who are in fact very eager to
communicate, to reveal themselves 

to us’. 
In extending his concern beyond

our planet to the whole universe,
which he called ‘the quintessence of
reality’, Berry exceeded the agenda 
of current ecological thinking. He

asserted: ‘It is false to say that humanity
is the most excellent being in the
universe. The most excellent being in
the universe is the universe itself ’. But
here he was within the tradition of
Teilhard de Chardin and, earlier, of
Thomas Aquinas, who wrote: ‘God
wills that humans exist for the sake of
the perfection of the universe’. Even
earlier, an eco-Christian tradition was
alive in Saint Francis of Assisi. 

In defiance of his grim 
observations, Berry was cheerful,
funny and, unusually among ecological
writers, an optimist, believing that
humanity, after centuries of self-
centred despoliation, would eventually
take its place in the larger, inter-
dependent ‘communion of subjects’
(ie as opposed to objects) in the
cosmos. He called the coming new era
of conservation the ecozoic, following
65 million years of the destructive
cenozoic era. In his travels he often
carried a dog-eared copy of Black 
Elk speaks, the wisdom of a Native
American whose views had prefigured
his own. 

Obituary 

Professor Brian Goodwin, who has
died aged 78, was a key founder of
theoretical biology – a branch of 
mathematical biology that uses the
methods of mathematics and physics
to understand processes in biology. 
In recent years he became a leading
advocate of holistic science, in which
emotion and intuition rank equally
with rational analysis of natural
phenomena, aiming to lead science
away from an amoral notion of control
to an ethical sense of participation in

News review
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the unfolding story of life on earth.
Goodwin’s dedication to holistic
theory and practice led him to 
advocate that science and the 
humanities should be merged. 

Goodwin was born in Montreal,
Canada, and had some Native
American ancestry. He studied biology
at McGill University and emigrated to
Britain under a Rhodes scholarship to
study mathematics at Oxford. He
obtained his PhD at the University of
Edinburgh where he carried out
research in embryology under the
biologist Conrad Waddington. He
taught mathematics at Oxford
University and later at Sussex
University until 1983, when he became
a professor at the Open University. He
also held a research position at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology
and was a founding member of the
Santa Fe Institute, in New Mexico. 

While Darwinism stressed conflict
and competition, the “new biology”
advocated by Goodwin and others
claims that survival is “simply a matter
of finding a place where you can be
yourself ”. Many organisms that
survive, they argue, are not superior 

to those that have become extinct.
Evolution is “like a dance – it’s not
going anywhere, it’s simply exploring 
a space of possibilities,” Goodwin
argued in his most popular book, How
the Leopard Changed Its Spots: the
Evolution of Complexity (1994).
Goodwin’s work was in the tradition 
of Sir D’Arcy Wentworth Thompson,
whose 1917 book On Growth and
Form inspired a new “structuralist”
biology to explore the notion that
organisms are irreducible wholes that
give rise to structures that cannot be
understood on the basis of genes
alone. 

Goodwin came into conflict with
militant Darwinian evolutionists.
Richard Dawkins, the former professor
for public understanding of science at
Oxford University, however, conceded:
“I don’t think there’s much good
evidence to support [his thesis], but
it’s important that somebody like
Brian Goodwin is saying that kind of
thing, because it provides the other
extreme, and the truth probably lies
somewhere between.” 

For his part, Goodwin did not
reject basic Darwinism, only its

excesses, linking these to outmoded
notions of progress. In one article he
ridiculed “the Calvinist view that
people who have the greater 
accumulation of goods have proved
themselves superior in the race of life.
That, for me, is a whole lot of garbage
that can be chucked. Once you get rid
of it, you’re into a different set of
metaphors, related to creativity,
novelty for its own sake, doing what
comes naturally. Instead of the image
of organisms struggling up peaks in a
fitness landscape, doing ‘better than’ –
which is a very Calvinist work ethic –
there is the image of a creative dance.” 

On his retirement in 1992 he took
up residence at Schumacher College,
in Devon. He conducted MSc courses
in holistic science and used walks in
the countryside to demonstrate his
conviction that living organisms are
shaped by “natural forms”, as well as
evolution through the survival of the
fittest. He was an accomplished pianist
and often played the music of
Schubert, his favourite composer, to
his students. 
These obituaries are reproduced from
www.guardian.co.uk
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The global crisis 
and the arising 
of the ecological self
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Joanna Macy For more than four decades my work has been informed by systems theory, Buddhist teach-
ings and a lifelong commitment to social activism in movements for peace, justice, and a safe
environment.When we feel our interconnectedness in the web of life, we come to recognise
that we have the authority to take action on its behalf. I began developing the workshop
methodology called the Work That Reconnects in the 1970s. Since then it has helped many
thousands of people around the globe find insight, solidarity, and the courage to act on their
concerns about our world situation. My books explore psychological and spiritual issues of
the nuclear age, the cultivation of ecological awareness, and the fruitful resonance between
Buddhist thought and  contemporary science.

A remarkable development is occurring
in our time. It emerges in counter
response to the monoculture created
by the globalising forces of the 
industrial growth society. What is
emerging is an experience and 
understanding of the psyche that’s
very different from what is promoted
and required by the forces of industrial
capitalism, and it represents an
epochal shift in the sense of self. By
self I mean that metaphoric construct
of identity and agency, that hypothetical
piece of turf on which we construct
our strategies for survival, the notion
around which we focus our instincts
for self-preservation, our needs for self
approval, and the boundaries of our
self interest. Something is shifting
here: the conventional notion of the
self to which we have been conditioned
by mainstream culture is being 
undermined. 

To appreciate how significant this
arising is, let’s look at how this self is
construed by mainstream society and
the forces of the industrial growth
system. It is construed and experienced,
first of all, as separate. It is the
Cartesian observing eye viewing 
objectively from without. It is the 
mind that can and should manage the
physical world. As such, it is the crown
of creation. It is preferably aloof and

immune to what it does to other life
forms. Secondly, being separate, it is
also experienced as threatened by the
brokenness and suffering of this world,
and needs to be able to escape. It
imagines such escape in terms of 
transcendence from imperfection to
perfection, impure to pure, from 
darkness to light, from agitation to
serenity. So, the world itself is often
seen as a trap from which to extricate
oneself. Or as a battlefield on which
the forces of good and evil contend,
and where the natural world has no
role to play except as a backdrop to
one’s moral struggles. Thirdly, this self,
that we are urged to experience by our
current political economy, is so needy
of material comforts and material
accoutrements of success that these
must be secured at any cost. These
costs include ongoing resource wars,
the poverty and permanent 
indebtedness of less favoured 
countries, and destruction of the
beauty and integrity of the natural
world. 

Separate, threatened, needy.
Now, this trio follows directly, I
suggest, from the dynamics of a 
political economy that sets its goals
and measures its success by how fast 
it grows. Grows in what? Health?
Fertility? Wisdom? No. One thing only:
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corporate profits – and even the rate of growth needs to
increase from quarter to quarter, year to year; and unless
it does, it is viewed as stagnation, with a sense of looming
death if we aren’t continuing to expand. When you try to
maximise one variable in a system (say, corporate profits),
the system is thrown out of control. It becomes what’s
called a runaway system. 

These profits are made by extracting resources from
the living earth and fabricating them into goods and
weapons. Speedy turnover (where the money is made)
requires obsolescence. And that, of course, results in a lot
of waste. For some three decades now we have been
aware that we are extracting resources from the body of
earth faster than they can be renewed. And for almost that
long we’ve realised that our wastes are being dumped into
the body and atmosphere of earth at a far faster rate than
they can be absorbed. I think our bodies register this
more quickly than our conscious minds. In our dream
minds we sense that we’re on very thin ice. We can see
why social thinkers like David Korten call this system the
‘suicide economy’. 

Let me note that this is not some diabolical plot by 
evil people. Impersonal forces are at play. From both a
Buddhist and a systems theoretical perspective, the
dysfunction and suffering we face arise from three
mistakes we make, three poisons of the mind. They can 
be called greed, hatred and delusion, and they are very
closely tied together. The delusion is that you’re 
essentially separate from other life forms; therefore, you
need to quickly get what you can and push away what
threatens you. These three poisons have evolved massive
institutionalised forms. It’s these organised forms of
greed, hatred and ignorance that are driving industrial
capitalism and we are all hostage to them, particularly
those of us in its employ.  

What is the message of this system to its citizens? It 
is this: your comfort, your convenience and your safety
require the mountaintops of Appalachia to be blasted off
for cheaper access to coal. Or, your comfort, your 
convenience and your safety require huge areas of forest
to be stripped away so we can get at the oil in the tar
sands. Your comfort, your convenience and your safety
require not only the wreckage of mountains and forests
and rivers and streams and oceans, but of the peoples
who live around and over these resources. 

What does this do to the psyche, to the sense of self:
to even suspect that one’s comfort, convenience and 
security are dependent on such immeasurable abuse? 

But you hardly have time to think about that because
the industrial growth society requires your haste and your

speed. Time is accelerating under the pressure of market
and technological forces. The political economy also
requires that you have a thick skin. It requires your trust
in its superior wisdom. Especially when it withholds
knowledge from you, you trust that these secrets are
better held in the good keeping of those who are acting
for the industrial growth society. In short, it also requires
our obedience. Now some folks are ceasing to believe this
message, and saying ‘no thanks’. I want to read a poem
here by one of them, a young friend of mine named
Kirsten, from the state of Maine: 

I walk on the precarious edge
of the new and the old,
wanting to shed
the locks and lies
of a mechanical world,

eager to dive
into the smooth, cool
water of abundant life.

I am young.
I am a woman.
I live in a land where I can choose.

There are disco lights
and magnetic forces
pulling me into The Tunnel –
The Tunnel where everyone goes.

Almost everyone.

It vacuums up mall shoppers 
and telemarketers,
executives and bartenders.

It promises clean sheets 
and Mickey Mouse vacations,
automatic garage doors 
and cell phone communications.

If you choose The Tunnel 
you will never have to be cold
or hungry or alone.
There are pills to erase headaches;
drinks to down heartaches.
There are movies to make you laugh 
and cars that move you fast.
If you don’t like your face,
surgery will change its shape.
There is no need for God;
The Tunnel will keep you safe.

But, if you stop believing,
oh, if you stop believing…
The Tunnel will disintegrate 
and leave you swimming in a septic tank.

The global crisis and the arising of the ecological self
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My choice is clear.
I am stepping slowly 
into the quiet open land beyond.

There are no roads, no maps, no guides.
There is no insurance coverage, no training school.
Edible vegetation is sparse.

Rain trickles down my back
as I fumble with reeds to make a hat.
Through the mist 
I catch a thread of song 
and rise to see a band of barefoot sisters 
approach with open arms.

With nothing more than faith 
and grace our dance has just begun.

Kirsten’s response spells liberation from the sense 
of identity constructed by the industrial growth system;
liberation from the pathos of a shrunken sense of self, to
one that is interwoven, co-existent and co-extensive with
the natural world arising from the web of life: emerging,
immanent. This shift is immense. This shift is the source
of my jubilation and hope. It is fed by the convergence of
three rivers, that flow together in the emergence of this
ecological self. One is contemporary life sciences, 
particularly systems science. Another is ancient indigenous
voices and mystics in all religious traditions. And the third
is an upwelling of a deeply felt response within the human
heart-mind, a response that is not explicable in terms of
the self promoted by the industrial growth society. I’d like
to speak to these in turn.  

First, systems science, especially the first generation 
of systems thinkers, Ludwig von Bertholanffy, Norbert
Wiener, Gregory Bateson, Ervin Laszlo. Their questions
and insights brought about a perceptual revolution. They
turned around the lens through which we see reality and,
instead of seeing separate entities, things, substances, we
now see flows and currents interweaving to form dynamic
self-organising patterns of matter, energy, and information.
Norbert Wiener describes the self that such a perception
of reality engenders: ‘We are not substances that abide, 
we are patterns that perpetuate themselves; we are
whirlpools in rivers of ever flowing water’. The sense of
self shifts from noun to verb, from a separate enduring
entity that needs its comforts and defences, to a dancer 
in relationship to life around it. 

It’s wonderful in this era to be as old as I am because
you can see enormous changes in one lifetime. When I
was in university just 60 years ago, studying religious
thought, there was no notion that the earth was alive, no
reference to its possibly sacred nature. But today people
of all backgrounds are saying: ‘Wait a minute, our planet is
not just a supply house of raw materials or a sewer for our
waste; this is a living system, a living whole that we are
part of, and held by, and totally dependent upon’. Do you

know what that means? That means that we are learning
to see the earth as sacred. 

The systems view, if truly apprehended, frees us from
the notion that we can fix our world. The part can’t fix the
whole. We cannot repair our world like a broken car. But
we can take part in its self-healing, and we can do that in
countless ways. Whether by planting a garden or caring for
our children, synergies are released that foster that
healing.  

Deep ecology helps to spell out the existential 
implications of that systemic worldview. Arne Naess, the
Norwegian philosopher who coined the term, took the
search of the human mind for self-realisation, and cast it
into ecological terms. He saw that, as we mature and
evolve, we enlarge our capacity to connect, we extend our
self-interest, and we grow an ‘ecological self ’. As people
open up to that sense of self, they become less obedient,
harder to keep in line, less tolerant of abuses in their
name.  

The ecological self also frees us from moralising. The
care of the natural world arises instinctively, naturally,
without need for sermons and scoldings. Pushing the guilt
button doesn’t work; it’s better to just fall in love with the
natural world. 

The second of the three converging rivers is the grief
that we carry for the suffering and losses of our world. Try
as we might to suppress it, repress it, lock it up, shut it
down, or distract ourselves, we are all in grief. This is not
at all surprising since our larger body is the living earth,
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and since the losses and suffering that we’re causing
through our political economy are so vast. Other deep-felt
responses arise as well: fear, dread, anger, outrage. Taking
them together, I speak of them as our ‘pain for the world’.
This pain for the world is not reducible to any personal,
private pathology.  

In a counselling session back in my 30s, my distress
over the clear-felling of forests came up. The psycho-
therapist tried to persuade me that the problem was 
really my fear of my own sexuality, that the bulldozers
represented my libido. But in subsequent years it became
ever clearer to me that to be conscious of our world today
is to be aware of vast suffering and unprecedented peril.
And no-one is exempt from the pain this awareness 
brings. If we privatise that grief and dread, instead of
understanding it as healthy and even revelatory, we risk
shutting down our capacity to respond – our response-
ability. Of all the dangers we face, the greatest is the
deadening of our capacity to response. It blocks the
feedback loop essential to the adaptation and survival of
living systems.  

The group work I have undertaken and evolved over
the last three decades helps us to befriend our grief and
despair, and to reframe it. We reframe it as a capacity to
suffer with our world. As such it is a measure of our
humanity and a token of our evolution; it’s the literal
meaning of com-passion:, to ‘suffer with’. You are not
crazy, you are a compassionate being, like a Bodhisattva,
the hero in the Buddhist world tradition. Through our
very pain for the world, we can find the vitality of our
interconnectedness and the power of our solidarity. 

The third river following into the emergence of the
ecological self brings with it voices of mystics, poets, and
indigenous peoples. We are hearing them more swiftly
and clearly than even a generation ago. Coming forward
into our discourse from every major religion and earth
wisdom tradition, they testify to the interplay and 
reciprocal enrichment of all life forms. What this signifies
for the self is conveyed by this poem by Scott Momaday, 
a Native American teacher and poet.  

I am a feather on the bright sky.
I am the blue horse that runs on the plain.
I am the fish that rolls, shining, in the water.
I am the shadow that follows a child.
I am the evening light, the lustre of meadows.
I am an eagle playing with the wind.
I am a cluster of bright beads.
I am the farthest star.
I am the cold of the dawn.
I am the roaring of the rain.
I am the glitter on the crust of the snow.
I am the long track of the moon in the lake.
I am a flame of four colours.
I am a deer standing away in the dusk.
I am the angle of geese in the winter sky.
I am the hunger of a young wolf.
I am the whole dream of these things.
You see, I am alive. I am alive.
You see, I am alive.

A hundred years ago a young German poet conveyed the
same vast ecological dimension of the self. Rainer Maria
Rilke was 23-years-old when he wrote his Book of Hours. 
I opened them by chance one snowy morning in a Munich
bookstore – and found that they somehow reorganised
my perceptions of myself and my life. I felt that I had
failed in my spiritual vocation, that my life was just a
random patchwork of tutoring languages and government
jobs and being a wife and mother. I didn’t see any pattern
to it. Then I read the words: ‘Ich lebe mein Leben in 
wachsenden Ringen’. 

I live my life in widening circles 
that reach out across the world.
I may not ever complete this last one,
but I give myself to it.
I circle around God, that primordial tower.
I’ve been circling for thousands of years
and I still don’t know: am I falcon,
a storm or a great song?  

I read that and responded to those words long before I
discovered deep ecology. I think we were born to know
this. And we are reminded by the mystics, and the singers,
and the poets whom we need so much now, to free us
from conceptual patterns of hyper-individualism. To break
through to fresh thinking, you need the arts to provide
liberating imagery of our inter-existence in nature. A
marvellously evocative one is the Buddhist image of the
jewelled net of Indra. It evokes a hologram, as it portrays
the universe as a vast web where, at every node of the net
there is a jewel, a many-facetted jewel that reflects all the
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other jewels reflecting back. Each jewel represents a being
awake to the nature of its self, which contains the whole
because it reflects back the whole. 

To birth the ecological self, and de-condition us from
its habitual reactions of fear, futility and shutdown 
encouraged by the dominant system, there are certain
approaches and strategies that I have found to be helpful. 

One is to draw from all three of these rivers in my
work with people and to trust each one, swim gladly in
each one, the systems, the collective sorrow, and ancient
voices. 

Another is to work in groups. I find that the situation
of our world, the immensity of the dangers, their 
accumulating effects, their exponential growth, the 
suffering involved, is almost impossible to look at alone.
We need to do it together and I want to give you a poem
that conveys that. By Anita Barrows, it conveys how, if we
take each others hand, we can look at what we need to
see – look right into the face of Medusa without being
turned to stone.  

And I would travel with you to the places of our
shame,
the hills stripped of trees, the marsh grasses 
oil-slicked, steeped in sewage,
the blackened shoreline, the chemical poisoned
water.

I would stand with you in the desolate places,
the charred places, soil where nothing will ever
grow,
pitted desert, fields that burn slowly for months,
roots of cholla and chaparral 
writhing with underground explosions.

I would put my hand there with yours,
I would take your hand, I would walk with you.
through carefully planted fields,
rows of leafy vegetables 
drifting with radioactive dust,
through the dark of uranium mines 
hidden in the sacred gold red mountains.
I would listen with you in draughty hospital 
corridors 
as the miner cried out in the first language of pain,
the forgotten names of his mother.

I would stand with you in the forest’s final hour.
In the wind of helicopter blades, police sirens
shrieking,
the delicate tremor of light between leaves for the
last time.
Oh, I would touch with this love each wounded
place.”

You need to work in groups because it’s very important
for each of us to know that this sorrow is not ours alone.
It is not a private experience. It provides the basis for 
solidarity of effective response. 

Thirdly, it is important to name this collective response
and the magnitude of it. I name it as a key component 
of the epochal transition from industrial capitalism to a
life-sustaining society. To talk about the great turning
helps people see their lives within a larger and meaningful
context. Equally valuable is to help people to see that this
can happen at the same time as the great unravelling,
the exponential destruction of ecological and social
systems being wrought by this runaway political economy. 

Fourthly, I like to celebrate with people our capacity to
accept uncertainty, to proceed toward crucial goals when
there are absolutely no guarantees of success. As legends
and adventure stories make clear, our alertness, creativity
and solidarity are honed by the knife-edge of uncertainty.
Yet many people hold back from getting engaged until
they feel they can make a decisive difference. So it’s of
practical importance to remember that there are never any
guarantees in life, it’s the nature of life. You fall in love
with someone, is there a guarantee you’re going to have a
long-term happy relationship? You go into labour, is there
a guarantee you’re going to have a healthy delivery? You
plant seeds in the ground, is there a guarantee there will
be enough moisture and warmth to yield a bumper crop?
No. There never is a guarantee; it’s not the nature of life.
We’re always operating in the field of uncertainty. I would
honour that uncertainty with another poem. It is Rainer
Maria Rilke’s last sonnet to Orpheus: 
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Quiet friend who has come so far,
feel how your breathing makes more space 
around you.
Let this darkness be a bell tower 
and you the bell. As you ring,

what batters you becomes your strength.
Move back and forth into the change.
What is it like, this intensity of pain? 
If the drink is bitter, change yourself to wine.

In this un-containable night,
be the mystery at the crossroads of your senses,
the meaning discovered there.
And if the world has ceased to hear you,
say to the silent earth, I flow.
And to the rushing waters speak, I am.

And so the fifth strategy. Now in such an uncertain world,
the one thing you can count on is your intention. It is
interesting that in both systems-thinking and Buddhist
teachings, the self is actually identified with choice-
making. You become yourself through the actions you
choose.  

Strategy number six is to use role-plays, rituals and
interactive exercises; to use our moral imagination to
recognise the importance of intention, and to free our
intentions from the personae or roles with which we are
identified. To step aside from these customary roles and
speak on behalf of another life form or a human form so
that a very different part of our world moves us beyond
our self-concerns, and broadens our sense of the life that
is in us. 

Finally, I find it extremely effective to develop and use
exercises that widen the temporal context of our lives. In
other words, to invite people to enter what I call deep
time. This eases the driven-ness and speediness we suffer
under in the industrial growth society. It also helps to free
us from dependence on seeing the results of our own
actions. Through improvisations and meditations, as well

as conceptual discourse, we open to vaster dimensions of
the space-time in which we are held. We glimpse its
immensities and how far it extends before and after this
particular lifetime of ours. We see that the global problems
and perils confronting us are so deeply rooted that we’re
probably not going to see them resolved in our lifetime.
And that becomes okay. When you’re freed from needing
to see the results of your own actions, that’s such a relief.  

Here, to close, is a poem inviting us into deep time
and into our embeddedness in the living body of earth.
Let these words by Sue Silvermarie invoke our ecological
self. 

From whence my hope I cannot say 
except it grows in the cells of my skin,
in my envelope of mysteries it hums.
In this sheath so akin to the surface of earth it
whispers.

Beneath the moaning and dissonance in the world,
hope’s song grows until I know that with this
turning
we put a broken age to rest.
We who are alive at such a cusp 
now usher in a thousand years of healing.

Wingéd ones and four leggeds, grasses and 
mountains
and each tree, all the swimming creatures and 
even we, weary two-leggeds hum and call 
and create the changing song.

We remake our relations;
we convert our minds to the Earth.
In this turning time we finally learn 
to chime and blend and attune our voices,
sing the vision of the Great Magic we move within.

We begin the new habit:
getting up glad! 
for a thousand years of healing.
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Eco-psychology: an
eco-spiritual view
from the East
Satish Kumar
Editor, Resurgence Magazine

I have been editing Resurgence Magazine for the past 35 years and have been teaching
at Schumacher College for the past 20 years. During this time I have been passionately
inspired by the beauty and mystery of the natural world and I have tried to convey that
inspiration through my writings, teachings and editing.

In the Indian tradition we have a word
for seeing; a very sacred word, and it 
is the word darshan. We say that
darshan involves our two eyes but
also, and more importantly, our third
eye. For when you see with your third
eye you can see things which two 
eyes cannot see. You see much more.
You see further, beyond. You see 
holistically. And when you are able to
see with your third eye you create a
fragrance that increases your energy.
And once you are able to see with
your third eye, and you create these
good vibrations, liberation becomes as
easy as detaching a ripe fruit from its
stem. Then, once you are liberated
from all bondage in this way, your
death results in immortality. The
Sanskrit mantra for this process is
called the maha mrityunjaya mantra.
Maha means great; mriyun means
death; jaya means victory. And it’s a
very ancient Hindu mantra, though
actually it has nothing to do with
Hinduism. For it’s a universal mantra,
which I’m told His Holiness the Dalai
Llama chants every day for 48 minutes.
Every day! So, seeing with the third
eye is the beginning, and we always
have to ask ourselves ‘am I seeing only
with my two eyes (a very superficial
seeing) or am I going deeper, beyond,
and seeing with my third eye – 
holistically.  

I think that for a conference about
psychology and ecology – about

humanity and earth – maha mrityunjaya
is a very important mantra. For we
humans have somehow disconnected
ourselves from nature, and we have
come to believe that nature is ‘out
there’. And so we humans not only
think we are separate from nature, but
even that we are somehow superior 
to nature; that we are the superior
species. In our time, nationalism is
something we are trying to be free of;
racism too, and sexism. But we are 
not yet trying to free ourselves of
species-ism: the assumption that we
human species are separate and
disconnected and so should be the
rulers of the natural world. I believe
this psychological phenomenon is the
root of many of our physical, mental
and emotional diseases. Which is why
I want to say that before we ask a
psychotherapist to make us healthy,
the first step should be to change this
way of thinking. That instead we
should see that we are nature; that
nature is not ‘out there’; that we
ourselves are nature. Are we not made
of the same stuff, the same elements
as the natural world – of earth, air, fire,
water, space; and of the same kind of
imagination, creativity, consciousness,
soul, psyche, spirit that fills the natural
world? For nature too has soul. 

The root meaning of the words
natal and nature is the same: natal,
nativity native. We are born and we
die, like everything in nature. So only
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when we realise that we are nature do we become
connected to the whole. And in the moment that we are
connected, we realise that we are all related – not only
with our family and friends and neighbours and our 
countrymen or even all humanity – but also with the 
not-human world of plants and animals. The moment 
we realise that we are related we become friends of the
earth. You should know that the Buddha puts the word
friendship above all other words. When the Buddha was
in his last days his disciples asked him in what form he
would come back: as a great teacher or great prophet?
And the Buddha told them he would come back as
maitreya. Maitreya means friend. So, if we want to 
experience Buddhahood, we have to see all nature as a
friend. And in meeting the Buddha in that friendship, in
those relationships, we realise we are all related. And the
moment we realise this, the seeds of holistic health – the
health of psyche, soul, of bodies and mind – begin to 
take shape. 

But human arrogance deludes us into believing that
we are the superior species; that we rule nature, and so
we can do what we like, because the earth is ours. We 
can cut down the rainforests, pollute the rivers, over-fish
the oceans, conquer nature. The guiding philosophy of
the last 300 years (call it the Cartesian worldview, the
enlightenment project, the notion of pure reason) tells us
we can do what we like to nature because it’s all out there,
for us. But to value nature only in terms of its usefulness
to human beings seems to me the symptom of a deep
psychic disease. And now that nature ‘out there’ is 
protesting, indeed we have become more fearful: fearful
that we are all doomed. But if in reality we are related,
then we ought not to be afraid of nature, our relative.
Instead, since the earth takes care of us, you and I should
take care of the earth, for we are one family.  

This arrogant mind-set of superiority over nature has
created an egocentric civilisation. In my view the arrogance
of dualism, of the Cartesian separation of mind and
matter, has been the fundamental cause of our current
psychological, ecological and spiritual predicament. So 
we will have to make a big shift – from this egocentric
worldview to an ecocentric worldview. Eco means 
relationship, and it comes from the Greek root oikos,
which means home. Our earth, our home. And what is a
home? When you go home after a conference like this,
you don’t just go home to bricks and mortar. No, it’s 
relationships that make your home. Oikos implies a place
of relationships. And so the eco-centred psyche is a
psyche of relatedness and the ego-centred psyche is a
psyche of isolation. We have put individuality on a very
high pedestal: me, my benefit, my welfare, my ownership,
my land, my house.  

I wrote a book in response to Descartes’ idea that I
think, therefore I am. I called it You are, therefore I am: 
a world of relatedness. You are, therefore I am. As I
speak to you now, who is it that makes me a speaker? It’s
not just that I have a few ideas to communicate, not just
my being able to put a few words together that makes me

a speaker. If you were not here, I could be here shouting
to myself and I would not be a speaker. It’s you who make
me a speaker. It’s a reciprocal relationship. So the earth is,
therefore I am; my ancestors are, therefore I am; my
parents… my teachers… my great ancestors like the
Buddha and Mahatma Ghandi and our ancestors like
Shakespeare and Bach and Beethoven… therefore I am.
All those beings are in us. For we don’t just drop out of a
blue sky one day and become individuals, we carry the
genes of our ancestors from millions of years back.  

‘Who am I?’ is a perennial question. Am I just my 
small identity: Satish; am I my secondary identities, the
owner of this house, editor of this magazine, writer of 
this book, with this skin colour, this religion, this political
philosophy? All these Is are in the sphere of ego-centred
identity. But when I move beyond that sphere and I see
that I am related to the universe and that the whole of the
universe is in me, then I realise I’m a part of the whole of
the universe. Then I see that there’s nothing out in the
universe which is not in me. The moment I expand my
consciousness, the moment I am connected with the
whole of the universe, I am able to touch the mind of
God. Steven Hawking, writing his book, The brief history
of time, alludes to this idea in the last paragraph of his
book (I think he should have started with that paragraph).
There he suggests that knowing the mind of God is very
simple, that you don’t have to write a 300-page brief
history of time, because the moment you are in that time
you are actually touching the mind of God. Not by looking
at history, not by objectively, intellectually, analytically,
objectively observing the scientific history of nature, but
by feeling one with it.  

According to the Indian thinking, God is not 
somewhere out of this world, separate from this world.
Perhaps the God who created the world in six days and
went to sleep on the seventh day – and it’s supposed to
be He – is either still sleeping or, is somewhere pulling 
the strings that control everything. But, for the Indians,
creation was not a six-day event in the past. For us it is a
continuous process that is happening every moment, and
in which we are all co-creators. This continuous creation
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is depicted metaphorically in Hindu terminology as Shiva
dancing the universe. If you go to India and visit some of
our temples, particularly in south India you will see – in
the temples of Chennai and Chengalpattu and that area –
statues in brass, in bronze, in copper, in stone, in wood, in
many, many different materials of Shiva dancing in a circle
of fire. That’s the image of the universe, of creation: the
universe as a dancing process. Evolution, as my late friend
Brian Goodwin used to say, is a dance, going nowhere.
Evolution is a dance not a linear process; a story, and the
story is not linear as history is. A story always goes around.
Brian Swimme and Thomas Berry called it the story of the
universe, not the history of the universe.  

To connect with nature we need to be in nature
ourselves. But we are mostly stuck in our built
environment, and we hardly have time to go out in

nature. This afternoon Emma from The Eden Project 
took some of us wild foraging, and that for me, was a real
healing process. When I came away I was inspired. I can
speak to you as a healthy 73-year-old man, and I feel this
energy comes from wild nature. But I think the new
generation, especially young people, are becoming more
afraid of nature. They say, ‘I can’t go out, it’s raining. I
can’t go out, it’s snowing. I can’t go out, it’s windy’. 
What’s wrong with rain and snow and wind? Put a jacket
on, it will be all right. 

The organisation English Nature has a new project
called the Natural Health Service! It’s a new kind of NHS.
And it is suggesting that every citizen should spend at 
least half an hour every day out in nature. We, in England,
spend something like £400 billion a year on our so-called
National Health Service. But it’s really a National Illness
Service. £400 billion. You have to ask, why are we so ill?
Why are we so sick that taxpayers have to cough up £400
billion every year, and yet still we have waiting lists? So
much money, so much bureaucracy and still our society is
ill. My recipe for the National Health Service would be to
turn it into a Natural Health Service and so reduce the
need for medicine by taking more time in nature. Because
when you are attuning with nature, touching the soil and
gardening, planting a tree or picking the fruit, you are not
only learning how to be healthy psychologically and 
physically, but also how to be an enlightened being. 

My mother used to say that nature is the greatest
teacher. The trees, she would say, are the greatest teachers,
even greater than the Buddha. Now, to say in India that
anything is greater than the Buddha is really saying 
something, because there is no-one greater than the
Buddha! But my mother said even the Buddha had learnt
from nature. While sitting under a tree he experienced
prat?tyasamutp?da – the co-dependent arising. Sitting
under the tree he saw that the whole of existence is 
interdependent and interconnected. And when somebody
asked the Lord Buddha, the Enlightened One, where he
had learned this wisdom, of compassion, of forgiveness, of
these wonderful qualities, the Buddha, who was sitting
with both hands on top of each other, lifted one hand and
touched the earth and said ‘I learnt my wisdom from 

the earth’. Another time he was standing by a lake, and 
somebody asked ‘How do you teach all these wonderful
things, where do you get this wisdom?’ the Lord Buddha
picked up a lotus flower and said, ‘It’s the flower who is
my teacher’. That, for me, is the way to enlightenment,
the way to be healed and learn unconditional love. When
you go to an apple tree, you experience the unconditional
generosity of that apple tree. It will never ask whether you
have your Visa card! The fruit is a free gift, and the tree
makes no discrimination, no condition. You are a saint,
have apples. You are a sinner, have apples. You are clever,
have apples. You are a fool, have apples. Whoever you are,
have apples. Can you learn that kind of indiscriminating,
unconditional, unlimited love and generosity from any
book? You don’t need a Bible or a Koran or the Bhagavad
Gita or the Ramayana or the Had Sutra. You don’t need
anything. Just go, as the Buddha went and sat under a
tree, or as Jesus Christ went and sat in the desert. Or as
the Uppanishads and Vedas tell us ‘Go, and sit in the
forest’. The Indian culture is really a forest culture, not at
all an industrial civilisation, but forest culture.  

So, that is the way to heal your psyche, or heal your
body, the way to be enlightened, to learn how to love. And
there’s no money needed, no need to go to a conference.
Simply take your two legs and two feet and walk out. I
once walked from India to Moscow and then on to Paris
and London and Washington DC. I walked 8,000 miles,
touching the earth. That was the longest and greatest
meditation I have done. And one thing I learnt is that
unless you make peace with nature, unless you make
peace with the earth you cannot make peace with 
yourself. Because you are a child of the earth and you
cannot just live like an isolated individual in your head, in
your mind, in your books, in your technology, in your
computers, in your emails, in your iPods, in all the things
you have. They are all isolating you. You can have them all,
but it should not be at the cost of losing your connection
with the natural world. If you disconnect even more from
the natural world, you will end up spending maybe a trillion
pounds a year, and still the nation will not be healthy.  

Any fool can make things complicated, and the
National Health Service is making things very complicated.
Instead I propose a simple answer: lets make it a rule that
all the work in our offices and factories and businesses
should be done in four days a week, and on the fifth day
everyone should be free to go out in nature and enjoy
themselves. Recuperate, become healthy, fish, garden,
swim, canoe, do what you like. Take the fifth day as your
holiday and then come home on the sixth and seventh
day to bake your bread. There are three million people
unemployed in Britain so why not make a four-day
working week? If we worked four days a week and 
dedicated the fifth day to creating health I think the NHS’s
£400 billion would soon be reduced to £100 billion or £50
billion. And we would all become much more healthy.  

So I’m elaborating only one simple message: that we
should reconnect with nature and move from an ego-
centric worldview to an ecocentric worldview. 
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The living mountain:
attachment to landscape
and its importance in
regulating emotions
Martin Jordan
Senior lecturer, counselling and psychotherapy,
School of Applied Social Science, University 
of Brighton

I am passionate about the natural world. My interest in nature and therapy has 
developed through my work with and participation in men’s groups and nature-based
therapy experiences. I am a keen horticulturalist and mountain walker.At times of
personal crisis and struggle I have used nature as a co-therapist. Spending time in
nature has helped to centre and ground me, giving me the space and support to deal
with my issues. I believe that deep within us there is a stored memory of our ancestors’
intimacy with nature.

Introduction 
The title of this paper was drawn from
a book by Nan Shepard called The
living mountain: A celebration of
the Cairngorn mountains of
Scotland.1 I came across the book
after I had returned from a trip 
training as a mountain leader in the
Carneddau mountian range of
Snowdonia. The experience, although
useful in terms of ‘hard’ skills in the
mountains, had depressed me. I found
my fellow participants, largely male
climbers, seemed to relate to the
mountain in a very different way to
me, routes, summits, struggles,
achievements dominated their
discourse of the mountain. I was much
more interested in relating to the
mountains, how they made me feel,
how I experienced them on all levels,
physical, emotional, psychological and

spiritual. In relating to the mountain 
in a profoundly different way Nan
Shepard’s book spoke to me. She says:

‘It is a journey into Being: for
as I penetrate more deeply
into the mountain’s life, I
penetrate also into my own.
For an hour I am beyond
desire. It is not ecstasy, that
leap out of oneself that makes
man like a god. I am not out
of myself, but in myself. I am.
To know Being, that is the
final grace accorded from the
mountain.’1

As the current ecological crisis grows 
– which at its heart is a crisis of 
relationship – how we form deep and
meaningful attachments to natural
places is central to our survival. These
deep and meaningful attachments to
the natural world are central to our
wellbeing and mental health and the
future of the planet.

Attachment to the
natural world 
Attachment theory places the role of
mother (or caregiver) as central to the

Summary 
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not just to other humans; a

deep connectedness to the

natural world is one of the

love-relationships we form in

infancy.At the heart of our

current  ecological crisis, are

fundamental problems of

dependency and vulnerability.
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between self and nature.
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collective maturity will entail
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and other uncomfortable

emotions, psychotherapy will

have a vital part to play in

developing this larger 

‘ecological self ’.
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infant’s developing sense of sense and emotional stability.2
Bowlby’s original research into attachment3 has achieved
worldwide recognition. He proposed that we develop
internal working models of attachment, ranging from
secure to insecure, the subsets of which are avoidant,
ambivalent and disorganised. Ainsworth4 developed these
ideas further, subjecting them to experimental research,
developing the strange situation experiment. The 
experiment looked at how an infant dealt with separation
from their caregiver while in the presence of a stranger,
and how attachment behaviour, secure, insecure and
avoidant , could be seen in the infant’s responses. The
early experience for the infant is a state of subjective
oneness with the world and an undifferentiated sense of
self.5 The movement between dependence and 
independence, towards a mature state of dependence, is
described by Searles both in relation to the mother and
what Searles terms the ‘nonhuman environment’.

‘The human being is engaged, throughout 
his lifespan, in an unceasing struggle to 
differentiate himself increasingly fully, not 
only from his human, but also from his 
nonhuman environment, while developing, 
in proportion as he succeeds in these 
differentiations, an increasingly meaningful
relatedness with the latter environment as 
well as with his fellow human beings.6

There has been a convincing argument based on sound
research that babies grow their own minds in relation 
to the primary caregiver.7 Schore8 focuses on infant
attachment and the primary caregiver’s psychobiological
regulation of the infant’s limbic system as it matures, and
how this is closely related to the infant’s autonomic
nervous system in the form of an ability to cope with
stress, proposing that the attachment relationship is
central to helping the infant cope with stress. The ability
to regulate our emotional world and maintain good
mental health from this perspective is intrinsically linked
to attachment in early infancy. The capacity to experience
union with another, and therefore a felt sense of 
attachment to nature,9 results from early positive 
experience of the self-being with another.2 Without this
fundamental positive early experience and the 
development of the capacity to relate, meaningful 
attachments are difficult to form. 

Evidence of the benefits of nature
for our mental and emotional 
wellbeing 
Studies place contact with nature as central to our ability
to maintain and restore positive psychological mood
states.10 The role nature plays in maintaining and restor-
ing our emotional equilibrium is a growing area of
research. A recent report by MIND11 found that green
spaces have an important positive impact on mood states
in mental health. Fonagy et al12 present us with the idea

of affect regulation, a process whereby the individual is
able to maintain a regulatory position in relation to his or
her own mood states, maximising positive and minimising
negative mood states. This capacity is intrinsically linked 
to good attachments formed in early infancy that help the
infant to regulate its own emotional mood states. I think
there is strong evidence, especially from research in 
environmental psychology, that argues that people use
natural environments to help them shift negative mood
states and maintain positive ones. In this sense contact
with nature is essential in order to help us regulate our
mood and maintain good mental health and recent 
developments in mental health promotion are starting to
argue this.13

In some sense the dominant attachment pattern that
industrialised societies have to nature is one of avoidance
and ambivalence. Searles6 makes a similar point, seeing
relatedness to the non-human environment as one of the
transcendentally important facts of human living, and the
ambivalence we feel towards it, in the way we ignore its
importance to us, as the source of problems in 
psychological wellbeing.

Ecopsychology14 is a movement that has grown in
recent years, exploring the importance of our psychological
relationship to the natural world. It sees the importance 
of our emotional bond with the planet and how the 
severance of this bond is due in the main to modernism
and industrialisation, is at the root of some of our current
destructive relationship to the natural world and the
resultant psychological, emotional and physical distress
that is caused by the disruption of this bond. 

Shepard,15 in his treatise ‘nature and madness’, argues
that most of us fail to become as mature as we could be,
that we act on primitive fears and fantasies, located in our
unconscious world yet acting as a driving force to our 
relationships both with each other and to the planet. In
terms of development, Shepard argues that the shape of
all otherness grows out of the maternal relationship.
However, like Searles, he proposes that this relationship 
is against the backdrop of the physical environment that
surrounds both infant and mother. In the course of
human evolution this setting took the form of living
plants, wild birds, sun, rain, wind, mud and the taste and
texture of earth and bark, the sounds of animals and
insects. These surroundings were swallowed, internalised,
and incorporated as parts of the self. But because modern
society is so out of touch with this inner reality, it has, 
says Shepard suffered an ‘ontogenic’ crippling. The 
consequences are that we project our adolescent 
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narcissism, oedipal fears, ambivalence and inconsistency
on to the environment. And so historically, our culture has
marched away from nature, deluded by an infantile sense
of omnipotence that turns our private nightmares of 
separation into unsustainable technologies whose result is
ever worsening habitat attrition and broken climates.

For millennia we have lived an intimate existence
within nature, and to all intents and purposes we still do.
We are intrinsically connected to water, food and the
turning of the seasons and, of course, to the climate.
Technological development has fostered our ability (in 
the western world) to exist primarily within urban or 
semi-urban environments allowing us to disconnect from
nature, changing and challenging our sense of identity 
and affecting our mental health.16

The biophilia hypothesis put forward by Edward
O.Wilson17 is that human beings have an innate tendency
to focus on life and life-like processes. Wilson believes 
that we are biologically programmed genetically to seek
kinship with the more-than-human world. The biophilia
hypothesis implies that human identity and personal 
fulfilment essentially depend on our relationship with
nature; that the human need for nature is linked not just
to our material exploitation of the environment, but also
to the influence the natural world has on our emotional,
cognitive, aesthetic, and even spiritual development.
Kellert says 

‘The manifold ways by which human beings 
are tied to the remainder of life is poorly 
understood. The term biophilia may do well in
drawing attention to psychological phenomena
that rose from deep history, that stemmed from
interaction with the natural environment, 
and are now likely to reside in the genes them-
selves.’18

There is a body of evidence drawing on research from
environmental psychology that has explored the effects of
nature on human perception, emotions, behaviour and
cognition. It has been found, for instance, that the quality
and content of the view from a hospital window has a
significant affect on a patient’s rate of recovery after
abdominal surgery.19

Ecotherapy practices to reconnect
to nature 
Ecotherapy is an umbrella term for nature-based methods
of physical and psychological healing. It represents a new
form of psychotherapy that acknowledges the vital role of
nature and addresses the human-nature relationship.20

Ecotherapists are expanding notions of ‘therapy’ beyond
the idea that psychological distress is just some intra-
psychic, biomedical interior experience. Ecotherapies seek
a more systemic and holistic understanding, at the heart
of which is a recognition of our reciprocal relationship
with nature and the healing effects of this realisation.

Clinebell first coined the term ecotherapy in his book
Ecotherapy: Healing ourselves, healing the earth.21

He posits a form of ‘ecological spirituality’ whereby our
holistic relationship with nature encompasses both
nature’s ability to nurture us through our contact with
natural places and spaces, and our capacity to respond to
this healing connection by taking care of the natural
world. In this sense ecotherapy has always shared a close
relationship to ecopsychology, placing human-nature 
relationships within a reciprocal healing (as well as a
disconnected and destructive) relationship with nature.
Just as psychotherapy can be described as applied or 
clinical psychology. recent developments, particularly in
America, have placed ecotherapists in the role of 
‘practising clinicians’, effectively viewing ecotherapy as
‘applied’ or clinical ecopsychology. There are many kinds
of ecotherapy, including horticultural therapy, ‘green’
exercise, animal-assisted therapy, wilderness therapy,
natural lifestyle therapy, eco-dreamwork, community
ecotherapy, dealing with eco-anxiety and eco-grief and
many more. All these practices aim to facilitate 
reconnection to natural environments, but not simply in
order to ‘feel good in nature’: Eco-psychology proposes
that by developing a holistic, interdependent relationship
with the natural world, humankind can restore both its
own physical, emotional and psychological health, and 
the health of the planet. 

Developing an ‘ecological self ’ 
We need models of thinking and being that take us
beyond the divide of subject and object, human and 
environment. We need to see ourselves as indivisibly part
of the natural world rather than somehow standing apart
from it. Yet in so many ways the fragmented nature of our
thinking – our psychological, moral and political ideas –
are all armed against such holism. Mary Midgely22

proposes we need to move towards Gaian forms of 
thinking. Gaian thinking draws on James Lovelock’s22

conception of the earth as a self regulating inter-
dependent system, wherein individuals inhabit multiple
roles, each of them crucially shaped by their relationships
with others. Lovelock implies that no single part of a
system is inherently valuable except in relationship to
other parts. 

Deep ecology sees the ultimate goal of all species who
inhabit the earth – not just humans – as self-realisation.
Arne Naess was one of the originators of the deep 
ecology movement,24 and others have advocated that this
paradigm shift is necessary if western culture is to move
towards a more ecologically harmonious existence.
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Throughout history there have been several examples
of sustainable interdependence with nature, where
healthy attachments have been formed in infancy and
sustained in adulthood. Some aspects of indigenous
culture are a good example of reciprocal relationality.
Aboriginal culture existed for at least 40,000 years
unchanged prior to colonisation by European settlers, a
culture intrinsically linked to the land, in what Aboriginals
still see not as an environment with different geographical
aspects, but as a profoundly metaphysical landscape
capable of expressing their deepest spiritual yearnings.25

For the Aboriginal, land and self were not separable: from
early infancy both were felt as interdependently related.
The more-than-human world was incorporated as a part 
of an ecological self.26 From the perspective of eco-
psychology, the sense of being an ecological self rooted in
good emotional attachments to human and non-human
worlds is what promotes good mental health and stable
emotional adjustment.

Conclusion 
The ecological crisis is a crisis of relationship, therefore to
start to address the problems of stable, reciprocal and
holistic forms of attachment to nature we have to start
addressing these relationships. Attachment theory (and a
lot of theorising in psychotherapy and psychology) is
potentially limited by its failure to include the natural
world as part of a meaningful and essential system of 
interdependent relationships which are intrinsic to our
deepest sense of self. 

We need to move towards holism in our thinking and
perhaps Gaian thinking offers us a way of doing this.
Because by fragmenting our knowledge systems in the
western world, we have come to see the problems of
psyche, subjectivity and culture industrialisation as 
unconnected to the causes of occupational stress, 
alienation, depression and anxiety.27 But if we continue
with this intellectual bias, which is so hostile to lived 
experience and ignores our embodied experiential reality,
then our problems will only continue, potentially leading
us toward personal and communal disaster. 

To prevent this disaster the environmentalist pioneer
Aldo Leopold asks us to ‘think like a mountain’.28 An
action, he suggested, is right if it tends to preserve the
integrity, stability and beauty of the biotic community. And
therefore, according to Leopold, we have to come into a
new relationship with the mountain, in order to know
more fully that our being is fundamentally attached and
dependent on nature, and that this is essential to a 
coherent and holistic self.  
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What we do to the
earth, we do to
ourselves
Isabel Clarke
Consultant clinical psychologist 

The subject matter of the Landscapes of the Mind conference combined my two
passions: understanding mental health, and in particular the role of that other,
spiritual/psychotic way of experiencing, and the environment and the future of the
planet. My interest in spirituality has been lifelong and was behind my original field 
of study: medieval history. Interest in mental health and psychology was sparked by
bewilderment at the breakdown of a friend, and how she was treated by services.
The fate of the planet I regard as the foremost justice issue of our day.

Introduction 
My intention is to draw out a deep
connection between our human
wholeness and wellbeing, and the 
sickness or health of the earth that
sustains us, and the other creatures
with whom we share this planet. My
starting point will be an understanding
of the human being that reveals our
self-sufficient individuality as partially
illusory. In this paper, I will outline a
cognitive model that underpins the
dual aspect of humans. This model
gives equal weight to self-conscious
individualism, and to the reality of our
interconnectedness. Recognition of
this dual aspect provides a sound start-
ing point for rebuilding our fractured
relationship with the planet, and it has
with implications for psychotherapy,
and for the future of us all.

Teach your children that we
have taught our children that
the earth is our mother.
Whatever befalls the earth
befalls the sons of earth1

These words were not as many
believe, spoken by Chief Seattle in the
mid 19th century. They were actually
written in the 1970s by a man named
Ted Perry, a Hollywood scriptwriter.
However, they were crafted to reflect

the eloquence of the real Chief Seattle
speech, and the spirit it conveyed, and
to reflect the contrast between the
attitude of the indigenous peoples of
America to the earth and its non-
human species, and the way the white
settlers regarded them both. 

It was perfectly possible in the
1970s to see where things were going.
Today it is impossible to ignore it. The
living ecology of the earth has too
long been ignored by industrial and
post-industrial societies, and seen
purely as a source of raw materials,
something to be despoiled, and as a
repository for waste. For a while we
appeared to be able to get away with
that, but at what cost to ourselves and
our being? Now the living ecology of
the earth is making its sickness plain,
and this distress has already woken
many of us up to the unsustainability
and destructiveness of this relation-
ship.

I trained as a clinical psychologist
because I wanted to understand
mental breakdown and what to do
about it. Twenty years on, I have some
ideas about this, based both on clinical
practice and the research literature.
The first clue as to why the human
organism is so prone to fall apart is
that the brain is not a unitary system;
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what they felt was beyond or within the earth, and to gods
and goddesses. Further, relationship is reciprocal (an idea
I’ve stolen from cognitive analytic therapy):3 we are
created by, at the same time as we create, relationship.
Just as the quality of our relationship with important
others, shapes our sense of self, so does our relationship
with the earth and its nonhuman creatures. So for
instance, if we deal with the earth, and non-human 
creatures, or vulnerable peoples in ways that are 
exploitative and contemptuous, this eats away at our own
integrity. And I believe it is possible that our unavoidable
involvement in a society that does this is now acting as a
constant sore deep within our being.  

Understanding spirituality 
This model says something about human beings: that we
co-regulate one another; that we are inherently unstable
when in isolation; that we are continually in flux, that our
relationships have moral consequences, and that the 
relation self-senses this. It also offers a way of 
understanding spirituality as essentially human, an integral
aspect of our implicit experience that we are related to 
the whole. 

I hypothesise that in terms of our sub-systems model,
we encounter a spiritual quality of experience when the
relational-implicational subsystem is in the ascendant, but
in the absence of the self -focused emotions that usually
dominate our attention. In such states we may experience
being in relation to the whole. It might for instance be
mediated by an experience of beauty, of nature, or of a
more abstract apprehension of God or the absolute. In the
short term such experiences are generally perceived as
ecstatic and awe-inspiring, but they entail a loss of all the
customary bearings – of what we think of as our normal
reality – in which our sense of self is grounded. So it is not
healthy to spend too long in states such as these. I like to
use the term ‘trans-liminal’ to describe them, to free them
of the baggage of other descriptors (mystical, psychotic
etc). Ultimately, whether these experiences are beautiful,
or on the other hand nightmarish journeys where 
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it is modular, and some bits developed (evolutionarily)
before others. On a good day they work together and
together they process information coherently – but not all
days are good days. The theory that makes most sense of
this, drawing on decades of cognitive experimentation, is
interacting cognitive subsystems.2 This proposes that the
modules are organised by two, rather than one higher
order systems, and that there is no boss system. This idea
further implies that there is a gap between the two main
subsystems; a gap we are mostly unaware of when they
work seamlessly together – which they do most of the
time – passing information between them. When they
work well together the parallel systems allows us 
simultaneously to take the emotional temperature of 
any situation, while also making a thoughtful, accurate
estimate of what’s going on. 

However, this seamless interaction tends to break
down in states of very high and very low arousal. To be
human is to know what it is like to be in a flap, and unable
to think clearly: once the body has switched into flight
and fight mode in response to perceived threat, fine
grained thought goes out the window. And in our dreams
we enter another dimension where logic is totally absent.
Similarly, the application of certain spiritual disciplines, or
certain psycho-active substances, can effect a de-coupling
between the two sub-systems during waking life, so 
affording a different quality of experience where any sense
of individuality is lost, and we feel merged into something
far larger than our separate self. Call this if you wish the
whole. 

Relationship and the implicational
subsystem 
The non-rational implicational subsystem is this older
part of our make-up, which we share with our non-human
ancestors. Its functioning regulates our sense of 
relatedness, of having a place in webs of connectedness.
For instance we are familiar with everyday experiences of
being, as it were, porous to other people, that we subtly
blend with those who we ‘have a relationship’ with.
Studies in group process and the therapeutic concept of
transference illustrate that these experiences are shared
and real. Now I want to suggest that this extends to non-
human creatures too: any pet owner would agree with
this; so too would our tribal ancestors, who related to
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boundaries and safety are stripped away, depends on
whether we know how to pass both ways across the
threshold (or ‘limen’).

To sum up, humans have two organising systems: 
one that relies on our verbal faculties and gives us self-
consciousness and precise reasoning; the other, our rich
physical and emotional life, which is non-linear, and 
organises our sense of relationship. (I explain all this 
more fully in my most recent book4). Therefore a sense of
relationship, and the quality of that relationship, is written
into the fabric of our being, but the way we ‘know’ about
relationship is different in kind from our rational ‘scientific’
knowing. However our society prefers and privileges
scientific, rational ways of knowing yet, because of this, 
we may find ourselves avoiding or ignoring other kinds 
of information even though these ways are actually 
fundamental and highly significant.

This model of human nature has another important
implication: that each of us must form an internal 
relationship: by which I mean the relationship between
our twin ways of knowing. It is a relationship that can
become problematic in circumstances where our
emotions – our relational knowing – tells us events are
painful or unwelcome. Because if our instinctive response
is then to try and suppress these feelings, this central 
relationship we have with ourself may be disturbed; as if
we feel out of tune with ourselves. 

This relationship is central to our sense of self: a fact
all too clear to anyone who has lost someone they love.
Grief shakes us to our foundations. According to the 
eco-psychological perspective, relatedness and loss extend
way beyond our obvious family and friends though, into
deeper, unacknowledged relationships: our dimly-
perceived but ingrained relationships to beings we share
the earth with: the animals, and the very ecosystem of
earth itself. All these relationships are knitted into the
fabric of our being. 

Eco-psychology sees it as highly significant that our
society is locked into relationships which are distorted 
by reckless abuse and exploitation of these wider 
relationships. And that this predicament damages us as
much as it does the planet, causing us deep pain that,
were we more aware of it, would be hard to bear.
Psychotherapists certainly know about pain, and their
work helps people face it and come through it. The pain
they encounter might be set in the context of distorted
parenting relationships, or bullying at school and so on.
But if we delve deeper and ask how the parents and
bullies came to relate so destructively to our client, we

meet with a chain of distorted relating. The eco-
psychological view traces this chain back to certain
oppressive assumptions on which our society is based;
oppression of subjugated people (whether at the other
side of the world or nearer home), of other species and 
of the earth itself. Given the scale of this oppression, the
true depths and extent of our (albeit subliminal) pain is
not surprising. No wonder then that human beings are
adept at finding ways of blocking out pain. But some ways
cause even more damage; one of them being addiction.

Addiction is about shutting off. Addictions limit and
narrow our attention and intention, as a defence against
feeling, and against really feeling alive. The heroin addict’s
life, reduced to obtaining the next fix, means jettisoning all
values, relationships and morality in that frantic quest. In
this respect, spirituality is the opposite of addiction. The
more obvious addictions, to alcohol, drugs, disordered
eating , are of course widely prevalent. Looking a little
deeper we can see how our whole society is trapped into
an addiction to consumption, whether of material goods,
travel, passive entertainment and so on. (The creation
spirituality writer, Matthew Fox had wise things to say
about this5). The pursuit and enjoyment of these things
can come to define our status and relationships, and so
our selves. But they cut us off from more important 
relationships, from family and love, and from a true 
appreciation of what it means to be human. 

Even if we are not conscious of the two sides to our
being; even if we have become numb to ways of knowing
that though they cannot be reduced to rational formulae,
nonetheless they relate us to all that is most vital for us,
most people still sense that something is amiss. Doing
something about it is another matter. These addictions, so
effectively promoted by political and commercial interests,
help maintain the status quo. Our leaders say they take
climate change seriously, but the solutions offered are
reduced to individual action; acknowledging the need for
fundamental systemic change is too politically risky.
Instead of tackling the challenge of changing lifestyles,
they engage in wars to secure diminishing natural
resources for their own countries.

Since our leaders are of little help, it is up to us; to
people who are awake to the plight of the earth, and to
our entwinement with it. Despair and hopelessness just
promote escape into further addiction. Roughly following
Matthew Fox’s ‘four ways’, let me suggest a path that
could reconnect us to sounder relationships – with the
earth, other species, other humans and importantly, with
ourselves. 

This path starts with the immediate response to the
wonder of creation; its intricate beauty and commanding
majesty. Spirituality is about opening out into receptivity;
essentially about allowing ourselves to be vulnerable. This
response calls the individual out of the sterile cocoon of
individuality, into relationship; even into relationship with
to the whole. As defensiveness and self-interest fall away,
joy and generosity may take their place. I have found that
in small but important ways, our use of mindfulness as an
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integral part of the ‘third wave’ cognitive behaviour
therapy we practice in my place of work6 aims at 
establishing greater open-ness. The individual is invited 
to leave the concerns of ‘the head’ and reconnect with
their body, their breath, and through their senses with
everything around them. In mindfulness, judgements are
laid aside; the task is to be alive to all that is in that
moment. This is a place where old patterns and addictions
may be relinquished and a new start made on important
inner relationships. But, because it can be painful, facing
this crucial inner relationship requires courage. And only
through courage can we face losing aspects of ourselves
that have been (over) identified with the verbal, logical,
side of our being.

Addiction and so-called ‘symptoms of mental illness’
(see my chapter for a book on coping mechanisms for a
critique of this notion7) are ways of avoiding or rejecting
this inner relationship. People usually need therapeutic
support to help them bear the pain of encountering them-
selves, and through these encounters, the pain of the
wider web of relationships in which we are all involved.
This is what makes possible the healing of our relationship
with the earth: the loving response that allows the 
individual to experience vulnerability in safety. Yet love,
because it entails responsibility for the beloved, also opens
the door to an awareness of darkness, as eyes and heart
perceive the damage human greed and stupidity cause. 

These sacrifices enable us to connect both with wider
realities beyond ourselves and within ourselves. But in
return, they put us in touch with wellsprings of creativity
by linking our individual being with the whole, with the
being of the universe. And this in its turn can create a
feeling of responsibility to taking action for justice. This
love is transformative for the individual and for the planet,
but all transformation entails dissolution and danger, so it
calls for personal courage and the containing support of
others who are working for justice.

Many of those who are most open to their relational
way of being, people thinly armoured against the world’s
pain, those whose hearts go out to the oppressed earth
and its species, are intrinsically vulnerable: the mystics and
the dreamers, the poets; the travellers who sometimes
cross the threshold between the everyday, rational way of
knowing, and other, trans-liminal, older, wider and deeper
ways of knowing. I have written about this in my book
Madness, mystery and the survival of God.4 Some
people are strong enough to enter that other way of being
and return intact. Others get lost on the other side. In my
work in a mental health hospital I meet many of them
who have been diagnosed as psychotic.

Of course, living as we do in these the times of 
transition, and with this perspective on the human
predicament, is bound to influence how we think about
psychotherapy and its practice. Indeed we can expect that
more and more of the sensitive individuals who bear
witness to the earth’s pain will need support and healing.
Those of us who can bear witness have to work for the
great change that is needed, whether through activism or
in any other effective way. I have to say, though, that in my

experience too many of our activists or potential activists
get burnt out, or turn to addiction, or are lost across the
threshold. And so I believe that healthy communities of
people must work together for change; not only work
together but also consider it part of their task to under-
stand why and how to support one another. Therefore, we
must bring into being reliable rituals that can help manage
the interface between the spiritual and the ordinary, and
ceremonial ways of transmuting powerful emotions into
effective action. We need to understand that disintegration
and getting lost sometimes goes along with the sensitivity
and vulnerability that call people to be in the forefront of
the new order. One initiative created with this in mind is a
fledgling organisation I am involved with – the Spiritual
Crisis Network.8

The age of the isolated individual is ending. We all
need others now, who are inspired by the same vision,
with whom we can find the courage feel and to act, and
the determination to live sustainably, and so stand up for
justice for the earth and its creatures in the face of the
consumer-dominated society we live in. Rather than let
our anger at the injustice we witness turn inwards into
despair or outwardly into aggression, let us use these
emotions positively in full awareness that they can become
instruments of change and sources of energy. And let us
not forget that once we do open ourselves in this way, we
are open not only to the pain of the cosmic context, but
also to its wonder, its love and its sustaining power. 

I know that most of what I am talking about lies
outside our scientific map of what can be observed, or
counted or weighed. It is the stuff of experience nonethe-
less. And good science acknowledges that much of our
being and our knowing is beyond its limited horizons.
Nevertheless, it was our scientific, technological genius
that got us into this mess, and it will require every ounce
of technical know-how and intelligence we can muster,
allied to the other, relational and spiritual side of our
humanity, to get us out of it.
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Resilience, recovery
and the self-help SSRI
Chris Johnstone
Addictions specialist

I joined the BHMA more than 25 years ago, at its founding conference in London. My
enthusiasm then, as now, was for an approach that focused not just on treating disease
but also on strengthening resources for recovery. My interest in self-help approaches
led me from general practice to my current work in the addictions field. I’ve also been
much involved in training to cultivate empowered responses to global issues.

Introduction 
Recent surveys reveal high levels of
anxiety about global conditions, with
77% of those polled for the Mental
Health Foundation believing the world
has become more frightening in the
last decade,1 and 80% of Europeans
polled by Gallup International thinking
the next generation will be worse off
than those living today.2 Alongside this
alarm and pessimism for the future,
the lifetime risk of depression in
industrialised countries is now rated as
one in two,3 and the anti-depressants
known as SSRIs (Selective Serotonin
Re-uptake Inhibitors) have become
some of the most widely prescribed
drugs in human history. Yet is it
inevitable that we will become more
anxious and depressed as aspects of
our world, like climate change for
example, become more depressing
and scary? I know from my work as an
addictions specialist that crisis can
become a turning point for positive
change. I’d like to introduce some
insights, perspectives and processes
we can use to make this more likely. 
I will describe a completely different
form of SSRI that is empowering,
ecological and not based on taking
tablets.

Can feeling bad ever
be good? 
One way of viewing low or anxious
feelings is to see them as symptoms of
a disease. There is an internationally

recognised classification system that
defines what a picture of depression
or anxiety looks like and protocols
have been agreed for evidence-based
intervention.4 Here’s an example of
what might be needed to receive a
diagnosis of depression severe enough
to be treated with anti-depressants. 

A man in his forties has trouble
sleeping. For the last few weeks,
he’s felt low in mood, subdued
and distracted. He admits to 
feelings of guilt and says worries
have been playing on his mind
so much that he’s found it 
difficult to go about his normal
business. 

This was me some years ago after
reading Thom Hartmann’s book The
last hours of ancient sunlight.5 I’d
not come across the issue of peak oil
before – and I found it completely
shocking. Our industrial society has
developed such an appetite for oil that
known reserves could be used up
within a few decades. Long before it
runs out, global production levels will
reach their peak and then decline as
the last deposits of oil become more
difficult and costly to extract. We use
oil not just for transport and power
generation, but also in the production
of plastics, pharmaceuticals, fabrics
and fertilisers. Modern agriculture is
mostly oil powered, so it will be hard
to maintain current levels of food
production once the oil age has
passed. This is likely to happen within
the lifetime of many living today. The

Summary 

As we enter a new era of
economic uncertainty and
environmental concern, polls
show many consider the
condition of our world to be
getting worse.Against this
background of anxiety,
depression has become the
modern epidemic.Yet as
well as bringing nightmares
and despair, could our
current crisis also call forth
strengths and qualities 
associated with positive
mental health? This article
explores how crisis can
become a turning point in
personal and planetary
healing, and introduces ‘the
self-help SSRI’ as an inter-
vention to strengthen our
resilience and participation
in the recovery of our world.
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first signs of oil depletion, such as rising prices and
increased conflict over the remaining reserves, will come
sooner. When the cost of oil goes beyond a certain point,
we’re likely to see a contraction of industrial economies
far greater than in any previous recession.

In my addictions work, I use the terms ‘good 
depression’ and ‘good anxiety’ to describe the distress 
and alarm my clients feel about where their drinking or
drug use is taking them. If someone is happy with their
habit, they’re unlikely to change it. But when they 
experience the pain of ‘hitting bottom’, usually after 
crashing into a disaster so shocking it breaks through any
complacency or denial, that’s when they become most
interested in change. 

A great insight of addictions treatment is that it is
possible to raise the bottom – to feel the alarm and
distress before the crash occurs, in a way that motivates
preventative action. Rather than waiting for a disaster
before deciding to do something, approaches like 
motivational interviewing encourage people to explore
their fears of what they might be moving towards.6
Recovery can start at an earlier point if someone is so
horrified by the direction they’re heading in that they
choose a different course. In this context, low and anxious
feelings are seen not as symptoms of disease, but as
signals to be listened to. It can be good to feel bad when
this tells us we’re off course, and when we pay enough
attention to this to change the way we’re going.

As I lay awake at night, my belly tight with tension at
the prospect of food riots and economic collapse, I 
recognised my distress as a healthy and understandable
response to disturbing information. I also saw it as a 
wake-up call to our collective dependence on oil. I knew
that if we didn’t find a way to reduce our reliance on this
substance, we’d be heading for the twin calamities of 
catastrophic climate change from such heavy use and
dangerous withdrawal symptoms when our supply dries up. 

From snapshot to sequence 
The concept of ‘good depression’ challenges our 
conventional understanding of what it means to be
mentally healthy. While a picture of health usually 
requires more than just the absence of symptoms, disease
is defined by the presence of agreed features within a
diagnostic snapshot. But what if we were to take a wider
view in time, seeing each snapshot or picture as a frame
within a larger unfolding sequence, like, for example, in a
movie film or comic strip? The following event chains 
illustrate two different responses to disturbing information
about a threat to wellbeing. That threat could be a
resource issue like peak oil, an environmental issue like
climate change or a personal habit like smoking.

Sequence

A1 Person receives disturbing information about a 
threat to wellbeing.

A2 Thinks, ‘That is so depressing I don’t want to 
think about it’.

A3 Avoidance strategy eg retail therapy, drinking. 
Mood seems normal.

A4 Appears unmotivated to address this issue.

Sequence B 

B1 Person receives disturbing information about a 
threat to wellbeing.

B2 Thinks, ‘This is important, I need to look at this’.
B3 Finds issue disturbing, feels shocked, alarmed 

and shaken.
B4 Becomes motivated to address this issue.

If we’re looking only at single snapshots in time, someone
at point A3 may seem much closer to a picture of health
than someone at B3. But when looking at the impact of
the sequence on health, I’m reminded of a recovering
alcoholic client who said, ‘When I’m drinking, I may feel
better, but I know I’m getting worse. In recovery, some-
times I feel worse, but I know I’m getting better’. With
health-related behaviour change, there is a sequence to
recovery that usually goes down before coming up.
Tackling climate change, oil dependence or smoking all
involve letting go of familiar comforts, and it may take the
discomfort of alarm to motivate this. However, motivation
is only part of the story. What happens, for example, when
you accept the need for change, but don’t believe you can
make any difference? 

The stage of disbelief 
A client once told me he’d given up giving up. He’d tried
so many times, on each occasion succeeding for a little
while, but then relapsing again. Repeated failure had led
him to paint a picture of himself as one of those people
who was never going to make it. With encouragement, he
attended a treatment group and here I asked if anyone
else recognised the feeling of hopelessness, where they
didn’t believe things would ever improve. Several people
put their hand up, one of them saying, ‘I felt like that a
few months ago, I didn’t believe I’d be able to cope
without drink. But I stuck with it, taking things a day at a
time, and something changed. I feel completely different
now’. This client was looking well, he’d turned a corner, 
in a way that would have been difficult to predict some
months previously. For him, disbelief had been a stage
he’d managed to find a way through.

With the scale of our multi-faceted global crisis, it is
easy to feel overwhelmed and powerless. When people
feel so defeated by a situation that they don’t believe
anything they do will make a difference, they are more at
risk of depression.7 While low mood and anxiety can be
part of our process of coming to terms with disturbing
information, they can also be states we get stuck in; when
we feel helpless, this is more likely. Yet when we
encounter the idea that ‘there’s no point doing anything,
it won’t make any difference’, could we view this as a
feature of the stage of disbelief? If so, what helps people
move beyond this state of resignation?
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Resilience training 
Studies looking at the health impacts of crisis and adversity
show an increase in stress-related conditions that include
heart attacks, depression and suicide.8, 9 But interestingly,
not everyone’s health gets worse. In a 12-year study of
managers at a time their company shed nearly half its staff,
a team at the University of Chicago found two thirds
showed symptoms of stress.9 The remaining third
reported feeling healthy and enlivened, with improved
relationships at home and at work. Key features of this
more resilient group included a view of problems as 
challenges to be faced, a belief that their actions made a
difference and an emotional commitment to give their
best response. 

Resilience, the ability to bounce back from difficulty
and cope with hard times, is sometimes thought of as an
inbuilt quality some people have and others don’t. But
recent research has shown it to be linked with learnable
skills and there is good evidence that we can train
ourselves to become more resilient.10 Such a training
programme for school-aged children was shown to halve
their rate of depression as they went through puberty.11

At the moment, more than £300 million is spent each year
on anti-depressants in the UK and the number of suicides
is predicted to rise as unemployment grows.8 With a
reasonable likelihood of bumpier times ahead, resilience
training is needed not only as an approach to tackling
depression, but also as a way of strengthening our ability
to rise to the other challenges we face. But how can we
learn to become more resilient?

The self-help SSRI 
In the resilience training courses I run, I ask people to
think back to a time when they’ve faced a challenging 
situation and found their way through this. I then ask
them to explore what helped them do this by looking at
four specific areas:

i) Strategies: were there any specific steps they took,
like ask for help, use problem-solving processes, pay
attention to diet, exercise regularly, talk it through,
practice meditation, use breathing exercises, write a
journal, read self-help books, spend time in nature etc? 

ii) Strengths: were there any strengths or personal 
qualities they drew upon that made a difference? Eg
courage, determination, sense of humour, ability to
communicate, humility, generosity, flexibility etc.

iii) Resources: what or who did they turn to for 
nourishment, advice, inspiration and support?
Resources include not just fuel and money, but also
trust, good relationships, communities we feel part of,
vegetable gardens, books or images that inspire us,
educational programmes, therapeutic help, 
organisations that offer support, landscapes and 
spiritual sources of strength. 

iv) Insights: were there any ideas, sayings or ways of
looking at things they found particularly useful, for
example, the idea that crisis can be a turning point or
the saying ‘I can’t, we can’? 

Strategies are things we do, strengths are what we draw
upon within us, resources are what or who we turn to,
insights are forms of wisdom that help. We all have these
SSRIs and they are the basis of our resilience. The 
important thing about each of them is that, whatever our
starting point, they can be developed. Through training
and experience, we can add to and enhance them. 

Finding strengths 
When asking people how they found the strengths that
helped in difficult times, I often hear a similar process
described. Many people start out feeling underpowered,
where the problem seems beyond what they can deal
with. This is their stage of disbelief. But there were key
trigger points that helped them move through this: 
sometimes it was a conversation that left them feeling
inspired or encouraged, sometimes it was a book they
read, a workshop they went to or a film they saw. Another
important trigger was a worsening of the situation they
faced: things got so bad they knew they couldn’t carry on
the same old way. However what made the crisis a turning
point wasn’t just the situation – it was also their response
to it. There was a shift in thinking from ‘I don’t want to
look at this’ to ‘I need to face this and give it my best
response’. Turning to address the challenge brought with
it a stepping up to a new level of capacity.

Some strengths only emerge when we’re in situations
where they are needed. Courage, for example, has little to
call it out when all is safe and calm; determination and
persistence only become recognisable when something is
in the way. These strengths are evoked by adversity, and
we find them most when we rise to the occasion.
Psychologist Martin Seligman remarks, 

‘We all contain ancient strengths inside of us 
that we may not know about until we are truly
challenged.’12

When people reflect back on what’s helped them get
through past difficulties, they remind themselves of the
sequence by which resilience and recovery are found.
There is a facing of concerns rather than avoiding them,
an experience of alarm that activates determination, and a
rising to the challenge of doing the best we can. This isn’t
a one shot solution, so much as a migration process
involving many repeated efforts. But such active addressing
of heartfelt concerns can bring with it deepened purpose
and greater aliveness. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, a leading
researcher on life satisfaction, writes:

‘The best moments usually occur when a
person’s mind or body is stretched to its limits
in a voluntary effort to accomplish something
difficult and worthwhile.’13

Resilience, recovery and the self-help SSRI
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The recovery of mental health 
At a time when many people find the direction we’re
collectively heading in both scary and depressing, it is little
surprise that symptoms of anxiety and depression are on
the increase. Approaches to symptom relief include
turning away from upsetting information, distraction, retail
therapy and increased prescribing. But what will these do
to our motivation or capacity to address widely shared
concerns behind some of this distress? As Joanna Macy
comments,

‘Of all the dangers we face, from climate chaos
to nuclear warfare, none is so great as the
deadening of our response.’14

If we were to develop a way of thinking about mental
health that also considers our collective survival at a time
of global crisis, what might this lead to? Perhaps a view of
symptoms as being calls to attention, and therapy as being
the cultivation of strategies, strengths, resources and
insights that help us rise to the occasion.
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Yearning for our niche:
the role of meaningfulness
in eco-systemic health
Paul Maiteny
Ecological counsellor and transpersonal
psychotherapist

My 25+ years work in ecological education and research has raised big questions 
about the psycho-spiritual and cultural causes and consequences of the ecological
breakdown our species is facing. Much is said these days about the importance of 
relationship with nature for psychological health. Less attention is given to how the
health of the biosphere depends increasingly on human beings’ relationship with
ourselves, our inner nature.This is why I’m interested in the role of feelings and beliefs
in transforming (or entrenching) us, and in how nature is individually and collectively
within us.

Facts, information and logical argument
may encourage changes in behaviour
but, alone, they are not enough. The
deep-rooted causes of our ecological
crisis are embedded in our emotional
and spiritual yearning for satisfaction
and meaningfulness. Behavioural
change occurs when any information
or argument actually moves us at
these levels. If our species is to sustain
itself both ecologically and emotionally,
we humans will need to look deeply
into what really drives us. Ecological
and emotional health are intertwined
– ecological sustainability depends on
finding ways to sustain ourselves
emotionally in ways that do not
depend on consuming the planet.
There is great resistance to this idea
(including in some activist, 
sustainability and education circles)
that will have to be overcome before
the emotional learning needed for
long term and deep-rooted behaviour
change can happen. 

So far, homo sapiens’ destructive
impact has been generated by how we
seek to satisfy our yearning for a
‘better’ life. Paradoxically, when split
off from nature, we humans are in
danger of destroying ourselves in
order to feel better. To truly 
acknowledge this strange fact 
recognises the folly (not to mention
illogicality) of continuing to act as

though we are separate from the
ecosystem. Yet, psycho-cultural habits
are so powerful that we can still resist
acting on this insight.  

Our capacity for experiencing
meaningfulness and creativity is a key
emergent property of human evolution,
a property that is now, therefore, an
integral part of the ecosystem. In
other words, human beings are the
meaning- and purpose-makers of the
planet. So far as we know, we are the
only species through which the
universe has evolved such capacity 
for meaning-making.  

In homo sapiens capacities and
faculties have evolved that are most
likely unique to our species. We can
choose (choice being another 
evolutionary emergent) to develop
and make more of them, so becoming
as it were, more fully human. For
millennia, mystical, wisdom or ‘inner’
traditions of religion have created and
sustained various methods for 
achieving this. These inner traditions
insist that we are aspects of a greater
whole or (eco-)system, and indicate
clearly how we could choose to
resolve our entangled inner- and
outer-sustainability problems by
consciously finding and accepting our
roles – both collective and individual –
within this greater whole, our home
(the meaning of the Greek ecos).  

Summary 
As human beings, we mostly
use our capacities to invent
ever more ingenious ways of
satisfying desires through
what can be called a
‘consuming orientation’. Our
survival depends on moving
beyond this orientation,
toward a ‘contextualising
orientation’. But this seems
difficult, even though we are
acutely aware of the
impending crisis.The 
challenge for 21st century
humankind is to live as part
of a bigger context, in which
meaningfulness comes from
seeking our true niche in
the ecosystem. Finding the
cultural impetus for
sustained change will call
for changing our currently
entrenched habits of belief,
which is not a trivial task.

ECO-SYSTEMIC HEALTH
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There are those who justify our eco-destructiveness
with the hackneyed rationale that ‘it’s only human.’ But
this is surely illogical: the drive to consume is an instinct
we share with other animals. It is not ‘only human’. It is
‘only pre-human’. On the other hand, I would argue that
the capacity to question and to experience meaningfulness,
to the extent to which we do, in response to those 
questions, is uniquely human. Certain fundamental and
recurring questions form a perennial basis for much of 
our human yearning. Why am I here? What am I here for?
Why do I do what I do? What impels me? What’s the point
of it all? One answer is that ‘I yearn! I desire! I need, I
want....’. Cultural beliefs, languages, symbols, philosophies,
and so on give shape and form to these yearnings, so they
can be framed, interpreted and ascribed meaning in
myriad different ways.  

There seem to be two basic orientations through
which we humans seek to achieve satisfaction and 
wellbeing, and try to quell our existential anxieties. 

The ‘consuming orientation’ 
In this orientation, the meaning and purpose ascribed 
to nature is to provide resources for us to consume. In
evolutionary terms, this ‘consuming orientation’ is, as it
were, ‘pre-human’. It’s aim is to quell basic anxieties about
survival and gratification, which we share with other
animals. ‘To survive, I must consume. The more I consume,
the longer I’ll survive’ (and, in humans, ‘the happier and
more secure I will be’). We humans struggle, through this
consuming orientation, to fill an emotional, existential
nagging that something is lacking. But it becomes a never-
ending, addiction-like search for something or someone
to satisfy this yearning-full experience: for a product, a
substance, place, pastime, level of fitness or wealth, of
greatness, fame, relationship, for possession of 
commodities, other persons, animals, and so on.  

A consuming orientation towards beliefs, ideologies,
political or humanitarian causes is possible too: the
espousing of environmentalism and social justice, even the
‘consumption’ of religious or spiritual experiences. The
Tibetan Buddhist teacher, Chögyam Trungpa1 warned of
the dangers of such spiritual materialism, saying that
meditation and prayer practised solely with the aim of
acquiring something, such as peace and serenity, can be 
a mask for a consuming orientation with a ‘spiritual’ label.
Trungpa warned that satisfaction sought this way always
needs topping up with the next object of desire; that
disappointment is inevitable. But even knowing this, it is
possible to continue for a lifetime.  

The consuming orientation is rooted in a (‘pre-
human’) instinct the pursuance of which is limited in
other species, by built-in bio-ecological limits. But through
ingenuity and technology, our species has circumvented
these limitations so we can now consume without
constraint. But this can only be temporary. Fossil fuels
have given us access to sunlight energy which is not 
available to other species. When it runs out, either we find

new fuel or we revert to the solar-powered limitations of
other species. Furthermore, if we remain so addicted to
the consuming orientation, that we continue negating
the possibility of finding meaningfulness and satisfaction
through non-consuming routes, we will also be negating
our particular human possibilities and, arguably, our 
evolutionary role. Hartmann2 argued that what he termed
the ‘older’, because longer-lasting, societies were more
psycho-culturally in touch with these distinctly human
aspects. Our younger culture has pushed most of them
into extinction, along with species and habitats. For most
of human history such older societies, deliberately or not,
existed within the ecological constraints of the large
complex systems of which they were part and on which
they depended. They encoded this relationship 
symbolically in cultural belief systems that sanctified the
bigger-than-human context – giving it such names as
god(s), ancestor(s) or holy. Cultural taboos against 
offending (ie desanctifying) the holy generated feedback
loops which placed constraints on behaviours that might
otherwise have damaged the system as a whole. Of
course, this did (and does) not stop individual humans
still desiring more and trying to push against the
constraints but, as long as economic welfare depended 
on community and social relations, and the majority
remained convinced of the sanctity of the context (god,
ancestors, sacred...), and that it had to be honoured and
respected, such destructive behaviour was contained
within limits.  

This relationship between the social and economic,
and collective/contextual and the individual has become
inverted – dysfunctionally so. In the current individualistic
free market of beliefs and products, individual economic
welfare has been culturally uncoupled and decontextualised
from its dependence on social cohesion, neighbourhood
and community. Cultural customs and beliefs have 
therefore lost their constraining power, so there is no
longer a culturally mediated cohesion between ourselves
and the social and ecological systems on which we
depend. And there is no going back, no putting this genie
back in its bottle. A weak and impoverished cultural
symbolism now reduces everything to a simplistic and
quantified economic and consumptive ‘context’. The 
qualitative has been squeezed into the quantitive, value
has been reduced to cost. So the monetary ‘value’ of a 
car or a coal mine becomes directly equivalent to the
monetary ‘value’ of clean water and other essential, but
unquantifiable, ‘ecological health services’. Because 
equivalent, they become exchangable and substitutable.  

Legislation has become the main ‘replacement’ for the
kind of symbolically rich culturally-mediated self-regulation
that older cultures evolved, and which informed 
individuals’ lives in meaningful ways. Legislation and policy
are symbolically poor, fear-based, imposed and rarely
experienced in positively meaningful ways. They do have
the emotional weight of sanctity or holiness. 

Yearning for our niche: the role of meaningfulness in eco-systemic health
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The contextualising orientation:
renewing older wisdom and 
meaningfulness eco-systemically  
There is nothing new in what I am calling ‘the 
contextualising orientation’. Although more sustaining
both emotionally and ecologically, it has for centuries been
semi-hidden or resisted, or distorted to serve consuming-
orientated (idolatrous) ends. But it is ancient, well’-known
and available: the inner/alchemical traditions of most, if
not all, religions describe and explore relationship with
our inner individual and collective natures. Can we
develop a 21st century culture based on such deep 
experience and insight? I believe that the possibility we
hold of doing so puts us at the growing tip of 
evolutionary creation, since as far as we know only
humans (which is most relevant for us) are able to know
and experience consciously and meaningfully the context
with which we are in such intimate relationship.  

The writings of notable evolutionary scientists and
theologians agree on this, in principle if not in the details
– among others, Julian Huxley, Alister Hardy, Edward O.
Wilson, Brian Swimme, Thomas Berry, Teilhard de
Chardin, and Rowan Williams. 

‘As a result of a thousand years of evolution, the
universe is becoming conscious of itself, able to
understand something of its past history and its
possible future. This cosmic self-awareness is
being realised in one tiny fragment of the
universe – in a few of us human beings. Perhaps
it has been realised elsewhere too, through the
evolution of conscious living creatures on the
planets of other stars. But on this, our planet, it
has never happened before...It is thus part of
human destiny to be the necessary agent of the
cosmos in understanding more of itself, in
bearing witness to its wonder, beauty, and 
interest...’3

To live in contextualising mode is to experience oneself as
an aspect of a bigger whole and, perhaps, to discern a role
– a purposeful niche – for oneself within it. Other species
do not have to work out which niche or role in the eco
system they occupy, which part they play in the healthy
functioning of the whole, but this does not come naturally
to we humans, individually or collectively. In our times, we
continue to avoid this question at our peril. We are part of
the whole, yet we use our capacities – consciousness, free
will, intellect – to insist that we are not. It is perfectly
possible to use our minds instead to focus on ‘what are
we here for; what niche do we occupy; what role do we
play in the eco-system?’ We cannot be the only species on
the planet that lacks a functional and adaptive niche. It is
also illogical to assume that such a complex species as
ourselves is no more than a cancer in the planetary 
organism, as is often suggested, often with a tone of 
exasperation.  

Evolutionary thinking that homes in on human,
psycho-cultural evolution has been sidelined by 

contemporary neo-Darwinism, which focuses on where
we came from and on what we have in common with
other species. It rarely considers capacities unique to the
human species and, as it were, the ‘purpose’ or niche they
might occupy in the whole. This is not just a dangerous
omission, but one that unscientifically and illogically splits
humankind off from the rest of life, evolution, and the
planet. Not only does this assumption cut us off from
external nature and our inner nature. It can also be a
subtle way of denying our responsibility; with dire 
consequences for our emotional, existential and ecological
health.  

The zoologist Sir Alister Hardy was pre-occupied with
the evolutionary, adaptive significance of religious and
spiritual experience, and of our evolved capacity to
develop meaningful symbolic schemas – religious stories
or mythologies – about our origins and purpose in the
universe. The yearning for such meaningfulness and 
relatedness remains, regardless of attempts to ignore it. 
It cannot be destroyed because it is part of our inner
nature. It is an evolutionary emergent property. The
wisdom traditions say, in their different ways, that we are
here to evolve a contextualising orientation within
ourselves. We yearn to get back to the unity but feel
exiled, rejected, abandoned to the tortuous fate of being
conscious. Within the religious and spiritual traditions is a
stream that can be understood as profoundly eco-systemic.
This stream emphasises the contextualising mode as a
sustainable and non-alienating route to wellbeing. These
traditions indicate too that this journey requires us to
know ourselves in context as parts of the whole system.
This realisation also reveals that, just like every species,
humans occupy a niche (as individuals, and collectively as
a species) within the greater whole. Unlike other species,
we need to discern our role.  

From bitter searching of the heart,
Quickened with passion and with pain
We rise to play a greater part.
This is the faith from which we start:
(Humans) shall know commonwealth again
From bitter searching of the heart.
We loved the easy and the smart,
But now, with keener hand and brain,
We rise to play a greater part.
The lesser loyalties depart,
And neither race nor creed remain
From bitter searching of the heart.
Not steering by the venal chart
That tricked the mass for private gain,
We rise to play a greater part.
Reshaping narrow law and art
Whose symbols are the millions slain,
From bitter searching of the heart
We rise to play a greater part.4

The Eden Project takes its name from tradition(s) that
share the myth of the fall. The opening of the eyes can be
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understood as symbolising homo sapiens experiencing a
fall from innocence, into consciousness of self, and 
apparent separateness from the rest of creation. Most
importantly, it also means conscious choice. This is a
logical necessity if the universe and evolution is to become
conscious of itself, which Huxley and Wilson, respectively,
see as the possible evolutionary niche carried by humans,
Conscious choice means, of course, we can choose not to
see ourselves this way. This is paradoxical: like other
animals, humans consume because they seek satisfaction.
But we humans have the capacity to realise our contexts
consciously. We can find meaningfulness by experiencing
ourselves as embedded within a greater Whole rather than
by trying to ‘fill up’ our sense of lack by consuming in ever
more sophisticated ways. This consuming mode – as
psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan observed – entails constantly
moving from one object of desire (one or other symbol of
hoped-for fulfilment) to another, and it always results in
needing something more and bigger incessantly to satisfy
a desire that can never finally be satisfied in this way. This
generates an engine of destruction. 

Re-orientating ourselves from addictive, self-destructive
consuming mode to contextualising mode requires a
learning process. It is, in many ways, the modern 
equivalent of the alchemical work – turning the symbolic
lead (our pre-human instinctual drives and attachments
that hold us back and dis-integrate us) into the symbolic
gold of re-integration, so we can discern our eco-systemic
niche and take up our roles within it.  

A contemporary rendering of this type of process is
oscillation theory.5–8 It draws on psychoanalytic, systemic
and theological thinking to describe the constant 
movement through time between two modes: the one
seeking to satisfy yearning (or ‘in-needness’) for 
meaningfulness through symbolic/mythological activity
and inner psycho-spiritual work; and the striving to
embody and express that meaningfulness as active
purpose and work. In this way, we find and live out our
own role-in-context outwardly in the world.  

The instinctual magnetism of the consuming 
orientation is, however, hard to resist even though moving
beyond it into the contextualising orientation is vital for
our ecological health and re-integration. It is paradoxical
that a biologically rooted drive is undermining the 
ecological life-support systems on which we depend; a
dilemma poignantly conveyed in the conclusion to a BBC
TV documentary, Prisoners of the Sun (BBC2, words by
David Helton, 1992): 

The prison of the sun created diversity. Every
inmate’s instinctive impulse to grow created
diversity. But, when one creature discovered
‘alien energy’ (ie fossil fuels) and overwhelmed
all the others, growth, for the first time, threatened
diversity. And even though we can see what’s
happening and understand it, our populations
and economics keep growing anyway. And we
call growth good. We blindly follow the same path
an antelope or hyena follows. Even the most
powerful of the other animals have limits. But we

don’t, and that’s why we’re a threat to everything
else. There is a solution, and it’s simple and
obvious. We have to impose limits of our own. We
have to cut back on energy – choose to slow
down., stop growing. Stop growing? This is a
shocking suggestion. Ask anyone. The idea’s
unthinkable. But why? Are our natural instincts
just too strong? 

As persons, finding our place in the eco-sphere turns us
towards our individuation, our sense of spiritual meaning
(self/niche) and purpose (role). To the extent that we
allow this as persons and collectives, we also participate in
evolving the role we have in the eco-sphere as a species.
This role is not simply to be stewards of the planet, to
look after it. This view still implies a subtle and unhealthy
split. The role is bigger but also more integrated than that,
more analogous to guilds of craftsmen and the roles they
played in local communities. 

If being part of the bigger whole, seeking niche and
role to play within it, feels more meaningful than to
pursue satisfaction by consuming the whole, levels of
consumption lessen and so does ecological impact.
Relationships with other people and with external nature
also tend to become less consumer-orientated and more
intimate.  

There is a logic to all this: planet earth (and, it follows,
the universe) is a unitary ecosystem within which the
human species has evolved and is embedded. With the
evolution of homo sapiens, self-consciousness, choice 
and the creation of complex meaning and purpose has
reached a new peak of possibility. We are the main
meaning – and purpose-makers of the planet (and as far 
as we know, the universe). If, as some evolutionists claim,
we are therefore the organ(s), channel(s) or vector(s)
through which this unity can become conscious of itself,
we can choose (or not) to apply our consciousness,
conscience and other capacities to recognising this niche
and taking on this role.  
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Nature as subject:
Exploring anthropocentrism
Mary-Jayne Rust 
Psychotherapist and ecopsychologist

I am an eco-psychologist informed by training in art therapy and Jungian analysis, as 
well as a childhood by the sea. During the 1980s I worked at the Women’s Therapy
Centre with women with eating problems.This has expanded into an inquiry into
consumerism, and the relationship between psyche and body, soul and the land.
Alongside private practice, I lecture and facilitate workshops on eco-psychology; I also
teach a masters ecopsychology module. I live with my partner and his two young adults
in north London.

Some years ago I went walking in the
mountains with a small group of
people and we seriously bonded, as
you do on such trips. It was one of
those deeply nourishing times amidst
incredible beauty beyond words. No
doubt many of you will have had such
experiences. Some months later after 
I returned. I had a phone call from
one of the group, Tom, to tell me that
his wife, Susan, who’d also been with
us, had died in an accident at home.
As I reverberated from this shocking
news we continued to talk. Tom told
me that there were many curious
things surrounding her death. One of
them happened the day before she
died. She went on her daily walk with
her dog on the marshes by the sea,
and then came running back, 
exclaiming she’d just seen six black
swans.

For many people within our
culture this would be just a coincidence.
But a shaman might read this like a
dream. While I cannot guess the
personal associations, some cultures
see the swan as symbolic of the soul,
associated with female transformation,
known as the bird which aids us in
travelling to the Otherworld. In this
shamanic worldview, there is a different
boundary between ‘out there’ and ‘in
here’, and the connection between
sighting the swans and Susan’s sudden
death would be self-evident. At a
conference I attended this summer on
near death experiences, there were
many stories telling of animals being

present before, during and after a
person has died (see
www.scimednet.org/eventsoverview.htm):

‘With no pond in sight, in 
an urban environment, a
kingfisher flew into the room
just after my father died’. 

‘A stray cat came to live in the
hospice and always curled up
on the bed of the person who
was next to go’. 

This is not just something that
happens around death. For several
years I have co-facilitated courses on
the west coast of Scotland. There,
when people are invited to stop still
for long periods of time outdoors, and
to notice the connections between
inner and outer worlds, many such
stories emerge. Swans, dogs, marshes,
sea, humans, trees, rocks, life, death,
all become part of an interconnected
dance that goes way beyond biological
interdependence. Whether it’s a
special attachment with an animal or
tree in childhood, or a love of a 
particular place, or being caught in a
wild storm that takes us to the edge of
ourselves, these experiences open a
door onto another dimension, a sense
of awe in the face of this great and
powerful mysterious whole within
whom we live. 

This can be profoundly humbling,
and it can flip over the species-
arrogance our culture breeds. For we
are taught there is a thick dividing line

Summary 

In this paper I argue that

our dominant culture both

idealises and denigrates

nature. Either way nature is

treated as a collection of

objects at our disposal,

apparently separate from

humans, rather than

subjects to be related to.

Arguably these attitudes are

central to our current envi-

ronmental crisis. I explore

some of the projections that

humans place onto the rest

of nature and ask how

these issues are relevant to

therapy. Lastly I offer some

thoughts about our role as

therapists within the wider

community as our global

crisis quickens.
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between humans and the rest of nature; that humans are
superior beings. From very early on we are taught that
animals do not feel as humans do, that their brains are
wired differently; that they do not have our superior 
intelligence; that it is OK to factory farm, to medically
experiment; or that it is OK to mine mountains because
the earth is simply dead matter, that it has no soul. 

And when we learn of other cultures who believe that
everything animate and inanimate has within it a spirit
dimension, and can communicate to those who can listen,
we are told this is a projection by humans onto nature,
that these people are primitive, superstitious, and childlike
in their psychological development.

Just the other day I attended a funeral of a neighbour.
Her teenage sons brought the family dog, Pippa, into the
service. I whispered to another neighbour beside me how
moving I found this. ‘Yes’, she said, ‘They say Pippa is
depressed – but I don’t think that’s possible, is it? Dogs
don’t have the higher brain functions to allow them to get
depressed’. This is anthropocentrism. The word (it means
‘human-centred’) names something that has evolved out
of our complex western history: a hierarchy of peoples
and beings, where ‘white-western-middle-class-male’
values sit at the top of the pile and the rest of life is often
seen as ‘lower’ in some kind of descending order.
Psychologically, we could say that those at the top have
projected their unwanted, apparently ‘lower’ animal
nature onto others below. In this system, ‘nature’ is
oppressed; both nature ‘out there’, and people(s) seen as
closer to nature, as well as our own wild, animal nature.
This means that everyone in the system is oppressed in
some way, even those who think they are at the top of the
pile. By now we are familiar with the long and painful
process of trying to heal racism, sexism, and so on. But so
often the more-than-human world remains invisible in this
hierarchy of life and oppression. This attitude can turn
other species, the land, from subjects with whom we
relate to objects at our disposal. 

John Seed, Rainforest activist and deep ecologist, 
elaborates that ‘Anthropocentrism... means human
chauvinism. Similar to sexism, but substitute “human
race” for “man” and “all other species” for “woman.”
‘He then suggests that when we step out of this view ‘a
most profound change in consciousness begins to take
place…The human is no longer an outsider, apart…as
you stop identifying exclusively with this (most recent)
chapter (of humanness), you start to get in touch with
yourself as mammal, as vertebrate, as a species only
recently emerged from the rainforest…there is a 
transformation in your relationship to other species,
and in your commitment to them…What a relief then!

The thousands of years of imagined separation are
over and we begin to recall our true nature. That is,
the change is a spiritual one, thinking like a mountain.’1

This is a ‘gestalt shift’, suddenly seeing the same
picture in a completely different way. It is an expansion of
consciousness out of a personal small self ‘I’ into ancient
earth ‘I’ or an experience of the ‘ecological self ’. This can
sometimes feel like falling in love with the earth.

John Seed describes how this happened when he was
part of a community in New South Wales, Australia,
protecting local rainforest from loggers. He writes: ‘I am
protecting the rainforest’ develops into ‘I am part of the
rainforest protecting myself ’.1 What this quote does is to
remind us of what is to be gained at a deeper level as we
move into living sustainably. This is very helpful at a time
when we are bombarded with news telling us how much
we will lose in ‘downshifting’. For me – and maybe for
many of you too – there hasn’t been an instant shift, but a
whole series of experiences that have gradually come
together to affirm a deep sense that we are all unique 
individual cells inside a larger body which is, like
ourselves, both matter and psyche. 

If this consciousness shift is such a profound and
expansive experience, then what stops us all from making
it right here and now? Our insights from 100 years of
psychotherapy give us more than a clue. Any deep 
transformation is like a shedding of skin: it involves a
temporary loss of ego and this can arouse huge fears of
losing our individual identity. How we each negotiate 
such transitions will depend on how well we cope with
vulnerability and dependency, with letting go and 
uncertainty.

There is a parallel here with our collective transition
towards sustainability. In psychological terms, we might
say that our dominant culture has become rather inflated,
believing humans to be the superior species. In asking
how this came to be so, we are led to reflect on the ‘early
experience’ of our complex western history. Some suggest
that it was a whole series of traumas in relation to the
earth – such as earthquakes, famine, plagues or flooding –
that have led humans to conquer ‘nature’ as if it were
some separate enemy.2 As our familiar notions of what it
means to be human are arguably being challenged, our
very species identity is now at stake. This is enormous.
What are the cultural containers which may hold us
through this period of radical uncertainty? 

I find this parallel process between individual and
collective very helpful. For example, when giving a public
lecture, fears come from many levels. Speaking out against
the old order of the dominant culture is like becoming 
the modern day fool: we risk being branded as mad or
becoming the target of anger. As a woman I have been
hampered by internalised sexism that has affected my
confidence, and takes years to turn around. I am also the
youngest of three sisters, and I was teased relentlessly,
which led to a fear of speaking out against the family
culture. Yet when the Transition Movement 
(www.transitiontowns.org) invites communities to vision 
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a different kind of sustainable future the excitement is
barely containable. This speaks volumes about peoples’
passion for changing their lifestyels, as well as how we can
move beyond fear when speaking out together. However,
it can be a very confusing process to recognise who is
projecting what on to whom; which voice belongs to old
paradigm, and which is the new. But this exciting can of
worms is now well and truly open.

Some projections within 
anthropocentrism 
There are countless ways in which we use plants, animals,
minerals, as mirrors and metaphors for human qualities:
faithful as a dog, like a wise old owl, cheeky as a monkey,
horny as a goat; thanks for being such a rock; similarly,
with the astrological symbolism of Leo the lion, Taurus the
bull, Cancer the crab. Yet these parallels are not projections,
but rather a highly imaginative way of discovering 
something about our own nature through the other. 

‘Behaving like an animal’ is a phrase often used to
describe a collection of human behaviours that include
being aggressive, wild or unruly, lacking consideration for
others, trashing a place. While animals are sometimes
aggressive, this is mostly for self-protection, and the same
is true of humans. As for animals trashing places or being
unruly, this is a real example of projecting unwanted
aspects of our own behaviour on to our animal cousins.
Indigenous peoples, black peoples, and other humans
have been cast by some as ‘animals’, implying they are of a
‘lower’ order, unable to think intelligently, living in primitive
animal-like ways, lazy, dreaming, with no developed sense
of self. This stands in contrast to ‘civilised’ man who is
industrious, technologically and emotionally sophisticated,
who makes order out of wilderness, wealth out of 
wasteland. Women have also been cast as closer to nature,
and seen by patriarchy as less able to think, more intuitive,
instinctive, and so on. These are cultural projections. 

We also idealise nature as ‘other’. Where humans
formerly attempted to conquer wilderness, and divest
nature of soul, we now fly to ‘unspoilt’ exotic places in
search of healing, to find our soul. Often imagining 
wilderness as all-beautiful, we go to great lengths to save 
charismatic mega-fauna, such as dolphins, whales and
polar bears, yet we treat factory farmed animals like slaves.
We English are also mad about our gardens and pets.
When we see animals as being like ourselves, in a 
narcissistic sense, this is anthropomorphism as a different
set of projections. So in therapy speak, we could say our

relationship with nature is very split. On the one hand we
are entranced by the more-than-human world. As our TV
programmes show, we are compelled to explore our 
relationship with the earth night after night, whether it be
Ray Mears on survival, Brat camp or I’m a celebrity 
get me out of here. On the other hand, as our love, 
excitement and longing for what is ‘other’ draws us in, the
fears of the little ‘I’ of the ego can be re-awakened by
being faced with that which is greater than us, and 
ultimately mysterious. As in human relationships, such
fears can lead to the desire to withdraw or dominate. 

Further, there are certain creatures that carry more
than their fair share of negative projections. A couple of
months ago, I found myself describing a man I knew quite
well, some 20 years ago, as a worm. He was both very
knowledgeable and insightful about therapy, as well as
unreliable and sexually dubious. I felt so satisfied to have
found the word for someone slimy and creepy, who had
been craftily worming his way into women’s lives in an
underhand way; who was duplicitous and loathsome. He
was also a lying toad. As I thought about it some more, I
realised how difficult it was to tease out what belonged to
the worm as useful metaphor, and where I had slipped
into a set of cultural projections related to snake, serpent,
dragon, and other reptiles.  

It is not surprising that we carry
old bodily fears of snakes and
spiders, or things that scuttle
about in the dark and bite; nor
that we fear rats, mice, or other
animals known as vermin, thought
to carry disease and who try to share
our food. The root of the word vermin is
worm, and the collection of associations link it to the
snake in the Garden of Eden who has been responsible 
for the fall of Adam and Eve, branded seductive and evil.
In the film The Jungle Book, Kaa’s attempts to hypnotise
Mowgli show the snake as trickster and this is one of the
snake’s qualities. Medusa, the Greek goddess whose hair
is hissing serpents, turns onlookers to stone; this speaks
of the paralysing quality in the body when confronted by 
a snake. But while the snake and other animals pose a
threat to humans, the projections have become very 
one-sided and these creatures are no longer seen as 
multi-faceted beings. This is how the ‘other’ moves from
subject with whom we relate, to ‘object’ that must be
feared and got rid of. 

In The myth of the goddess Jungian analysts Jules
Cashford and Anne Baring describe how in the early
images of the goddess the snake or serpent are never far
away, associated with the life giver (as in kundalini) or the
transformer who sloughs his/her skin.3 But Ouroboros, a
snake which bites itself in its tail, represents the unending
cycle of nature between life and death, creation and
destruction too. In Indian mythology snakes, or Nagas, are
seen as capable of great transformation, and there are
many images of the Buddha to be found with a seven-
headed cobra rising up behind him, as his protector.
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Snakes, serpents and dragons are also respected as 
powerful in Chinese mythology. In Hong Kong one can
see modern blocks of flats with holes built in, so that the
dragon, who lives on the mountain, can have a clear view
to the sea, and is able to fly through. In the Feng Shui
tradition dragons can control the climate and natural
aspects which human beings don’t have the power to
dominate. The root of the word dragon is thought to
come from the Greek drakein, to see clearly.

The painting of Lillith by John Collier is a good 
illustration of the erotic relationship between snake and
woman. The snake is clearly phallic yet, in the Myth of the
Fall, the snake is allied with Eve, and sometimes portrayed
with a female head. In this Christian way of seeing, body
and earth are seen as feminine, as the domain of the devil,
the dark evil dragon which must be killed by the young
male hero and transcended in favour of mind, sky and
God the Father. So in fact it is our collective fears of
serpent mind – the ancient reptilian part of ourselves –
that has been so reviled, and projected out onto woman
and nature. 

In his paper The eagle and the serpent Jungian 
analyst Roderick Peters describes how these creatures
stand for archetypal polarities, and that they have always
been engaged in an age-old struggle, appearing in stories
through the ages as well as in our dreams.4 ‘Eagle mind’,
he describes as an experience of flying above things,
getting an objective overview, through piercing, focused
vision, a place of transcendence, more separate from the
earth, associated with the elements of fire, air and spirit.
He describes ‘serpent-mind’ as an experience of being
very close to, or inside, the dark earth, a power of a deep
and inward kind, piercing and paralyzing, a subjective
participatory experience, associated with the elements of
water and earth. He continues:

‘The experiences of one’s bodily self which come
when “I” consciousness allows itself to descend into a
participatory awareness are our real connection to the
past; we can go down and down through the unending
evolutionary layers within our bodily nature, and feel a
sense of linking up with the dimmest and deepest roots 
of life. Through it
we can know
renewal, as if we
have touched
vitality itself. The
descent feels full
of dangers
because we
know we have
gone into the
power of the old
serpent…. The
“I”......of our
conscious experi-
ence.... is all but
submerged in
feelings of

oneness, oceanic feelings, feelings of isolation, 
abandonment, eternity, infinity, fear, love, hatred, rage; all
the passions in fact.’ In much earlier stories both eagle
and serpent are to be found in the world tree, the eagle
perched on the branches and the snake curled at the
roots, in relationship. 

As time went on, the eagle was depicted as killing the
snake, as the victor, and the snake has disappeared from
view. In many churches today the eagle is on the lectern
carrying the bible, and the snake is held firmly by its claws,
or absent altogether. Many modern day images (such as
various national flags) depict the eagle killing the serpent;
this is said to be symbolic of good triumphing over evil.
This splitting apart of eagle and snake in mythology
mirrors the way in which our dominant culture has been
unable to hold the tension between body and mind, earth
and sky, ancient and modern, emotion and thought,
matter and spirit. These, and so many more polarities,
have gradually slipped from equal tension to domination
of one capacity or quality over another. 

Returning to the swan it is interesting to note that in
Indian mythology, the swan has a kinship with the snake
with its long, graceful, serpentine neck. It therefore
embodies the union of Garuda, birdman, and Naga, the
snake. Since those two are enemies, it also stands for the
highest wisdom teachings concerning the union of 
opposites. 

Our role as therapists in the
community 
During any major cultural change, what has been
oppressed and pushed into the margins must somehow
be honoured and invited back into the centre. Seen in this
light, psychotherapy has been an active part of our current
paradigm shift. The therapy profession gives a central
place to emotional intelligence; to subjective experience;
to the value of dreams and the imagination; to the 
unconscious and information that comes to us outside of
our rational conscious minds; to ‘being’ as well as ‘doing’;
and to the need to bear the tension of opposites, valuing
each part of our diverse selves. In all these ways we value
the return of serpent-mind, bringing subjective back into
relationship with objective. I could go on. However, it is
inevitable that psychotherapy is, in some ways, in the grip
of the culture out of which we emerge. There is confusion
about how to include the political and sometimes the 
spiritual; and how far do we really integrate mind and
body? But most striking is that our emotional development
and current anxieties are understood in the context only
of human relationships. The more-than-human world is
left out. 

To really face what is happening to our world is very
overwhelming, and there is a danger that these feelings
can get pushed into overworking, into addictions, or
displaced onto other personal problems which feel easier
to manage. Turning a blind eye is understandably
common, as we struggle to get on with our daily lives.5
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But what we know so well as therapists is that when we
dare to take the risk of speaking what we most fear (such
as our mounting despair or murderous rage about what is
happening to our world) there is a feeling of overwhelming
relief and empowerment as blocks are removed and
energy is free to flow again in our psychic systems. Then
we may return to compassion for self and other. To suffer
with is deeply moving. 

Once we have begun to digest some of this first layer,
then perhaps it becomes more possible to open a space in
our listening to clients. This is hard, because we have to
get past a powerful agenda set by therapists and clients
alike that therapy is for personal anxieties, which has come
to mean something separate from the world, politics, or
the land. Our environmental crisis is personal. It comes
right into the cracks and crevices of the psyche and affects
us in every moment, from the air we breathe to the 
anxieties we feel in the night about our future, and our
children’s futures.

There are now many therapists exploring the field of
ecopsychology, offering different forms of practice, some
indoors and some outdoors. Our ways of thinking about
what we do are also diverse (Roszak et al is a good 
introduction to the diverse elements of Ecopsychology).6
However, the ecopsychology movement is not only about
our practise with clients. There is an important role for
therapists in the wider community as the global crisis
quickens. Re-balancing the system means inviting serpent-
mind back in. What might this look like? The temptation
in crisis is to speed up and ‘do’ more. While the practical
tasks of living sustainably are vital, the danger is that we
will do new things but in old ways, repeating past
patterns. 

For example, time and time again there are conferences
on sustainability with long lists of white male speakers.
While many of these speakers may have great wisdom to
offer, the danger is that we lose the diverse range of voices
– especially those who have been marginalised. Lopsided
solutions arise out of lopsided systems. Listening to the
whole system, for what is knocking on the door to be
included, is a vital part of recovery. The recently emerged
transition movement, which is spreading like wildfire into
many parts of the world, contains within it the heart and
soul group (http://totnes.transitionnetwork.org/heart
andsoul/home). This group was initiated precisely in order
to pay attention to the process of transition, to how we
work together. Transition trainer Sophie Banks is 
developing a way of thinking about the inner aspects of
transition and includes this in the training courses for
those wishing to initiate transition towns. (www.
transitiontowns.org/TransitionNetwork/TransitionTraining).

Since the 1970s Buddhist scholar and activist Joanna
Macy (www.joannamacy.net) has been facilitating intensive
workshops called The work that reconnects to enable
activists and others to include their despair for the world.
For if we feel duty-bound to remain positive in the face of
crisis, then burnout threatens. Including emotions (but
not indulging them) is very energising and empowering.

Such community groups are one of the many ways in
which we can build containers for our safe passage
through these dark times.5 This way of working, this 
facilitation of emotional literacy, can be taken into NGOs
where people are constantly receiving shocking news
about the world and may have nowhere to express their
grief, rage or terror. It can also be taken into the business
world, where there is a desperate need to bring brain
together with heart, so that wise decisions are taken.
Facing a serious crisis is about staring death in the face.
When old ideas and old ways are dying, and new ways of
being have not yet emerged, can be a terrifying time. But
it can also be a time when for taking stock of the damage
that has been done, saying sorry, and making amends.
Psychotherapy helps to make amends within ourselves
and with fellow humans, and helps us see what drives us
towards destructive acts. 

Perhaps ecopsychology offers a chance to make
amends with ‘nature’ in its widest sense. This has been
happening for many decades in so many different ways,
from the beginnings of the green movement to transition
towns. But such a key part of making amends collectively
has been to say sorry – such as the first official ‘sorry’ from
the Australian Prime Minister to the first nation peoples of
Australia. I wonder what saying sorry would look like in
this context? What about a Truth and Reconciliation
Commission in relation to the more-than-human world?
We therapists have a key role to play in facilitating the
recovery of the world.
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Shelters and baskets

Poems: Nick Totton
Sculptures: Chris Drury
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Not Over There
in this enormous space
the mind settles

peaceful
careful
gathering

in
this enormous
emptiness

capable
of facing
of holding:

a basket of dreams;
a shelter for the names.

Nick Totton trained in Reichian therapy and now practises
and teaches Embodied-Relational Therapy. His primary ‘way in’
to ecopsychology is through our embodied connection with
the universe and with non-human beings. He has written
several books, including Body psychotherapy: an introduction;
Psychotherapy and politics; and Press when illuminated: new and
selected poems.

Nick’s website is www.erthworks.co.uk.

Chris Drury walks – and works – in the wild landscapes of
the world. His work in the 1980s falls into two categories:
objects made en route in remote and beautiful locations –
frequently cairns or shelters, and objects created later from
materials found along the way, and formed into meticulously
worked baskets, or exquisitely formed ‘bundles’ made from
bone, wood, leaf, grass, feather and stone.

Medicine basket was made in 1984 from the plant pulp of 56
medicinal plants and contains their seeds, flowers and berries.

Basket for the forest deer was made in 1987 from tree roots
and antlers.

4 spheres was made in 1984 with deer scat, deer bones, pine
cones and the roots of trees from the ancient Caledonian
forest preserved in the bog, after a trip to the Ben Alder area
of Scotland where the materials were collected.

Chris Drury’s book Silent Spaces contains many pictures of his
inspirational work.The things he makes mysteriously fuse
‘primitive’ materials and forms into objects that resonate with
the wilderness inside us. ISBN 9780500284834 (2004) £24.95

To see his recent work, visit the Medicine Wheel at
www.chrisdrury.co.uk/home.htm
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Rooted in health
William Bird
GP, strategic health advisor to Natural England

I am a part time GP in Reading but work for Natural England to help link the natural
environment with the NHS. I first saw the benefits of the natural environment when
patients in my diabetic clinic needed to become more active without the usual gym,
sport and swimming solutions. I set up the first Health Walk scheme in 1996 and Green
Gym in 1998. For five years I was the clinical director at the Met Office where I set up
the health forecasting service for the NHS. I am working with the Peninsula Medical
School to set up the blue gym and a new centre for human health and the environment.

Introduction 
For many years Ivor looked after his
garden. His neat rows of vegetables
and flowers that bloomed each
summer bore testament to the hours
of work he put into it. He was 78-
years-old and had chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease (COPD) caused by
smoking and so often had to stop
digging to catch his breath. But he
enjoyed life that revolved around his
garden and was rarely admitted to
hospital despite his poor health. After
suffering a small stroke he was admitted
to a care home to recover but I
watched him deteriorate. He told me
that without his garden he no longer
had any purpose and felt his energy
sapping away. He never recovered
enough to get back to his garden. 

Medicine was once founded on 
the principles of healthy places and
healing gardens. It was ‘the father of
medicine’ Hippocrates after all who
wrote Airs, Waters and Places and
who described unhealthy towns in
valleys and healthy ones further up the
hill. More recently, a mere 1000 years
ago, St Bernard was enthusiastic about
his own new healing garden.

‘…The sick man sits upon the
green lawn…he is secure,
hidden, shaded from the heat
of the day. For the comfort of
his pain all kinds of grass are
fragrant in his nostrils. The
lovely green of herb and tree
nourishes his eyes….the choir
of painted birds caresses his
ears…the earth breathes with
fruitfulness.’

Take a look at the gates of Victoria
Park in Bethnal Green and you see
that this oasis of green in the East End
of London was created, not for 
environmental reasons, but because
the registrar for births deaths and
marriages had noted that the death
rate in Bethnal Green was much
higher than elsewhere, and attributed
it to overcrowding, unsanitary 
conditions and polluted air. 

He said in his annual report of
1845:

‘…a Park in the East End of
London would probably
diminish the annual deaths
by several thousands.... and
add several years to the lives
of the entire population...’ 

Queen Victoria agreed, and with the
backing of 30,000 signatories a brand
new park was opened in 1850.

Observational studies have found
that connection with the natural 
environment can benefit human
health in five areas.

1 Wellbeing, happiness and mental
health

2 Obesity and increasing physical
activity

3 Health inequalities
4 Social cohesion 
5 Moderation of environmental

extremes.

One more mechanism still to be 
quantified is how being in a green
space mitigates the effects of chronic
stress. Yet it must surely be that this
benign influence that explains why
those in poor communities with the

Summary 

Access to green spaces
promotes health and well-
being, not only of individuals
but of whole communities.
Over time, public health
policy has taken this into
account, but with the
increasing emphasis on
medical solutions to society’s
many health problems, the
healing power of nature has
largely been forgotten.
However, a growing body of
research demonstrating the
positive impact of green
space on human health and
wellbeing suggests that
addressing ‘green-deprivation’
would help narrow the
health gap between rich
and poor. With this is mind,
Natural England’s Natural
Health Service initiative
will bring the natural 
environment to people
where they live and work,
and bring people out to 
the natural environment.

ECO-PUBLIC HEALTH
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worst health, benefit the most from a green environment.
and why for example, Ivor was able to live such a fulfilled
life despite his chest problems.

Health and happiness  
We all have cause to celebrate medical advances in the
treatment of cancer, infectious diseases and heart disease,
and the fact that life expectancy continues to increase. But
the thinking behind the WHO definition of health, that it
‘… is a state of complete physical, mental and social well-
being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity’
reminds us that health is not something that medicine
alone can deliver. Yet might this line of thought be 
responsible for the demise of natural therapy? That
complete physical mental and social wellbeing – happiness
by any definition – have been confused with health, seems
to imply that happiness and becoming healthier are
somehow the same thing. Writing in the British Medical
Journal Professor Saracci puts the case ‘not only that
health and happiness are distinct experiences, but also
that their relationship is neither fixed or constant’.1
Sigmund Freud himself, having been ordered for health
reasons to stop smoking cigars, commented ‘I learned that
health was to be had at a certain cost…thus I am better
than I was – but not happier’.2 How many people I
wonder, after taking 12 repeat prescription tablets a day,
would concur with him? It appears that the health 
professions, one of which I belong to, may have 
encouraged the assumption that wellbeing and happiness
are directly related to good health. And so happiness 
itself has been medicalised.

A whole generation, trying to avoid disease and live
longer, has looked for happiness at the doctors’ surgery.
While our politicians promote economic prosperity as the
route to ever greater wellbeing, doctors have reinforced
the ‘more is better’ message by making life expectancy the
prime measure of medical success. This same criterion has
given birth to a health industry obsessed with prolonging
life. And so, rather than enhancing life quality through all
our years, huge investment has been funnelled into
adding years at the end of life.

The case for using the natural
environment ‘therapeutically’ is
clear: being in green spaces not
only promotes health, as well as
wellbeing (even where long-term
conditions are already a
problem), but also reduces the
likelihood of disease further
downstream and improves its
outcomes. Perhaps in green
spaces health, wellbeing and
happiness really are entangled.

Mental health  
At least one in four people can expect to experience a
mental health problem at some point in their lives, and

10% of children are known to have a mental health
problem. These problems accounts for 26% of disability-
adjusted life years; far more than cancer (15.5%). The best
evidence connecting the positive health benefits of the
natural environment is in the area of mental health§. The
mechanism is said to be through the alleviation of stress,
and indeed, we know quite a lot about these effects. We
know for instance that children living near green space
have better concentration and less impulsive behaviour;3
that they cope better with stressful events than their
friends living in barren environments do, even if they are
from similar social backgrounds4 and those with attention
deficit disorder have fewer symptoms.5 The data suggests
benefits across the generations though: that single
mothers make clearer decisions and plan ahead better
when living nearer to trees; that older people are less
aggressive and less confused in the presence of nature;
even that after one hour sitting in the garden older people
have a better ability to concentrate compared to when
sitting in their room.6 One large population study 
demonstrated that people living near green space rated
themselves as healthier than people of a similar 
demographic living in more green-deprived areas.7

The opportunity to connection with trees, greenery,
grass or fields appears to have a significantly positive
benefit on mental health.

Health inequalities  
Despite considerable public investment there is a 
considerable gap between the health of the richest and
poorest groups. In some areas this can be dramatic:
people living in the southern part of the London borough
of Brent live on average ten years less than those who
dwell in its leafy northern reaches. Of course there is
more to this differential than green-access alone, but it is
consistently so, that In addition, there is evidence to
suggest that environmental inequality may contribute
directly to overall health inequalities. Evidence comes for
instance from one large study8 looking at the life
expectancy of 40 million people, which showed (as social
class differences would lead us to expect) that those in the
greenest areas lived longer. However, the survey also
suggested that the impact of the green deprivation was
greatest in the poorest groups, and that proximity to
green space could be more directly associated with a
longer life. This opens up the possibility that we might
narrow the gap between the health of the rich and the
poor by creating better access to green spaces.  

People living near green space 
rated themselves as healthier than
people of a similar demographic 

living in more green-deprived 
areas 

"
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Physical activity  
The UK is just outside the top 20 in the league of ‘active’
countries. We know that inactivity doubles the risk of
heart disease, diabetes, and significantly increases the risk
of stroke, breast and colon cancer and dementia. The 60%
of men and 72% of the population who are not active
enough for their own health are putting an addition
burden of at least £10 million of extra healthcare costs on
every PCT.9

We can assume two mechanisms for the health benefit
of green spaces: they provide physical space on the one
hand for being active and on the other stress reduction
attracts people there to exercise for a more enjoyable
experience compared to a gym or other indoor 
environment. Many studies show a positive correlation in
well-defined groups in specified geographical areas, but it
is hard to generalise from this research. However there 
is good evidence that tree-lined streets increase the
numbers of people walking10 and that large open areas of
local park generally increase levels of physical activity.11

Proximity to green spaces is definitely significant too: 
their benefits diminish with distance and their effects on
physical activity are considerably reduced beyond 300
metres.

Obesity  
A recent government report estimated that based on
current trends, levels of obesity and overweight will rise 
to 60% in men, 50% in women and 25% in children by
2050.12

People living near to green space are less obese. This 
is most likely to do with increased levels of physical 
activity. Additionally, poor mental health and stress have an
independent effect on obesity because they are associated
both with a deterioration in diet and increased secretion
of the obesogenic stress hormone cortisol. One study that
followed up children over two years showed that boys
living near green space reduced their weight gain by as
much as 5.9 kg compared to their peers in areas of green
deprivation.13

The Natural Health Service  
The Natural Health Service can prevent illness and
improve quality of life by promoting the natural 
environment as a health resource. This, in turn, tends to
make the environment become a healthier one for

humans. In essence our focus is bio-centric, putting
human health in the context of the health of life around
us rather than traditional healthcare that is homocentric in
which humans are treated in isolation to the environment
and life around us. 

The Natural Health Service complements the NHS by
creating accessible high quality natural environments near
to where people live and then getting people out to both
local and more distant environments. This connection of
people and the natural environment, though it creates
many health benefits, does not involve health professionals.
The health walk leader would be surprised to learn that
getting 60 men over 60 years old to lose their habit of
inactivity will save one life every year. Park keepers are not
trained to diagnose and treat depression but at any one
time their carefully maintained urban park could be
helping hundreds of people with depression to recover.
And that would compare favourably with the work of
several GPs. 

By focusing on quality of life the Natural Health Service
can reduce the dependency culture that the health sector
continues to encourage, while at the same time improving
overall wellbeing and preventing many diseases that
shorten life such as diabetes, heart disease, obesity and
depression.  

Delivering the Natural Health Service  
The Natural Health Service is divided into two areas of
work:

1 Bringing the natural environment to people where
they live and work.

2 Bringing people out to the natural environment.

The first area of work involves increasing green 
infrastructure to improve the amount of local green 
space around neighbourhoods. Improving environments
around the most deprived neighbourhoods can create the
greatest gains in health and wellbeing. Planning guidance
promoted by Natural England has established that there
should be accessible green space within 500 metres of
every household. The NHS Forest (run by Knowledge into
Action and funded by Natural England and the Forestry
Commission) launched in October 2009 aims to plant 1.3
million trees (one for every NHS employee) in and around
NHS hospitals and GP surgeries by 2012. The aim is to
improve patients’ experience of healing, and to provide a
better environment for healthcare staff.

People living in poorer areas 
are seven times less likely to live 

near green space than those 
who are wealthiest

" "

The health walk leader would 
be surprised to learn that getting 
60 men over 60 years old to lose 

their habit of inactivity will 
save one life every year

"
"
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The second area of work looks to increase the 
opportunities for getting people out into the natural 
environment. 

The Department of Health and Natural England are
jointly funding the expansion of Health Walks to encourage
120,000 people to participate in local volunteer led walks
every week by 2012. The aim of these walks is to get the
least active to start walking to benefit both their health
and connect them to the natural environment. We know
the main drivers that keep people involved with health
walk: the social benefits, contact with the natural 
environment and the prospect of maintaining health. 
Each walk is led by two volunteer leaders who lead people
on a very local walk that takes in green spaces.

The Green Gym (run by BTCV with mixed funding
from local authorities and central government) helps
engage people with conservation work that benefits both
their own health and that of the local environment. It is
broadening out to link many conservation groups with the
NHS. Likewise the Blue Gym (run by Peninsula Medical
School with funding from Natural England and the
Environment Agency) will encourage those who do not
currently engage with the sea, lakes, rivers or canals to
take exercise around these ‘blue’ spaces and work for
their conservation.

Summary 
The natural environment provides a type of healing used
by former generations for promoting health and recovery.
Even living near green space can improve health yet the
least healthy have the worst access to a green environment
by a factor of seven. As long-term diseases such as
diabetes, obesity and depression become so much more
prevalent the health sector can no longer be the main

solution. It is time to completely re-think human 
wellbeing, illness and how to prevent disease. One route
for society to adopt would be the creation of the Natural
Health Service for harnessing the proven health benefits
of the green and blue environment. 
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New and updated materials to help both practitioners and patients cope with stress and enhance
their wellbeing.

Each of the six booklets and CDs give a programme to help with different aspects of health,
relaxation and stress: titles are Imagery for relaxation, Coping with persistent pain, Introducing 
meditation, Getting to sleep, Breath of life and Coping with stress.

Final stock half price – all titles £6 each.
To order call 01278 722000.

Sound health resources
from the BHMA

Coming soon to www.bhma.org 
Self-care downloads for your mp3 player – or burn your own disk
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Background  
Inner-city Plymouth is an unlikely, yet
perfect, location for a community-
transforming organic gardening
project called Diggin’ It. It began in
November 2006 after securing a BIG
National Lottery grant and in three
years has transformed two acres of
dense brambles and litter-covered
abandoned allotments into a mini-
Eden of abundant vegetable and
flower beds, including a herb garden, 
a sensory garden, wildlife ponds, a
small fruit orchard, bee hives, compost
toilets, polytunnels and a teaching
garden for local schools.  

Since it opened, Diggin’ It has won
a number of awards for its work with
more than 4,500 participants, including
volunteers, school groups, people 
with mental health problems, asylum
seekers and refugees, young offenders,
people with learning disabilities, long-
term unemployed and young people
excluded from formal education, some
with behavioural difficulties, either
self-referred or referred by various
social agencies and schools. Everyone
who come to Diggin’ it joins in the
garden work which, depending on the
season, includes creating beds,

weeding, seed-sowing, planting and
harvesting. It often means cooking
together too. Diggin’ It also hosts
forest schools activities such as fire-
building and shelter-making for 
children, and garden-based creative
arts activities for families and people
from Plymouth. 

Local people drop in to buy fresh
organic fruit and vegetables in season,
and some of them sign up for 
workshops on organic gardening,
permaculture, composting or other
garden-related activities. The popular
Herbs for Health courses teach people
how to recognise common medicinal
herbs, and some of their properties,
how to grow them and use them
simply and safely to support health.  

Jeany Robinson, the project’s
leader, says: ‘People come here to be
part of a community of gardeners
and cooks on an equal footing 
with each other, rather than being
defined by their problems. In doing
so they develop tolerance and more
understanding of their differences
and life issues, which certainly helps
to reduce stigma and isolation.
Some of them have commented that
the community meals, whether
outside cooked over an open fire or

Summary 

Deep in the city of

Plymouth, people are getting

their hands dirty and

improving their health and

wellbeing. Excluded

schoolkids, refugees and

people with specific health

problems come together for

practical work and courses

that benefits not just 

themselves but also the

wider community.

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT

Community 
transformation
through Diggin’ It
Pat Fleming
Writer, researcher and educationalist 

I live on Dartmoor with my family, growing and researching medicinal plants,
whilestudying for an MSc in botanical conservation. For over 10 years I’ve worked
educating the public and organic growers about growing herbs for our health, including
at Diggin’ It. Previously I worked in community mental health, both in Australia and the
UK, then worked in environmental activism and charity management. I’ve led groups
for many years in the Work That Reconnects, created by Joanna Macy, including deep
ecology workshops and the Council of All Beings as ways of experiencing ourselves
beyond being human.
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inside the portacabin, are the only time that they sit
down and eat with other people. We have wonderful
meals straight from the garden which nurture body
and soul equally, but undoubtedly the social side is the
most valuable aspect of this project.’ 

The project is very inclusive – you could find yourself
working alongside young local teenagers excluded from
school who’ve never lifted garden tools before, or with a
refugee from a war-torn part of the world who speaks little
English, or a political asylum seeker from Tibet who was
originally a yak farmer who’s missing the family he had to
leave behind. You may end up cooking with a foreign
exchange student from Ghana, or a young policewoman
on work secondment who has suddenly discovered her
passion for gardening. Social and cultural barriers break
down when working on shared physical tasks and over
cups of tea. The energy and fun runs high when groups 
of local schoolchildren and teachers come to learn about
growing their food, get their hands dirty, and learn to
identify plants and how to conserve local wildlife. Good
friendships have been made while pond digging and
bramble bashing. Spinoff informal activities include
Knittin’ It – a group that meets to knit and have coffee
together in and around Plymouth. 

Many who originally came along to the project for
support, in time become regular volunteers who help with
on-going gardening, schools events, wildlife surveys and
the conservation aspects of the site; at the same time
getting formal training in areas like first aid and food
hygiene. Participants tell how the project has helped boost
their self-confidence, self-esteem and ability to lead. Some
go on to more education or training, or paid employment,
sometimes within the project itself. 

Case study
J was referred through her community psychiatric nurse.

She had been a very independent, sociable person until 
she developed a severe depression. Having completely 
lost her self-confidence, she found she couldn’t be around
people, or even interact normally let alone socialise. She
joined Diggin’ It in 2007. She would often arrive feeling
scared and visibly shaking, which of course she found very
embarrassing. But when asked if she would rather just stay
at home, she responded, ‘No, I like coming here. I’m much
better when I’m here, as I find it very calming and peaceful.
It’s a nurturing, safe and supportive place to be. Eating 
outside today in the sun, being together with other people 
has been lovely.’ She has been encouraged by others at the
project to just let her body shake and that this is nothing 
to be embarrassed about. And gradually this shaking has
disappeared. Now, while at the project, she can fully 
interact, engage in different activities, and work 
independently. In fact she is proving to be a valuable
member of the team who attends external events and is
confident in talking to people about the project and how 
it works.

The education welfare liaison officer at the local 
community college has reported that his students’ 
attendance at school has improved as a direct result of
attending the project. He gave an example: ‘S, who is a
twin, wasn’t attending school, partly as a result of the
disruptive and dominant influence of his twin sister. 
By giving S a hobby of his own at Diggin’ It, something
away from his twin, S has gained a sense of self-worth
and his attendance at school has been 100%.’ 

Evaluating the project  
The stories people tell us, and the things we observe, are
an important kind of evidence. We also use approaches
that formalise the evidence of our eyes and ears, and
others that provide rigour and put some numbers to the
very human outcomes we hope the project is achieving.  

The Thrive quality assurance scheme Cultivating
Quality Toolkit has been used by the project to measure
good practice and identify areas for improvement. In 
addition, project cycle management techniques ensure
effective monitoring of progress. The logical framework
uses robust, specific and valid indicators to provide 
qualitative, quantitative and time-relative data. During
2007/08, a student at the University of Plymouth based an
environmental science dissertation on her research into
the benefits gained by participants of the project. And we
would welcome other researchers who want to explore
our work. 

Feedback evaluation involves interviewing people 
to measures how well the service is meeting project
outcomes. It draws together material from discussion,

Community transformation through Diggin’ It

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT
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anecdotes and stories, as well as data from forms, stickers
on a notice board, and a suggestions box. This kind of
focused feedback which is easy to implement, and takes
account of everyone’s views and opinions, is carried out
regularly to ensure that information is always up-to-date
and accurate. 

Impact evaluation This measures the impact of the
project on for example, an individual’s behaviour, 
concentration, confidence, self esteem and knowledge.
This more in-depth evaluation is carried out with the
person concerned, and the agency that referred them to
Diggin’ It. the data is largely observational and consultative,
but it si also backed up with photos and interviews. We
keep in close touch with referring agencies about the
project’s impact and the way participants are changing. 

Longer term benefits to 
participants  
The project often succeeds in helping people take up
further training or work. And we have found that at least
85% of our volunteers and beneficiaries became interested
in the issues raised at Diggin’ It: local food and food miles,
sustainability and related environmental issues. Fifteen
volunteers have moved on into employment, and many
more have now taken on their own allotment plots. The
majority (75%) are now growing their own food at home
or on their Diggin It ‘adopt-a-plot’ (portions of an 
allotment). As well as gardening, at least 50% report that
they are now cooking far more fresh food at home. 

This is what some of our participants have said about
their involvement with Diggin’ It: 

‘I love the inclusiveness of the place, everybody
is treated as an equal…’ 

‘I think I got a lot out of the community spirit ..
I’ve a sense of belonging to a community in a
big city where you don’t know...’ 

‘I think one of the things I really like about this
place are the people – other volunteers, staff and
beneficiaries – as they have encouraged me to
have a go and it doesn’t matter if you get it
wrong. It’s not life or death...’ 

One of the project’s beneficiaries, a long-term unemployed
young man, finished his placement and enjoyed it so
much that he continued as a volunteer for several months.
Initially a very shy, quiet young man, he gradualy became
much more confident as he developed his gardening
knowledge. Eventually he took up employment with a
local landscaping company where he has been working for
a year. The organisation that had referred him recently
made him their student of the year for being an 
outstanding example to other young people.  

The project’s bee keeper has been creating a special
beehive zone. After active service in Iraq, this volunteer
had a post-combat stress disorder, and before attending
the project he suffered panic attacks and a severe lack of

confidence. Yet working with Diggin It, he finds himself
speaking to the media, getting involved with local TV
filming, approaching new partners and developing 
activities and resources with groups and at events. The
project has recently employed him as their wildlife officer,
so he is working extensively with schools. 

Other project outcomes
Other outcomes that have been reported and observed
are: 

• improved teacher/pupil relationships
• improved skills for employment
• high level of positive contribution to the project from

young people in the area and an increased sense of
‘ownership’ leading to decreased vandalism

• the provision of a community hub in the 
neighbourhood (especially through the on-site shop)

• increased awareness of sustainable transport
• increased number of allotments in the city
• increased demand for food growing training and

support
• higher level of social interaction between participants

(eg through other interests shared together outside
the project)

• growing links with other growers, decreasing waste
food and increasing local food sales.

Plymouth police have commented that since the project
began, petty crime rates in the neighbourhood have fallen
dramatically. Three years ago vandalism on adjoining 
allotments was so routine, thefts and damage so common,
that some allotments were being abandoned. But this has
almost completely stopped. Neighbours tell us that
Diggin’ It has made their neighbourhood a safer, more
pleasant place to be. New allotments are being created
alongside Diggin’ It on land that has been disused for
more than 20 years.  

As project leader Jeany says ‘The money that would
be saved by the NHS and taxpayers would be huge if
more people were involved in such projects up and
down the country.’ 
www.digginit.org.uk

Community transformation through Diggin’ It

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT
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F R O M T H E F R O N T L I N E …

William House 
GP

When mother and adolescent daughter
walk into my consulting room I can
see they were ‘cut from the same
cloth’. This expression comes from 
the times when you could guess who
belonged to the same family by their
clothes – it was cheaper to buy a bolt
of cloth sufficient for the tailor to cut
clothes for all of them. Of course, we
know this family resemblance is about
shared genes and common nurturing,
and that this provides a deep 
connection within a family. But to be 
a healer I need a deep connection to
that mother and daughter with whom
I have no blood relation. This 
therapeutic relationship is at the core
of healing but what is its physical
basis? Perhaps if I could understand it
in new ways I could work at enhancing
it. What common thread might join
me with them? 

We are all made from the cloth
called star dust – the 117 currently
known elements in the periodic table:
the ingredients of everything. But in
their turn these elements are made 
of quarks or some such sub-atomic
particle which seem to be anything
but substantial. Thinking about this in
the consulting room doesn’t feel like a
deep connection. The search for the
building blocks of reality dates back
two-and-a-half millennia and is still
elusive. This is probably because 
ultimately matter is not made of 

building blocks. My intuition tells me
this is so. It feels too remote and
abstract. So what are we made of? At
what level is the healing relationship
established? 

Part of the difficulty is the extent to
which we are mesmerised by objects.
To understand underlying processes
we need to see beyond objects – to
step outside the common-sense
understanding of ourselves and our
surroundings as objects with one 
location in space and time. If there are
no separate objects there is no option
for connection seen in mechanical
terms, nor for simple notions of cause
and effect. This is not easy. Material
objects are deeply embedded in our
language as nouns and their 
interactions as verbs. It means going 
in imagination beyond our language,
our senses and the classical sciences.
The lack of location in space and time
even calls into question the idea of
linear time that we take for granted.  

Some quantum physicists tell us
that ‘behind’ our familiar material
world there is a ‘field’ quite different
from the electromagnetic field that
carries, for instance, a TV signal. It is
an all-pervasive quantum wave function
with the potential to become particles
and thereby engage with space and
time. In fact, the whole of material
reality can be seen as a condensation
from this field. In this way objects are

relatively stable manifestations of the
field which are subject to space and
time and to cause and effect as we
know them. However, in its pure state
the field is non-local, timeless and
spaceless. Some would call this field
‘quantum consciousness’. It carries
information, has memory and,
crucially, engages with and is changed
by, living organisms (including humans
of course). Organisms become a 
manifestation of quantum 
consciousness rather than the other
way round. The extent of the active
engagement of organisms with
quantum consciousness may depend
on the degree of ‘coherence’ of the
organism: meaning how much the
cyclic energy rhythms and molecular
vibrations of the organism are finely
tuned. Since the field is not limited to
space/time, engagement with the field
is likewise delimited. In effect, it
constitutes a new dimension that is
both tailor and cloth, God and
creation.  

Meanwhile, I muse over the arrow
of time that marks out the change
from daughter to mother. Perhaps in
my musing I tune myself to become
coherent enough to link to them, for
time and space to disappear, to see
mother as daughter and daughter as
mother, to become one with them, to
touch quantum consciousness and for
all three of us to be healed. This is
what I have been looking for.

The same cloth
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Holistic research
Members of the Association of Palliative Care CAM Task Group
at Bristol Homeopathic Hospital explored different facets of
holistic care relevant to the palliative care setting and then to
review outcome measures that might support appropriate
forms of research into complex interventions – a category that
includes complementary therapies – where factors such as
belief, relationship, and client engagement are essential aspects.
CAM therapies tend to embrace holistic notions of mind and
body connectedness and of the complex interplay of symptoms.
So when investigating holistic or complex interventions (perhaps
especially in palliative care settings) it is important not only to
research, but to research holistically.The group therefore 
gathered together outcome measures in the areas of hope,
spirituality, symptom control, self-concept, the therapeutic
consultation and dignity in order to assist in the design of clinical
trials of complementary therapies in palliative care settings.
Thompson EA et al. Complement Ther Clin Pract. 2008; Feb; 14(1): 25–32.

A timeless message
Peabody's original article The Care of the Patient was written 80
years ago but is just as relevant now, and it stands as a reminder
that our ‘holistic’ ideas and aspirations are part of a long-running
stream of work that strives to keep medicine human: which is in
the end what the BHMA stands for ; medicine as if people
matter. It begins:

‘ The most common criticism made at present by older 
practitioners is that young graduates have been taught a 
great deal about the mechanism of disease, but very little
about the practice of medicine – or to put it more bluntly,
they are too “scientific” and do not know how to take 
care of patients . . .’

The good physician knows his patients through and through,
and his knowledge is bought dearly.Time, sympathy, and 
understanding must be lavishly dispensed, but the reward is to
be found in that personal bond which forms the greatest 
satisfaction of the practice of medicine. One of the essential
qualities of the clinician is interest in humanity, for the secret of
the care of the patient is in caring for the patient.’
Francis Peabody F. MD JAMA 1927; 88(12): 877–882.Available at 
(available as pdf at http://jama.ama-assn.org/cgi/content/full/301/
16/1710/DC1

An excellent summary and commentary on Peabody’s article
links the  biopsychosocial stream of thought and practice to
recent neurobiological maps of engagement and resilience can
be found at http://jama.ama-assn.org/cgi/content/full/301/16/1710
Harris JC. JAMA 2009; 301(16):1710–1712

Individual difference
One criticism often made of evidence based medicine is that 
it steamrollers the individuality out of medicine by emphasising
statistical means, and elbowing out the patient-practitioner 
relationship. But times are a-changing: what’s coming up the
highway is the notion of individual biologies. Commenting on a
complex fascinating piece of research, Karen Tillisch reaches out
for ways of understanding individual mind-body differences.
Tillisch K. PAIN 2009.Vol 144 (3)

Nature makes us better people
Maintaining a connection to nature, either through the presence
of indoor plants or artwork depicting the natural environment,
has been shown to decrease stress levels and stimulate healing.
Newly published research suggests it may also make us better
people.

A series of studies suggests immersion in nature ‘brings 
individuals closer to others, whereas human-made environments
orient goals toward more selfish or self-interested ends’.This
appears to be the first research to examine the impact of the
natural world on people's values and aspirations, and its findings
have intriguing implications for architects, designers and urban
planners.

Three studies showed participants a series of slides depicting
either natural landscapes or urban settings.They looked at each
slide for two minutes, while they were asked to notice the
colour and textures and imagine the sounds and smells of the
environment pictured.They were then asked to what extent
they felt involved in and engaged by the photos.

Those participating in the first study were then asked to
rate the importance of four life goals, two of which were related
to community and connectedness and two of which were more
egocentric.

Those exposed to the nature scenes placed a higher value
on community/connectedness values and a lower value on 
self-oriented values than those who saw the cityscapes.What's
more, ‘as individuals were more immersed in the slides 
presenting natural settings, they experienced greater increases in
intrinsic [community/connectedness] aspirations’. Another test
confirmed these results, and in yet another test ‘participants who
were immersed in a lab setting with plants present reported
higher valuing of intrinsic aspirations’ than those in a setting
devoid of living green growth.
Weinstein N et al. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 2009; 35 (10)

The research page is compiled with the help of Greenfiles (www.greenfilesjournal.com) and James Hawkins.

Research Summaries
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The universe story:
From the primordial flaring
forth to the ecozoic era – a
celebration of the unfolding
of the cosmos 
Brian Swimme and Thomas Berry 
HarperCollins 1994 
ISBN 006 250835 0
£8.49 (used copy via Amazon)

Thomas Berry who died on 1 June  this year at the age of 94
(see obituary page 3), was a Catholic priest. Like Teilhard de
Chardin, he was a scientist too (though Berry preferred the
term (earth scholar) and like Teilhard he saw the universe as an
evolving being. In his later years Berry worked with cosmologist
Brian Swimme, to tell the story of an evolving universe, based
on leading ideas in cosmology, geology and biology.

Their book was written because, ‘In the modern period, we
are without a comprehensive story of the universe.The historians
…deal not with the whole world but just with the human, as if
the human were something separate from or an addendum to
the story of the earth and the universe.The scientists have
arrived at detailed accounts of the cosmos, but have focused
exclusively on the physical dimensions and have ignored the
human dimension of the universe.’

Berry and Swimme recount their universe story with a wild
and celebratory dynamism, creating something that ‘is not the
story of a mechanistic, essentially meaningless universe, but the
story of a universe that from the beginning has its mysterious
self-organizing power’. And you can almost taste their enthusiasm
as they use science’s insights to re-enchant the universe. So vast
is the sweep of their account that it often left me dizzy, teetering
at the edge of my imagination, and at times appalled by the
inconceivable scale of what they are describing.

Beginning the story 15 billion years ago, they tell it ‘from its
original flaring forth through the shaping of the galaxies, the
elements, the earth, its living forms, the human mode of being,
then on through the course of human affairs during the past
century’, and into the present time, the last days of what they
call the technozoic era, as we struggle towards the ecozoic
future.

At the heart of their story, and of the universe we are part
of, is the mysterious emergence of ever greater complexity, the
way ever more intricate self-organising wholes are created from
simpler parts. As Berry and Swimme remind us, this seemingly
miraculous capacity ‘if experienced in any serious manner, must
evoke an even greater sense of awe than that evoked in earlier

times at the experience of the dawn breaking over the horizon,
the lightning storms crashing over the hills, or the night sounds
of the tropical rainforests, for it is out of this story that all of
these phenomena have emerged’.

For Berry and Swimme, ‘the story has its imprint everywhere,
and that is why it is so important to know the story. If you do
not know the story, in a sense you do not know yourself; you
do not know anything because the human story is the story 
of the universe. Every form of being is integral with this 
comprehensive story. Nothing is itself without everything else.
Each member of the earth community has its own proper role
within the entire sequence of transformations that have given
shape and identity to everything that exists’.

In their new universe story, humankind is neither – as religion
might have it – the centre of the Uuniverse, but nor is it the
spawn of some cosmic accident. Does this third way help
resolve the creationist dispute? I predict that once you’ve read
this book you will find it harder to deny that our evolving
universe displays a self-organising intelligence (of which humans
are a consequence) that acts ‘in an integral manner’. And so I
celebrate Berry and Swimme’s implicit invitation for us to realise
that ‘the adventure of the universe depends upon our ability to
listen’, to give thanks to its unfathomable self-organising 
evolutionary tendency, and learn to experience that ‘the
universe is a chorus of voices’. This book can help us hear them
a little better.

David Peters

World as lover, world as
self:A guide to living fully 
in turbulent times 
(revised edition)
Joanna Macy
Parallax 2007  
ISBN 978 1 88837 571 8

Joanna Macy sees the environmental crisis as signifying a need
for emotional and spiritual transformation.This isn’t about
confessing sins and atoning for them, but more that her ‘Work
That Connects’ aims to harness the redeeming power that’s
available once we stop denying our unconscious feelings of 
eco-despair. But the book isn’t at all an eco-miserabilist tract: the
spirituality at its heart reflects awe of the natural world, love for
it and humankind’s belonging in it.

Inspired by Buddhist psychology and practice but also by
deep ecology, and informed by general systems theory, what
Macy is offering us is one powerful version of holistic spirituality
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for our time. And because our view of the world affects our
ability to create positive change Macy tells us that it entails
waking up and seeing the world with new eyes. Macy’s wisdom,
road tested through decades of social and environmental
activism, tells us too that as we become more conscious of our
ways of thinking about the world and ourselves, this awareness
will have practical effects.

Macy’s eco-centric vision of interconnectedness draws on
the Buddhist principle of dependent co-arising: the interconnect-
edness of all beings. For Macy, the world is not something ‘other’;
we do not view it form ‘over there’, for we are in it, and the
world is profoundly in us. As her clear and compassionate
thought and writing illustrate, when we approach the human
and non-human worlds as extensions of one another we may
learn that the world is lover, the world is self.

This compelling collection of talks and essays has been called
a manual of human decency for our time. But it is all of that and
more: a profound and passionate weaving together of the
psychological, the political and the spiritual, it summons us to a
new way of seeing our self and the world.

David Peters  

Ecopsychology: Restoring
the earth/healing the mind 
Theodore Roszak, Mary Gomes, Allen Kanner (eds)
Sierra Club Books 1995
ISBN 978 0 87156 406 1 

Twin crises – psychological and ecological – are unfolding
around us, and they may have a common solution. So says co-
editor Theodore Roszak. ‘Is it possible’, he asks ‘that the planetary
and the personal are pointing the way forward to some new
basis for a sustainable economic and emotional life?’

Ecopsychology reminds us that though environmentalism is
humankind’s biggest ever cause, this global response to
approaching eco-apocalypse has paid too little attention to its
psychological causes and effects.The field of Ecopsychology aims
to put that right, by drawing new maps of the human psyche
and our wider attachments to and dependency on the biosphere,
and by developing new ways of re-connecting us with the living
and the elemental worlds.The ground-breaking compilation of
the same name explores how and why the health of planet
Earth and humankind’s individual and collective wellbeing could
be so inextricably linked.

For me, it is a book full of ‘ah hah’ moments: to mention 
just a few: poet and therapist Anne Bowring’s chapter on child
development and our object relations with natural forces;
Chellis Glendinning’s on the parallels between addiction and the
consumer growth imperatives of our technological system;
Joanna Macy’s on why we need to feel more emotional about
our endangered biosphere.

But there are gems on offer in most of these essays. I could
imagine that when (not if!) the people of 2050 look back on
what made the Great Turning possible, they will see in the 
emergence of Ecopsychology a new and crucial expression of
those ancient connections out of which less estranged cultures
once wove their felt-sense of belonging. So though its over a
decade since this book was first published, none of it seems out
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of date. In fact what it has to say about eco-feminism and
shamanism seem more germane than. I recommend this book
to anyone who hasn’t yet caught up with ecopsychology’s 
revolutionary thinking and inspiration for action.

David Peters  

Spiritual healing with 
children with special needs
Bob Woodward
Jessica Kingsley Publishers 2007
ISBN 978 1 84310 545 9 £14.99

Bob Woodward aims to share his experiences and observations
in giving spiritual healing to children with special needs.The book
brings together his extensive experience as an educator and
spiritual healer in a Camphill School. He begins by providing an
overview of Spiritual Healing and follows this with an introduction
to anthroposophical curative education.Woodward then goes
on to explain the philosophy and practice of curative education
within Camphill Schools and describes how he has integrated
Spiritual Healing as a therapy. Although concise these chapters
are a good introduction to Woodward’s work and he recommends
further reading in each subject area.

The real gems in this book are the following chapters in
which Woodward takes the reader through a series of case
studies. He introduces each case with background information
and then describes a series of healing sessions followed by his
own reflection. Most children initially present with quite 
challenging behaviour that to some would appear difficult to
contain within a healing session.Woodward’s experience in this
work is clearly evident.The response to receiving Spiritual
Healing is fascinating with most of the children moving towards
a state of calm quietness. In some cases this continues in their
behaviour outside of the healing session.

Woodward ends by reviewing his healing practice. He
acknowledges that although the children benefited from Spiritual
Healing, this has to be viewed within the complex curative
context of a therapeutic community such as Camphill School.
The aims of the book are certainly met and Woodward is clear
that his observations are not a rigorous research investigation.

This book is an inspirational read and Woodward’s 
compassion and love of his work are evident. I would 
recommend this book to anyone engaged in healing practice.

Liz Hawkins
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BHMA student essay prize
The BHMA will award £250 for the best 1,500
word essay from an undergraduate healthcare
student on ‘Improving global wellbeing –
improving personal wellbeing’.

The closing date is 1 April 2010.
See www.bhma.org for full details.
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