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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 starting 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 earth
.

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 nonhuman 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 relationship.

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 brains is not a unitary system; 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
. 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 decoupling between the two subsystems 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 makeup, which we share with our nonhuman 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 this who we ‘have a relationship’ with.  And 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 nonhuman creatures too: any pet owner would agree with this; so too  would our tribal ancestors, who related to 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)
: 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 an essentially human, an integral aspect of our implicit experience that we are related to the Whole.  

I hypothesize that in terms of our subsystems 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 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 book
). 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 which relationship 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 ecopsychological 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.  

Ecopsychology 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 etc. 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 ecopsychological 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 etc. 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 this
). 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 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'5, 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 integral part of the 'third wave' cognitive behaviour therapy we practice in my place of work
  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 notion
) are ways of avoiding or rejecting this inner relationship. People usually need therapeutic support to help them bear the pain of encountering themselves, 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'3. 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 understand 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 understanding 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
. 

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 speaking about lies outside our scientific map of what can be observed, or counted or weighed. It is the stuff of experience nonetheless.  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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