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INTRODUCTION
The emerging field of Social Ecology

David Wright and Stuart B. Hill

We cannot know the future, but we can dare to imagine. Let us compare two
contrasting scenarios. It is the year 3000, and the turn of the century is being
celebrated.

In the first scenario, which confirms our worst fears, it is a severely limited
event, in every sense. Only a small area of the Earth is habitable by humans, who
are now a minor species on the planet, surviving much as some of the endan-
gered species — such as the orang-utan and gorilla — are today. The survivors did
eventually learn how to live sustainably, but it was too late; and ‘survival of the
fittest’ inevitably eliminated most members of our species, together with most
other species that shared our environmental requirements. It is a sad sight, but
they are, nevertheless, celebrating their survival, while mourning their past and
maintaining hope for the future.

In the second scenario celebrations are taking place in relatively small, largely
locally self-reliant communities across the planet. These mutually supportive
societies are markedly different from our own. Like the survivors in the first
scenario, they are the products of intense psychosocial evolution; but the differ-
ence is that they embraced the necessary changes much earlier than did those in
the first scenario. Despite the apparent ‘good life” being lived by the privileged at
the turn of the previous century, they recognised that this was ethically unjust and
unsustainable. Perhaps most profoundly they realised that their obsession with
growth in production and consumption, and neglect of system maintenance — at
every level, from person to planet — was already resulting in significant degrada-
tion and system breakdown; and, if allowed to continue, that this would result in
the extinction of their species. So, they set about changing everything: from their
personal lifestyles to their political and economic systems, and the nature of their
relationships with one another and the environment.

The details of the changes involved will, we hope, one day be written. What
we can confidently say now is that this would have involved profound changes in
their values; and the development and adoption of frameworks for understanding,
designing, planning, relating, decision making and acting that are supportive of
the well-being of all, and of all life-enabling processes. Because these processes
are primarily ecological, and change involves psychological and psychosocial
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transformation, these are the areas where their learning and development would
have been most intense.

Evidence of such thinking can be found in all areas of endeavour; and it is
interesting to us that a significant number of these pioneer thinkers, who advo-
cated applying ecological understanding to the design and management of human
systems, used the term ‘social ecology’ (SE) to label their approach. This is the
framework and approach that we are advocating and that is being explored in this
collection of essays.

The pioneers who used this term included the architect and town planner Erwin
Gutkind (1953), evolutionary biologist Sir Julian Huxley (1962 talk, published 1964),
ecoanarchist and ecolibertarian Murray Bookchin (1964; at that time he wrote under
the pen name Lewis Herber; in the mid-1990s Bookchin abandoned anarchism and
proposed ‘communalism’ as his approach), social scientist Mattei Dogan (who in
1970 established and chaired the International Sociological Association ‘Research
Committee on Social Ecology’; Dogan and Stein, 1974), psychologists Fred Emery
and Eric Trist (1973; this was while they were at the Tavistock Institute for Social
Research in London), and behavioural scientist Martin Large (1981), who, together
with Bookchin, influenced our use of the term at Hawkesbury.

John Clark (1997) has noted that since the late 1800s the ground was being
prepared for the development of social ecology by those who were reflecting on
the relationships between human societies and nature. Most important among
these were French geographer Elisée Reclus (1830-1905), Scottish botanist and
social thinker Patrick Geddes (1854—1932), his student American historian and
social theorist Lewis Mumford (1895-1992), communitarian philosopher Martin
Buber (1878-1965), and anarchist geographer Peter Kropotkin (1842—-1921), who
championed mutual aid, political and economic decentralisation, human-scaled
production, and communitarian values; and who was a major influence on the
work of Murray Bookchin.

There were also many important pioneers who were endeavouring to apply
ecological understanding to a diverse range of fields. These included particularly
sociologists Robert Park, Ernst Burgess and their colleagues at the Chicago School
of Sociology (e.g. Park and Burgess 1921), which was sometimes referred to as
the ‘Ecology School’. Some of the other pioneers are referred to in the following
chapters.

At least of equal importance to the development of social ecology thinking
have been the many other pioneers who contributed to its foundations. Of partic-
ular importance was the development of an ‘ecological epistemology’ by Gregory
Bateson (1972) in his book Steps to an Ecology of Mind. Bateson, along with J.J.
Gibson and his book The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception (1979, repub-
lished 1986), drew attention away from an objective focus upon entities to an
examination of the subject’s relationship to the object, and in doing so were early
contributors to what O‘Sullivan (1999) called a reconstructive postmodern vision.

Arguably, the most influential of social ecology theorists has been Murray
Bookchin. Bookchin was a prolific writer and organiser, who viewed social
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ecology as a political action as much as a form of understanding. His legacy lives
on in the Vermont-based Institute of Social Ecology (which he founded with
Daniel Chodorkoff in 1974; it was incorporated in 1981), his own writing and
the life and writing of many who have been influenced by him. Bookchin settled
on the term ‘social ecology’ as a response to the failure to deliver egalitarian
social systems in a rapidly industrialising USA (associated also with a critique
of socialist models on offer), and early intimations of the social and ecological
consequences of that industrialisation. He writes,

When I first began to use the rarely employed term ‘social ecology’ ... |
emphasized that the idea of dominating nature has its origins in the very real
domination of human by human — that is, in hierarchy. These status groups,
I insisted could continue to exist even if economic classes were abolished.
Secondly, hierarchy had to be abolished by institutional changes that were
no less profound and far reaching than those needed to abolish classes. This
placed ‘ecology’ on an entirely new level of inquiry and praxis ... Social
ecology was concerned with the most intimate relations between human
beings and the organic world around them. Social ecology, in effect, gave
ecology a sharp revolutionary and political edge. In other words, we were
obliged to seek changes not only in the objective realm of economic relations
but also in the subjective realm of cultural, ethical, aesthetic, personal, and
psychological areas of inquiry.
(Bookchin 2002)

This identification of social ecology as an inquiry into subjectivity and relation-
ships is in accord with the approach of Emery and Trist who published Towards a
Social Ecology in 1973. They say they were led to social ecology by ‘our concern
with what was happening to organisations, considered as open socio-technical
systems, as they encountered greater complexity and a faster change-rate’ (1973:
xii). This required a ‘more thorough examination than we have made so far of
environmental relations and a consideration of the character of environment itself’
(ibid.: xii). Thus, environment is understood through social relationships and
knowledge systems, and any change in relation to the environment is dependent
on changes in social relationships and social knowledge systems.

Social ecology at the University of Western Sydney

‘Social Ecology’ in Australia had its origins at Hawkesbury Agricultural College
(HAC) (later the University of Western Sydney: Hawkesbury; and later again
the University of Western Sydney, Richmond campus). HAC was an elite agri-
cultural college, on the north-western fringe of Sydney. It opened in 1891 and
was, for many years, a conservative, male-dominated, finishing school for young
farmers. Its education took the form of inculcation into the agricultural practices
and social understandings of rural Australia. The urbanisation of Australia and
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the systematic decline in secure farm incomes, leading to a growing disinterest
in careers on the land, contributed to the decline of HAC, and thence its easy
absorption into the multi-campus University of Western Sydney (UWS), an insti-
tution with no historical association with agriculture, other than the Hawkesbury
programs.

Within HAC, however, there were some uniquely interesting combinations
of staff. Many of these remained into the early years of University of Western
Sydney: Hawkesbury. Central within this was an interest in ‘systems agriculture’,
and a funded Chair held by Richard Bawden. Bawden’s leadership of the systems
agriculture group, influenced by his readings of Checkland (1981) and the ‘Open
Systems’ group at the Open University UK, laid the ground for the application of
a systemic approach to learning and research. This ‘Hawkesbury approach’ grew
out of awareness that different forms of learning are acquired as a consequence
of different systemic relationships. Through this perspective, learning became
much more than formally acquired knowledge. In keeping with the assumptions
of contemporary andragogy, learning was regarded as self-directed, experiential,
relevant and applied (Knowles 1984; Brookfield 1995): a process, rather than
a content-based approach, that builds on the specific needs of individuals and
communities. Accordingly, Bawden and Packham (1991) claimed a ‘brand new
and controversial research tradition where the emphasis is not on enquiry into
systems as real entities, but as figments of the imagination of people, which help
them think about real issues’.

Considerations on the personal and community relationships that sustain agri-
culture led to an initial postgraduate degree in Social Communication (1982),
under the leadership of Graham Bird. This attracted a wide range of students:
far beyond the agricultural students generally drawn to HAC. The name change
to ‘Social Ecology’ occurred in 1987, after UWS Hawkesbury lecturer John
Field had returned from a meeting with Martin Large in the UK. Large had been
inspired to use this term through exposure to the work of Emery and Trist at the
Tavistock Institute. Some of the staff were also familiar with the earlier use of the
term by Murray Bookchin.

The methodology and structure of all courses taught in Social Ecology
promoted personal understanding, which was applied to locales, practices and
fields of knowledge with which the learner was directly concerned. It emphasised
the centrality of relationships, and the importance of considered reflection in the
construction of sustainable knowledge systems. It encouraged learning through
participation and promoted inquiry through participatory action research (Reason
and Bradbury 2001).

Significant early — often informal and unacknowledged — leadership was
provided by women members of staff, in particular Marilyn McCutcheon, Chris
Winneke and Judy Pinn. Through a focus on feminist epistemologies, experiential
and process-based perspectives on learning, they contributed to the moulding of
the personalised approach that made it possible for Social Ecology to be, for many
years, the pre-eminent site of research training in UWS.
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This is not to suggest that the Social Ecology staff group was a unified and
uniquely focused one. Not only did (and do) core interests differ, but also personal
and social politics contributed to what was sometimes a disrupted and disruptive
learning space. At various times, sometimes in association with one of a series of
all too frequent university restructures, the staff group was fractured and some
left, sometimes feeling bitterly undervalued. Social Ecology has not been an easy
site to inhabit.

What is social ecology?

In 1994 David Russell responded to the all too frequent question, ‘what is Social
Ecology’, with the following.

Social ecology is ... a way of integrating the practice of science, the use of
technology, and the expression of human values. It draws from any ‘body of
knowledge’ in its pursuit of designing activities that result in self-respecting,
sensitive and social behaviours, which show an awareness of social and
ecological responsibilities.

(Russell 1994: 148)

Stuart Hill, Foundation Chair of Social Ecology, in the opening chapter of
this book provides what he calls a ‘very personal account of social ecology’. He
describes it as ‘like finding home’, partly enabled by ‘our version of social ecol-
ogy’s integration of the personal, social, environmental and “spiritual/unknown”
in most of its teaching and research’, and this is reflected in the definition he
provides in his chapter.

I was also attracted by its emphasis on experiential learning, participatory
action research and other qualitative methodologies, its recognition of the
importance of context, and its acknowledgment of diverse ways of knowing
(including women’s and Aboriginal ways), the importance of diversity and
of learning to collaborate across difference, of working for equity and social
justice, particularly in relation to issues of power, gender and race, and of
learning how to work with and design complex mutualistic systems, recog-
nising chaos as an important precondition for creativity, development and
co-evolution, and not something to be quickly controlled and simplified.

It is worth noting that it is the activity of social ecology, a way of imagining,
integrating and designing, rather than any academic field or sub-field that both
Russell and Hill prioritise here.

In 1999, another staff member, Brendon Stewart, did try to identify Social
Ecology as an academic domain. He positioned it, reflecting his interest in Jungian/

archetypal psychology, as integrating ‘a “sense of place”, home making, “imagina-
tion in action”, community and organisational theory, the Gaia hypothesis (anima
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mundi), contemporary systems theory and a biology that favours symbiosis as
the coherent and organising function of life’ (1999: 4). At first glance this is a
disparate bundle. Common ground can be found, however, in process, and the
process is overwhelmingly situated in imagination, interpretation and representa-
tion. Metaphor rather than fact is to the fore: biology and culture interconnect
through story, feelings are embraced and mystery is welcome.

With the election of a conservative government in Australia in 1996, univer-
sities were subjected to increasing ideological and budgetary constraints; and
holistic and transdisciplinary areas such as social ecology were predictably
marginalised. Reflecting on this time, Newfield (2008: 15) observed that ‘the
university’s cultural missions have declined at the same time as leaders in poli-
tics, economics and the media have lost much of their capacity to understand
the world in non-economic terms.” A major outcome for our group was that
in 1998, in response to a requirement to amalgamate with other compatible
units, we joined with the School of Lifelong Learning and Educational Change
to form the new School of Social Ecology and Lifelong Learning; and after a
further forced amalgamation in 2005 we became part of the much larger School
of Education.

Although this has brought new challenges — as a small unit within a larger
school — it has also opened up new opportunities. Postgraduate students in our
Master of Education (Social Ecology) degree now share foundational studies
with colleagues studying Educational Leadership and Special Education. They
undertake units in ‘Transformative Learning’, ‘Transformative Leadership’ and
‘Researching Practice’, as well as ‘Applied Imagination’, ‘Ecopsychology and
Cultural Change’, ‘Environmental Education and Advocacy’ and ‘Researching
Social Ecology’. Emerging synergies amongst students and across courses have
opened up new pathways to more effectively enable meaningful personal, profes-
sional, social and environmental change.

At the undergraduate level, our previous degrees in Social Ecology, which
at their peak had only 40 students, have been replaced by three Social Ecology
units that each year are taken by hundreds of students as part of their Education
Studies Major. Through their exposure to ‘Learning and Creativity’, ‘Education
and Transformation’ and ‘Education for Sustainability’, thousands of future
school-teachers have been able to actively engage with a diverse range of
concepts and processes firmly located in Social Ecology. As these students
progress in their careers in education and begin to develop the understandings
and skills required for making a positive difference in the lives of young people,
their learning in Social Ecology will, we are confident, be invaluable. It will
help them to play a pivotal role as creative, reflective and self-aware educators
in enabling their students to construct more sustainable, equitable, peaceful and
meaningful futures.

This book is particularly relevant for those undergraduate and postgraduate
students, but also for the much broader community of people seeking more
ecological and humane ways to live and relate to one another and the environment.
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Suggestions for using this book

The book is a response to, rather than an attempt to define the practice of, ‘social
ecology’. Those invited to contribute to the collection are just some of the many
who have influenced and been influenced by the teaching of Social Ecology at the
University of Western Sydney over the last thirty years. Full-time and part-time
staff, guest teachers, authors of key texts and graduates have all contributed to
this richly varied resource. Although their origins are important, it is their subject
matter that connects them and marks the value of this collection.

The collection is divided into four sections, each presenting the subject matter
from a different perspective. Because of the holistic and interrelated nature of the
subject, the collection can be read and enjoyed in whatever order is relevant to
the reader. Both the book and the subject matter encourage an eclectic, intuitive
and wandering engagement. In all chapters the personal is constantly in nego-
tiation, crisis emerges through knowing rather than ignorance, and amelioration
is a consequence of attitude and reflection in relation to action. Issues of crea-
tivity, transformation and sustainability form the spine, and the future teases with
learning.

The opening section, ‘The Big Picture’, comprises a series of articles in which
worldviews are delivered, through a social-ecological perspective. In Chapter 1,
current Adjunct Professor Stuart Hill’s “Social ecology: An Australian perspec-
tive’ is a personal account of his experience of the philosophy and practice of
Social Ecology at the University of Western Sydney, since his appointment as its
Foundation Chair in Social Ecology in 1995. He describes his discovery of Social
Ecology as particularly satisfying after ‘having had to settle for so much less for
so long’; and he identifies with its mission ‘to achieve sustainability and benign
change’. Central to this is the ‘need to pay much more attention to neglected and
blocked expressions of humanity’ and the ‘search for new life-promoting myths’.
Similar social narratives feature also in the contribution by Edmund O’Sullivan,
one of the founders of Toronto’s Transformative Learning Centre. O’Sullivan’s
systemic analysis (Chapter 2) calls for a creative understanding of change, with
respect for the ‘the universe process, the earth process, the life process, and the
human process within the possibilities of the historical moment’. It is his appli-
cation of universe processes to education that marks O’Sullivan’s contribution,
both within this collection and beyond. Adult educator, Peter Willis (Chapter 3),
seeks mythos within story. He argues that creative construction gives rise to the
sort of transformative pedagogy central to the need for new ways of knowing. To
be transformative, such pedagogy requires clear structure, inspiring artistry and
effective delivery. He argues that story is a place in which the ideals and practices
of social ecology can be imagined, and with this in mind he tells his own story of
a ‘place writers’ workshop in southern Tasmania. By contrast, Richard Bawden
in Chapter 4 looks at epistemic conflict: clashes within and between ways of
knowing. His big picture, like all contributors to this section, argues the need for
new attitudes and assumptions, while pondering also the ways in which old and
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new worldviews encounter, interact and come into conflict. Bawden argues that
the social ecology perspective is one that acknowledges the responsibility inherent
in knowledge. He does this in conversation with the ecological perspective and
modernism’s conflict with pre-modern epistemologies in indigenous Australia.

Bernie Neville (Chapter 5), archetypal theorist and teacher educator, positions
his contribution in the midst of sharp social transformation, under pressure of
impending ecological crisis. While recognising the failure of social systems,
particularly the education system, to respond to this, Neville argues — paradoxi-
cally — for the importance of living with complexity, chaos and ambiguity. ‘The
fate of the planet’, Neville considers, ‘will not be determined by the brilliance of
our technology, but by the genuineness of our dialogue and the strength of our
connection to all life.” Educators have a crucial role in this.

Although the final chapter (Chapter 6) in the opening section by composer,
conductor and arts educator Barry Bignell is different in tone and content to
preceding ones, it is included here because of the subject matter it addresses.
Bignell challenges us ‘to envisage ourselves as more than we are’, to be ‘conscious
of our humanity in all things’. Arguing this, he draws attention to ‘imaginative
re-creation’, especially to the experience of the ‘spoken word’. In doing so he asks
us to consider the manner of our communion rather than the logic of it. He argues
that in our naming — our languaging — we create consciousness. ‘It is to the poet in
the child that we must attend, because the quality of the sound-experience refines
the power of observation.” The way we speak betrays the way we think; the critic
needs only listen to hear us betray ourselves.

The second section of the book, titled ‘The Social in Ecology’, brings issues of
creativity, community, sustainability, place and story into direct conversation with
ecological relationships.

Ainslie Yardley (Chapter 7) identifies creativity as a physical relationship with
self and environment; as a country with borders, laws and conditions of entry and
exit. In doing so she maps a domain of inquiry in constant negotiation with the
context. This embodied relational encounter is considered in many of the chapters
that follow. Sally MacKinnon’s tale of her practical and metaphoric transitions
between community gardener and community activist is of this kind (Chapter 8).
MacKinnon writes of ‘communities as gardens — as living, evolving, self-organ-
ising organisms’. She writes about the intense ‘political’ experience involved in
community building and gardening as a way of alleviating the oppressive spirit
let loose.

In their contribution, recent Social Ecology graduates Jasmin Ball and Kathryn
McCabe (Chapter 9) argue for the need to engage critically and actively with
sustainability; and they present this as personal dilemma, not a problem of or for
others. They advocate that we ‘feel’ our way into change through an appreciation
of ‘mutually supportive relationships’. Using examples from their activist work,
they deeply ponder the problems involved in taking effective action.

In Chapter 10 John Cameron, long time Social Ecology staff member and major
voice in ‘sense of place’ discourse, writes of his pathway to an appreciation of
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place and the ramifications of a deep and abiding relationship with it. Cameron
describes his approach as emerging through Social Ecology’s focus on experien-
tial learning and reflection. By positioning these in relation to repeated encounters
with specific locations, Cameron seeks to bring to the fore conversations between
students about ‘their place’ and their learning. This is a process that Cameron
himself has lived. It has contributed to his retirement from UWS and the recon-
struction of his present low-impact lifestyle, and the regeneration of fifty-five
acres of degraded land in a remote location on Bruny Island, Tasmania.

Martin Mulligan, like Cameron, is also a former staff member of Social Ecology.
In Chapter 11 Mulligan writes of his gradual engagement, post-UWS, with local
and global communities. His focus is how communities hold knowledge. He
identifies conflict in the relationship between the knowledge systems of global
organisations and local communities, and argues that resolving this is central to
the development of effective climate change politics. Bruce Fell, Social Ecology
graduate and documentary filmmaker, approaches the ‘social in ecology’ through
reference to memory systems and technology (Chapter 12). ‘Neuroscience, in
combination with cognitive archaeology, informs us that memory is located in
two places: internally and externally. This chapter is about this relationship.” By
positioning memory in powerful technology, outside the central nervous system,
Fell questions the ways in which civilisations can upgrade and contemporise
information that is crucial to human well-being and ecological sustainability.

In the following chapter (Chapter 13), the final one in this section, archetypal
psychologist and former Social Ecology staff member David Russell echoes
aspects of Fell’s analysis. Although not addressing technology, Russell examines
the relationships between the collective imagination, the construction of mytholo-
gies and contemporary life-issues, such as climate change. Russell regards the
challenge of ‘engaging our imagination in the task of wrestling with real world
problems’ as first and foremost involving psychological work. Long-standing
images and metaphors — such as the earth as passive, nurturing and supportive
— can impede this. Russell highlights the need for emotional desire to drive our
imagination. ‘Desire moves’, Russell asserts, ‘things change ... and we have
reason for hope’.

All chapters in this section identify creativity as a means of engagement. All
position the experience of relationship deep within the knowledge systems that
determine social-ecological understanding. The application of these to learning
systems is central in the section that follows.

The third section of the book, titled ‘Education and Transformation’, opens
with an essay (Chapter 14) by Canadian holistic educator John P. (Jack) Miller
on Henry David Thoreau. Miller describes Thoreau as both an environmentalist
and an educator; who provides a model for effective teaching. Shortly after
concluding his tertiary studies, Thoreau established his own school; and central to
the program provided were field trips. In this way, nature became source material
for all disciplines. The closure of the school, following the death of his brother,
triggered Thoreau’s immersion in nature at Walden Pond. Education and learning
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was never far from his thoughts. Miller characterises Thoreau as someone who
wrote ‘to inspire the individual to awaken and to live the life they can imagine’.
He was, Miller argues, ‘one of the first environmental educators’.

Thomas Nielsen (Chapter 15) also considers education as a means for devel-
oping positive relationships. He writes about a program designed to educate the
benefits of generous action: a curriculum of giving. However, Nielsen writes,
‘without giving to the self, with wisdom and awareness, what the self needs, it is
hard to give effectively to others’. Thus, Nielsen regards engagement, meaning
and happiness as all being within the ambit of school education. He describes a
variety of ‘giving’ initiatives, and the sites of their enactment; and he argues that
it ‘makes sense to view acts like gratitude, reverence, awe, prayer, etc., as ways
of giving to life itself’.

Roslyn Arnold (Chapter 16) has a strong interest in empathy and learning.
On the basis of her research into neuroscience, she extols the social-ecological
perspective of conscious relationship: ‘that ability to experience one’s self as
a separate being from others, but as a dependent being too’. Arnold advocates
this as an invaluable quality for teachers. The capacity to tune into the needs of
others, to appreciate the internal dynamics of individual class members, is that
which enables transformative understandings to emerge in a classroom setting.
Psychotherapist Robin Grille (Chapter 17) is also concerned with neuroscience
and nurturing. He argues, ‘in childhood and adolescence, the human brain is
subjected to profound chemical and synaptic changes wrought through the impact
of human relationships. These changes underpin the formation of individual
personality and relating styles: the building blocks of any society.” Frustrated,
even angered, by the inadequacy of his own schooling, Grille seeks to realise the
dynamics that enable the release rather than the neglect of children’s ‘unique and
diverse passions’.

In the next two chapters, current Social Ecology staff member David Wright
(Chapter 18) and Social Ecology graduate Graeme Frauenfelder (Chapter 19)
build their discussions around the social-ecological learning acquired in the
practical processes of drama. Wright argues that within drama processes lie
opportunities to acquire a deeply embodied appreciation of the environmental
interrelatedness that constructs ecological understanding. Working through
principles of cognitive biology and dramatic improvisation, Wright places value
on the ‘state of becoming’ central within drama experience. Frauenfelder’s
discussion is built around play and joy. He writes of the inspiration acquired
in community education work in Zambia where, with a troupe of actors, he
travelled from village to village using drama to help build and strengthen
community life. He writes also of his participation in community festivals in
earthquake shattered China and racially riven South Africa. Play becomes for
Frauenfelder an exploration and celebration of spirit, and a manifestation of
social-ecological learning.

Current Social Ecology staff member Catherine Camden-Pratt (Chapter 20)
comes to the heart of social ecology and its possibilities in personal becoming,
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through a focus on writing as practice in creative learning with/in social ecology
and the consequences of this for her teaching. She acknowledges the blank page
and its power with confidence in her vulnerability and uncertainty as she writes
to know. Her writing demonstrates embodiment and how to write this into an
academic context. The writing of the chapter itself becomes her subject matter,
intermingling with the difficult questions she asks of herself, of creativity and the
nature of becoming with/in social ecology. As she observes, ‘This is ecological
writing that acknowledges the relationships and the contexts in which the writing
takes place and their influences on the writer/writing.” Creativity is, for Camden-
Pratt, a negotiation between skills, capacity and the unknown. The tools she calls
up are multiple, and the relationships she constructs are among the valuable lega-
cies of the learning she communicates.

The final section, ‘Ecological Stories’, draws together very personal storied
responses to the experience of emergence within and through ecological crisis.
In Chapter 21 Christy Hartlage draws attention to the practiced rituals that enrich
everyday life. Central to these rituals are our relationships with food. These,
Hartlage observes, provide a commentary upon our relationships with the Earth.
Here lies insight into place, into cycles of life, into production processes, and
into the values that inform the depth of our daily communion. Hartlage observes:
‘Understanding that our relationship with the Earth is our primary relationship:
the relationship that keeps us alive, can lead us to a sensual relationship with our
natural community.’

Current Social Ecology staff member Carol Birrell (Chapter 22) also offers a
deeply personal tale of relationship. In this instance, it is with a particular region
and its people. She invites her readers to accompany her ‘deeply’ into Aboriginal
country; and asks how, or indeed if, it might be possible to ‘think black’ in
Australia. She depicts this as ‘moving toward’ understanding; as a ‘surrendering
into ... the land and into another way of being’. Birrell asks us to imagine her
encounter: to listen for its silences. She tells of those who enabled her to develop
this relationship, and about the conflicts encountered along the way, on land, sea
and in dreams. She tells of being watched, and being seen here, and asserts that
‘an in-depth engagement with Aboriginal culture on its own terms is required. If
one desires to sit comfortably with this land, surely one needs to surrender to the
land on its own terms’, she writes.

James Whelan (Chapter 23) is a community activist and organiser; and in
this role he positions himself in the midst of a protest march in Canberra and
ponders the relationships that accompany direct action. He describes the police
performing to script, and the protestors responding in kind. ‘Quickly, a routine
was established. In response to their script, we replied, “I will not cooperate
with a government unwilling to act to prevent catastrophic climate change.”’
One by one, activists were led, carried or dragged away, ‘their faces communi-
cating fear, conviction, concern and solidarity’. Whelan advocates an ongoing
role for direct action in a struggle informed as much by doubt in personal
and community resilience as by the possibility of success. Without pondering
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what success entails, Whelan fears the consequences of what he calls ‘the
alternative’.

John Broomfield’s contribution (Chapter 24) is a primer on shamanism and its
contribution to understanding the breakdown in relationships between Earth and
humans. From his perspective there should be a considerable amount of unknown
admitted to this discussion. He observes: ‘By our ancestors’ measure, we have
grossly exaggerated our self-importance in the intricate web of life.” In doing so,
we have failed to recognise the likelihood that ‘there are many more shoulders
sharing this burden than we think’. In the chapter that follows, John Seed, with
David Wright, also writes from a depth perspective (Chapter 25). His subject
matter is the anthropocentrism that is central to the Judeo-Christian tradition.
One consequence of this is, he argues, an attitude to the Earth as no more than
a resource awaiting commodification. Seed identifies this as a theology that has
taken root in economics and among economists. He interprets the consequences
of this in the language of ritual sublimation before asking: but what are we to
do? Seed advocates an activism of the spirit; as well as the confronting applica-
tion of humour. Although Seed’s debt to Thomas Berry is strong, his debt to his
twenty-five years of work as an activist, deep in the mulch of the rainforest, is as
important in his contribution to the deep ecology movement.

In the chapter that follows, Social Ecology graduate Ben-Zion Weiss writes
(like Wright and Frauenfelder) of the practical application of drama, in his case,
for education in anti-racism (Chapter 26). Weiss tells of his own discovery of
drama as a means of constructing culture; and he argues for using this as a means
for constructing an appreciative culture, able to invest in relationship. He writes
of his own experience of racism, and the importance of framing it as an example
of ‘cross-cultural’ conflict. Herein lies the opportunity to use strategies acquired
in peace and conflict studies to find resolution.

In the final chapter (Chapter 27) current UWS School of Education staff member
Susanne Gannon maps her own relationship to place, in poetry: her ‘idiosyncratic
response to the call to engage with my particular place and space, through my
particular preferred medium of language’. She describes her poetry as a ‘material
space’ in which all components of an environment co-mingle. As she walks she
encounters not only a physical landscape, but also a landscape of memories and
imaginings. The neighbourhood becomes a ‘central protagonist’ in a journey of
knowledge. Gannon posits poetry as a form of inquiry: a way of knowing and
articulating a depth of relationship. An evocation of social-ecological knowledge.

This is a rich collection of readings. We hope you find much that is stimulating
and rewarding within. The subject matter is not new, but the times in which we
live make it vital and compelling. Experience transforms authority and interrela-
tionship becomes the key to working with the barely fathomable change we are
immersed in. As you find meaning in this collection we invite you to find your
own voice and your own stories, and to speak with your own communities about
your learning and your understanding of social ecology, knowledge and the future
we are co-creating.
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Note

1 The authors appreciate suggestions prior to and during the writing of this introduction
by Catherine E. Camden-Pratt and Brenda Dobia.
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SOCIAL ECOLOQY
An Australian perspective’

Stuart B. Hill

This is a very personal account of social ecology. In this chapter I will endeavour
to discuss what social ecology means to me at this moment, place it within the
vast smorgasbord of frameworks for understanding and action, share some critical
moments in my evolving love affair with it, and talk boldly about where I believe
it can make important contributions to our future, from the individual level to that
of the species, and from the local to the global.

Social ecology at the University of Western Sydney

First let me say that social ecology at the University of Western Sydney (UWS)
is significantly different from the usual textbook descriptions, which invariably
refer only to the writings of Murray Bookchin (e.g. Eckersley 1992; Merchant
1994: 8-9). I have not been able to find clear evidence for Bookchin’s first use of
the term, although it was probably in the mid-1960s; and his first major work on
social ecology was Post-scarcity Anarchism in 1971, although he had published an
earlier ‘preparatory’ work under the pseudonym Lewis Herber (1962). Marshall
(1992: 423), however, notes that the American ecologist E.A. Gutkind (1953) was
the first to refer to social ecology in a publication (it was also a term used by Sir
Julian Huxley in a talk at the University of Southampton in 1962, and included
in a collection of his essays, 1964), although Bookchin was the first person to
develop it into a field of study with a set of principles. These, which I broadly
embrace, include unity in diversity and complexity, spontaneity, complementary
and mutualistic rather than hierarchical relationships, active participatory democ-
racy and bioregionalism. Although Bookchin has written a lot about a lot of things,
he is most known for his disappointments (e.g. with ecologists, Bookchin 1980;
see also my reply, Hill 1980a, and observations by Smith 1998: 79) and dislikes
— notably hierarchical systems, mysticism, primitivism, postmodernism and
deep ecology (Bookchin 1995). At UWS, we tend to be much less judgemental
in these areas. Bookchin (who died in 2006) was a passionate ecoanarchist and
ecolibertarian who was eager to warn people about the dangers of most aspects of
our current society, and to provide us with a critical view of our political history
(Bookchin 1982). His central historical position was that domination of nature
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has its roots in the domination of humans by other humans, first on the basis of
age and gender, and later also race and class.”? Whatever their origins, because all
of these ‘dominations’ have been systematically institutionalised and integrated
into most cultures, an acknowledgment of our interdependent relationships with
nature, and of the need for the promotion of non-hierarchical cultures, is particu-
larly challenging. Despite the difficulties of fully understanding Bookchin’s posi-
tion (Watson 1996; Clark 1997; Biehl 1998: ix; see also many papers in Light
1998 for a philosophical and historical analysis of Bookchin’s social ecology),
he has enjoyed a significant following, particularly in the New England States
where he inspired students at Goddard College in Montpellier, Vermont, at which
degrees in social ecology have been offered since the 1970s.

For me, as for most of my colleagues and our students at UWS, finding social
ecology was like finding home, a home that many of us had almost given up
believing might really exist, having had to settle for so much less for so long.
This unwillingness to settle for less and a passion to go further, particularly in
our understanding and action relating to sustainability and change, is for me one
of the most attractive features of social ecology at the University of Western
Sydney. This is partly enabled by our version of social ecology’s integration of
the personal, social, environmental and ‘spiritual/unknown’ (discussed below) in
most of its teaching and research. I was also attracted by its emphasis on experien-
tial learning, participatory action research and other qualitative methodologies, its
recognition of the importance of context, and its acknowledgment of diverse ways
of knowing (including women’s and Aboriginal ways), the importance of diver-
sity and of learning to collaborate across difference, of working for equity and
social justice, particularly in relation to issues of power, gender and race, and of
learning how to work with and design complex mutualistic systems, recognising
chaos as an important precondition for creativity, development and co-evolution,
and not something to be quickly controlled and simplified.

Social ecology brings together so many poles that rarely meet: the arts and
sciences; critical thinking, reflexivity, passion and intuition; rationality and spirit-
uality; the stories of the ancients, systems theory and chaos theory; plus an exten-
sive list of disciplines. Our social ecology is a transdisciplinary metafield that has
been particularly informed by ecology, psychology and health studies, sociology
and cultural studies, the creative arts, holistic sciences, appropriate technology,
post-structuralism and critical theory, ecofeminism, ecopolitics, ecological
economics, peace and futures studies, applied philosophy and ‘spirituality’ (in its
broadest sense).

Minimal competencies for working as a social ecologist

To work effectively as a social ecologist one requires competencies in a number
of areas that are rarely grouped together in educational programs, particularly at
the tertiary level. These include certain minimal understandings in the following
four areas.
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*  Personal: what it means to be fully alive as a member of our species and
of one’s communities, and as an active, responsible and creative partner
in relationships (Shem and Surrey 1998), how our bodies and minds work
(see especially the ecological epistemology provided by Bateson 1972, also
Harries-Jones 1995), how we learn and develop, the relationships between the
physical, mental, emotional and ‘spiritual’, between organism and environ-
ment (and sense of place), self, others and society, and a basic understanding
of physiology and psychology.

*  Social: including the nature of our various institutional structures, instruments
and processes (politics, economics, religion, the arts, science and technology,
education etc.), and our history, particularly our psychosocial history (see
especially deMause 1982 and 2002 for a challenging view of this).

*  Ecological: biodiversity (Dale and Hill 1996), biophysical processes, time
and space, niches, roles and multifunctionality, limits and thresholds, non-
linearity and cycles, mutualism and synergy, ecological succession and
co-evolution, resilience, and self-regulation and maintenance.

*  Processes of change: relations between personal, social and environmental
change, the driving and restraining forces that are involved, and how to
strengthen and add to the former, and weaken and remove the latter (Lewin
1935), how to work with ‘memes’ (Beck and Cowan 1996), imagination,
creativity and visioning, collaborative inquiry (Heron 1996), participatory
action research (Reason and Bradbury 2001), soft systems methodology
(Checkland and Scholes 1990) and mutuality, or the ‘we’ as Shem and Surrey
(1998) refer to it.

In gaining understanding and competence in each of these areas it is necessary
to have opportunities to learn through personal experience and through exposure
to mixed outcome case studies and diverse models.’

Definition

Because of the richness referred to above, it is difficult to find a definition
of social ecology that is widely accepted within the UWS community, partly
because the parts of it that are emphasised by each individual vary with
their current interests and contexts. For me, at the moment, it is concerned
particularly with ‘the study and practice of personal, social and ecological
sustainability and progressive change based on the critical application and
integration of ecological, humanistic, community and “spiritual” values’. I am
aware that all of these terms are hotly contested. However, I am choosing to
use them, with some degree of discomfort, until I find better ways to describe
my position.
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Inclusion of the personal, social and ecological

Such a condensed definition needs some explanation. Let me say first, however,
that by stating my latest provisional thinking on the values that I consider central
to social ecology I am hoping to encourage others to do likewise, partly to help me
to further develop my own understanding. I am making the following statements
not to say that this is how it is or must be, but rather that this is how it seems to
me at this moment in time. It is my current story, my collection of narratives that
make some sense of my experiences as a social ecologist. Working with such
embodied stories is also central to my practice as a social ecologist.

The first and, for me, most important point is the explicit inclusion of the
personal, emphasising our relational self (Josselson 1996; Shem and Surrey
1998). Most comparable so-called holistic frameworks for understanding and
acting in the areas of sustainability and change use as their three main catego-
ries economics, society and the environment. I believe that this privileging of
economics, as being more important than all of our other social constructions
— more important, for example, than politics, religion, the arts, science and tech-
nology, education, systems of values and ethics — is part of our problem. It helps
to perpetuate a narrow monetary system of values and decision making; and, by
doing this, it concentrates power in the hands of those with large amounts of
money. A broader and more diverse base for decision making would be more
compatible with, and supportive of, a participatory democracy. Also, the common
neglect of the personal supports the widespread perception that our problems can
only be solved by heroes (mythologised rather than real people), particularly poli-
ticians and scientists, rather than problem solving (and, more importantly, preven-
tion) being a collaborative project that requires all of our contributions.

Money, along with our other institutional structures, instruments and processes
is, I believe, better regarded as a ‘tool’ that needs to be designed/redesigned and
used wisely to help us to implement our values. Such tools need to be subser-
vient to and supportive of our collective broader values, and not the other way
round. Taking such an approach would cause us to pay much more attention to
the development and clarification of our values and to their centrality in our day-
to-day discourse, decision making and action. So many of the crises reported in
the news each day provide clear feedback that most of our institutional structures,
instruments and processes are in urgent need of redesign. Yet there is an enor-
mous resistance to both acknowledge this and embark on the necessary task of
transformation and redesign. Rather, the usual response is to seek solutions to the
symptoms of crises within a problem-solving framework.

My own vision of a preferable society, based on my present limited level of
understanding, would have the following features. A right to meaningful work
and access to the ingredients needed to construct healthy and creative lives would
gradually replace our current view of ‘labour’ as a cost to be minimised and even
eliminated. This might help us to recognise the current dominant attitude as just
one expression of our enslavement to a manipulated, deceptively simple economic
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bottom line (when the absolute bottom line is bio-ecological). With a more wide-
spread recognition of the importance of ecological limits and opportunities, the
development and use of solar and appropriate technologies would be emphasized;
and non-renewable resources would be conserved for higher priorities than running
cars and heating houses. The need to conserve the rich biodiversity with which
we share this amazing planet would be much easier to understand. This contrasts
with our current oversimplified division of nature into resources to be managed
and sold for profit, and pests to be eliminated with the vast chemical arsenal that
we have assembled to, tragically usually non-specifically, eliminate life. What is
most puzzling about this situation is that most people seem to assume that they
are somehow immune to these non-specific attacks. We should expect, rather than
be surprised by, the common increases in degenerative diseases, immune system
breakdown and associated behavioural problems. Indeed, these should be regarded
as indicators to be responded to at the causal level, rather than as new ‘enemies’ to
be subjected to the same faulty thinking and overkill technologies that got us into
this mess in the first place. Most of the new biotechnology ‘solutions’ are sadly
being conceived within this same deceptively simple construction of nature. This
time, however, the ability of naively reconstructed organisms to multiply them-
selves and conduct their own ‘experiments’ could lead to much greater crises than
those associated with our naive physical and chemical experiments.

Norgaard’s (1994) co-evolutionary framework for sustainable development and
change similarly stresses the importance of values. It also highlights the tendency
of our overemphasis on powerful institutional structures, such as global economics
and the transnational corporations that they serve, together with certain powerful
technologies, to colonise and compromise our values, diverse knowledge systems,
and the health of our environment, our communities, our relationships and
ourselves. He argues that genuine sustainable development requires a tick in each
of these areas without such compromise.

My experience of working with a diverse range of populations over the past 40
years has led me to conclude that situation improvement projects are most effec-
tive and sustainable when they work in ways that integrate the personal, social,
ecological and ‘spiritual’. Such a framework is most supportive of participation,
collaboration, personal development and creativity, responsibility and owner-
ship, and a sense of place, purpose and meaning (Hill 2003). Thus, for me, the
difference between highlighting the personal or economic is far from trivial. It
has important consequences, not least of which is the imperative for developing
the competencies noted above in each of these four broad areas, and gaining an
understanding of the ways in which they are interrelated.

Sustainability and progressive change

I regard sustainability and progressive change very broadly. For example, at the
personal level I regard most psychotherapy as being concerned with sustain-
ability (through its involvement in recovery, rehabilitation, reconstruction and
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maintenance, especially of mutually beneficial relationships) and progressive
change (through transformation and development). Similarly, within societies
most of our institutional structures, instruments and processes are preoccupied
with the often apparently contradictory forces associated with sustainability and
change (Sattmann-Frese and Hill 2008).

The highlighting of sustainability and progressive change emphasises the two
dominant features of all living systems; maintenance, into which most resources
and energy are naturally channelled (usually well over 50 per cent), is the process
that enables sustainability, and adaptation, transformation, development, succes-
sion and co-evolution are the dominant expressions of change.

The tension between sustainability and change is similar in some respects to
that between the two interrelated main ways of being in the world that are essen-
tial for our well-being: ‘knowing’ (as a necessary prerequisite for effective and
responsible action) and ‘unknowing’ (necessary for learning). This is best visu-
alised as a progressive upward spiral, with knowing on one side, and learning on
the other. The key is to be able to move flexibly and appropriately between these
two processes, not getting stuck for too long on one or the other side of the emer-
gent spiral. If we get stuck on ‘knowing’ we are in danger of becoming boring,
oppressive and controlling ‘know-it-alls’, with well developed defences against
new learning. People stuck on ‘unknowing’, on the other hand, often present as
being apathetic, lost, searching, postponing, or as hypercritical ‘unknow-it-alls’.
Learning to work flexibly and spontaneously with knowing and unknowing, the
rational and the mystical, science and ‘spirituality’, the modern and postmodern
(and post-postmodern), order and chaos, goals and plans, visions and dreams, and
sustainability and change is one important expression of the essential competence
of being able to embrace, learn from and work with paradox, an essential social
ecology competence that remains largely undeveloped in our society. Rushkoff’s
(1996) book Children of Chaos provides a paradoxical, challenging and hopeful
view of how many young people, by playing with chaos, creativity and ‘shadow’
material, and with computers, are already intuitively preparing themselves for
creating a more benign and caring future.

With respect to sustainability — the rehabilitation, conservation and mainte-
nance of ecological, cultural and personal capital, including especially mutually
beneficial relationships — it is important to recognise that whereas ecological (and,
to some extent, personal) sustainability deal with absolutes, such as the air, water
and nutrients for life, together with a vast range of mutualistic relationships, the
requirements for social and cultural sustainability are relative and much more
flexible. Because money has no comparable requirements, economic sustain-
ability, in contrast, is dependent primarily on the wisdom of our decisions and
actions (thus, money is in no way comparable to resources like air and water).
Consequently, economic sustainability must serve firstly ecological sustainability,
and secondly personal and sociocultural sustainability, and not vice versa. P.A.
Yeomans (1958) Keyline system provides an exemplary systemic approach for
working ecologically with landscapes (see also Savory and Butterfield 1999 for a
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systematic approach to decision making and its application, particularly to range
management).

The absolute nature of ecological sustainability has important legislative,
legal and regulatory implications. Thus, interventions into ecosystems (simpli-
fication, harvesting, waste disposal, release of novel chemicals and genetically
modified organisms) must be regarded as ‘guilty until proven innocent’, with
much reliance being placed on the precautionary principle (Harding and Fisher
1999; Raffensperger and Tickner 1999). Similarly, risk studies need to be
conducted with reference to ecological absolutes and sociocultural values, and
not based simply on economics. Currently, as part of a tendency to preserve
the status quo (or extrapolations of it), most risk studies, which should be
providing us with valuable feedback for necessary ‘redesign’, are concerned
only with problem measurement and assessment — I call this ‘monitoring our
extinction’ research — rather than with risk reduction and avoidance (see also
Raffensperger 1998).

With respect to change, it is important to distinguish between ‘deep’ sustainable
change, which usually requires fundamental redesign of the systems involved, and
of our relationships with them, and ‘shallow’ adaptive, substitutive and compen-
satory change, which usually unintentionally protects and perpetuates the very
structures and processes that are the sources of the problems that we are endeav-
ouring to solve. In my work I distinguish between ‘Efficiency’, ‘Substitution’
(shallow) and ‘Redesign’ (deep) approaches to change (e.g. Hill 1998). Although
this ‘E-S-R’ model was first developed for re-conceptualising pest control from
inefficient to efficient use of pesticides, to the use of substitutes such as biological
controls, to the integrated redesign and design of complex agro-ecosystems — to
favour the crops and natural controls and not the pests, e.g. Hill 1990; Hill et al.
1999 — I have found it to be broadly applicable to all systems. It is important to be
aware that ‘efficiency’ and ‘substitution’ strategies may serve either as stepping-
stones or as barriers to the ultimately needed ‘redesign’ approaches.

My broad use of the ESR model, and habit of suspecting that any phenomenon
detected in one part of a system might also be operational in its other parts —
in generically similar yet specifically different ways — is one expression of the
concept of ‘holonomy’ (Harman and Sahtouris 1998), and of the ‘holographic
paradigm’, which is central to my approach to social ecology.

I have also found that when working with social change it is important to meet
people where they are, acknowledge their past and present relational efforts,
support their ‘next small meaningful steps’, and if appropriate to celebrate their
progress and completions publicly to facilitate their spread. This is in contrast
to the more common overemphasis on (‘Olympic’ scale) mega-projects, heroes,
experts and heavy-handed technological and legislative interventions. Using the
former approach with Quebec farmers interested in adopting more sustainable
systems of farm design and management led to much higher rates of change than
had been achieved elsewhere using the more conventional top-down approaches
(Hill and MacRae 1992).
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Another key to the effective implementation of sustainable change is to be imagi-
native in integrating personal (including ‘spiritual’), social (including institutional)
and environmental approaches, while also being aware of their (limited) substituta-
bility. For example, the provision of a benign environment may, even in the absence
of personal change initiatives or the fundamental redesign of institutions, lead to
benign behaviour and health. This was achieved most dramatically in the Peckham
Experiment in the UK. In this experiment, over 1,000 families, who had access to a
supportive recreational centre in Peckham between 1935 and 1950, experienced no
marriage breakdowns, no violence, little interest in competitive games, the wide-
spread formation of mutually beneficial relationships and a dramatic improvement
in their health and well-being (Williamson and Pearse 1980; Stallibrass 1989).
Similarly, there are numerous examples of individuals in deep psychotherapy, or
who have been members of a supportive peer counselling or relationship counsel-
ling group, in the absence of environmental or institutional changes, significantly
transforming their ways of being and relating in the world and similarly achieving
dramatic improvement in their health and well-being (Janov 1971; Mahrer 1978;
Gruen 1988; Stettbacher 1991; Jackins 1992; Rowan 1993; Shem and Surrey 1998).
The greatest gains are likely to be achieved, however, when mutually supportive
and potentially synergistic initiatives are being taken, in integrated ways, in all of
these four areas (personal, social, ecological and ‘spiritual’).

Conversely, it is not surprising that in a culture that emphasises growth, greed,
individualism, power over, hierarchy and compensatory, stimulatory consumption
(particularly through commodification and manipulative advertising), and other
characteristics listed in Table 1.1, that disempowerment, relationship breakdown,
apathy, irresponsibility, addiction and violence will be common. Clearly, if we
are to achieve sustainability and benign change, we will need to pay much more
attention to the neglected and blocked expressions of humanity listed on the right
of this table.

Ecological, humanistic and community values

Because reference to these qualities has been made throughout this chapter, only
certain contentious points will be highlighted here. These values need to be consid-
ered together to avoid arriving at conflicting imperatives. As indicated above,
however, it is essential that our species recognises (at every level) the primacy
of those ecological values (listed earlier) that are concerned with our survival,
health and well-being. Because these are currently being compromised within
our societies by so many political, cultural, business and personal decisions, this
point cannot be overemphasised. I have previously published a more extensive
list of ecological values (Hill 1980b), and have spent over 40 years endeavouring
to apply them, particularly to the design and management of sustainable food
systems (e.g. Hill 1998, 1999).

Enlightened humanistic values (Bookchin 1995) demand that we live up to our
potential as human beings. There is currently much confusion and polarisation
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Table 1.1 Dominant pressures and areas of neglect in industrialised societies

Dominant grand narrative of ‘progress Neglected/blocked

Production (regardless of cost) Maintenance, caring

Growth, no limits Sustainability, limits (resources,
ecological ... )

Competition Collaboration, mutualism, synergy

Wealth Sense of enough

Individualism Community, mutualistic relationships

Consumerism (emphasising Conserver society (meeting basic needs)

compensatory wants)

Homogenisation, simplification Maintenance of diversity

‘Controlling’ science ‘Understanding’ science and arts

(‘understanding’ science and arts as a

disposable luxury)

Powerful technologies (often Appropriate technologies (decentralised,

centralised, imported, locally accessible, repairable)

inaccessible, unrepairable)

Market forces (manipulated Values-based decisions (participatory

demand, excessive advertising) democracy)

Economic rationalism (monetary system of Meeting the greatest ‘good’ (social

values) justice ...)

Transglobal corporate managerialism Regional self-reliance and responsibility

Mobile, disposable workforce Sense of place, right to meaningful work

(disconnected from place)

The myths that these are embedded in We need to search for new life-promoting._

are inadequate for securing a ‘good’ myths that can accommodate these

future for most in present and characteristics: some can be found within

future generations nature (and ecology)

in this area. Social ecology has been accused of being overly anthropocentric by
some of its critics, who have compared it with the supposedly more biocentric
deep ecology perspective of Arne Naess (1989) and his followers. My version of
social ecology is, however, constructively critical of both positions. Because all
healthy humans naturally have a survival instinct, we are, in this respect, innately
anthropocentric. To value another species above, or exactly equal to, that of one’s
own can often be indicative of deeper problems of psychological woundedness,
transference and/or projection. For example, if as a child one’s ‘animal’ nature
was inadequately acknowledged, nurtured and integrated into one’s personality,
one adaptive compensatory response might be to seek alternative external ways
of keeping this alive, perhaps through an excessive concern for other species,
especially those with which we most commonly identify. My point here is that
by raising children to value their ‘animal’ nature (along with their other natures)
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they are more likely to be proactive in valuing the richness and diversity of nature
as a whole, and to be consistent in acting on this knowing in responsible ways.
In contrast, compensatory preoccupations tend to be relatively temporary and
the energy invested is often more cathartic than constructive. The other extreme
adaptive response to such deficient child rearing might be to largely deny one’s
‘animal’ nature and, in so doing, also the value of external nature.

A parallel argument has been applied to valuing and nurturing the feminine,
as well as the masculine, in males, and the masculine, as well as the feminine,
in females (Shem and Surrey 1998). Certainly we live in a world dominated by
patriarchy, androcentrism, extreme anthropocentrism, technocentrism, racism,
ageism, and a range of other uncaring and irresponsible prejudices. Clearly these
must be addressed if we are to not disadvantage future generations and further
diminish the planet’s biodiversity and habitat quality. Trying to resolve these
problems by fanatically focusing on a particular type of ‘otherness’ tends to lead
to further problems, not least of which is a common lack of respect and heightened
competition between those committed to different ‘others’. The key, I believe, is
to develop our understanding and caring for both our selves (our diverse natures)
and otherness. Part of the common concern for making these equal (rather than
equitable), simply by taking from one and giving to the other, may come from an
assumption that there is not enough caring (or resources) to go around (another
common ‘lesson’ from childhood). The personal task is to respect, value, support
and develop mutualistic relationships with others so that their needs may be
satisfied and their creativity and ‘gifts’ to the world expressed and received. The
social task is to create contexts that are supportive of doing this, and especially of
nurturing humanistic values and mutualistic relationships in children. Key child
rearing and personal development references that integrate this awareness include
Solter (1989), Stallibrass (1989), Josselson (1996), Shem and Surrey (1998) and
Sazanna (1999).

The importance of community values follows from the above, for children
need to be raised in diverse interactive communities in which they feel cared
for and where they can form meaningful relationships. Although the current
widespread loss of community, unlike the loss of species, is largely reversible,
it is nevertheless a source of immense pain and diverse compensatory consump-
tive and impacting behaviours. It is also an example of an externality that is
rarely considered in our obsession with short-term economic efficiency and
associated economic rationalism and managerialism. A hopeful development
is the growing literature on cultural and social capital (e.g. Roseland 1999).
For me there are parallels between caring for and maintaining the soil within
ecosystems (Hill 1989), communities within societies, and the ‘shadow’ within
the self. The tragedy is that not only are we rapidly eroding soils and communi-
ties, we are also losing the knowledge and skills and institutional structures and
processes that are needed for their ongoing creation and maintenance; and in
the process we are also losing our sources of imagination, creativity, intuition
and wisdom.
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One approach used by many social ecologists to help address such problems
involves supporting the formation of ‘learning communities’ (Senge 1992) and
‘collaborative inquiry groups’ (Heron 1996). These may then provide the ground
within which the needed benign structures and processes can co-evolve. Hunter
et al. (1997) have integrated these and other approaches into what they call
‘co-operacy’, which they regard as the next stage in our social evolution, after
autocracy and democracy. Central principles within a co-operacy include caring
and sharing, transparency and access, inclusiveness and participation, compre-
hensiveness, responsibility and proactivity.

‘Spiritual’ values

The final inclusion in my short definition of social ecology refers to ‘spiritual’
values. Here I am concerned that spirituality functions as a spontaneous and inte-
grated expression of our core nature, and not as compensation, escape or addiction.
For me, spirituality is concerned with the ‘rest’, the mystery, the unmeasurable
wonder and amazingness of it all — from our still largely unknown origins to our
unknowable futures. As such, spirituality is related mostly to the ‘unknowing’ side
of the spiral referred to above. It is not something that needs to be explained and
organised in great detail. Rather it is one expression of being human — a source for
our creativity and openness to learn and relate. In our distressed state, however,
many of us have subjected spirituality to the same organising and controlling
forces that have been applied to our other social constructions — hence the exist-
ence of so many religions, which restrict both life and our ongoing psychosocial
evolution. Although claiming to cater to our deep spiritual needs, most religions
are more obviously designed and managed to meet the superficial compensatory
desires of their constructors, overseers and followers. I believe that such over-
organisation of spirituality is robbing so many of us of contexts within which
to develop our sense of wonder, so necessary in turn for the development of our
values, respect, caring and responsibility.

Conclusion

I believe that the social ecology framework described above can provide us with
the breadth and depth of understanding that is needed to carry us forwards to the
next stage in our psychosocial co-evolution. To do this we will need to work with
rather than against the narrower disciplines, and be more proactive in collabo-
rating with the other metafields, such as those concerned with sustainable devel-
opment, peace and futures studies.
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Notes

1 Based on my 1999 paper, ‘Social ecology as future stories: an Australian perspective’,
published in A Social Ecology Journal, 1: 197-208.

2 This view contrasts with that of critical theorists such as Adorno (1955: 67), who
consider that domination of nature by humans proceeded domination of humans by
humans. I regard both of these behaviours as mutually reinforcing and the phenomenon
as an example of negative psychosocial coevolution.

3 The ‘Readers’ that we used to make available to our students in social ecology aimed
to provide key reference materials in many of the areas referred to in this chapter.
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