[image: image1.jpg]


 
Phenomenological Conservation 

Asimakis Pagidas

Submitted in part completion of the MA in Values and the Environment, Lancaster University, September 2004.

Abstract

This paper is a look into the implications of a phenomenological approach to conservation. Essentially it is divided into three main themes. The first and second expose the central arguments of conservation and their root problems respectively, based on the work of John Livingston, a renowned naturalist of the 20th century. These two parts show the gaps of a conservation built on the basis of subjects and objects in a “fixed environment”, rather than a “being-realm” as subjects experience it. It leads to the third part, which calls for a “phenomenological conservation” that begins from the premise of conservation as a state of being, linked to existential experience as that unfolds in the everyday experiences of natural and cultural environments. Phenomenological conservation serves as a suggestion, highlighting the importance of subjects and environments as these are intertwined inevitably in one subjective realm.
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PHENOMENOLOGICAL CONSERVATION 

“I am not a biologist, an ecologist, nor indeed an “ologist” of any kind. I am merely a naturalist, for whom logic and “the word” have come to count for little. Nature, praise be, neither talks nor is rational, and therein is comfort. Naturalists, become accustomed to travelling light but, still, there are the accumulated impedimenta of a lifetime; in a little pouch of talismans I carry such things as the scent of fresh tiger dung in the monsoon jungle and the stench of two million puffins on fogged St. Kilda. There is the loving rasp of tundra saxifrage across my palm and the shocking sear of man-of-war tentacles around my chest. I once ate a malarial mosquito distended with my blood and I can summon up the after taste of fried musk-ox cheek. My bones have felt a hyena I could not see, crushing a wildebeest skull, and I have celebrated, with a cock peafowl, crowing in the night. Odours, touches, tastes, sounds- all part of what at this moment is me. This is not to say that I have not seen much- I have- but one learns that visual traces can game at chance with memory; not only pictures are illusory, but also seeing is believing, and believing can be a one-way street.”1
Introduction

The quote above is powerful in its description and lunges forward with its subjective quality, as if we experienced it. We travel to places, we become one with the “other”, we smell the dung of the tiger; we feel the visions of one who knows because of living, because of “being”. How do experience, embodiment, and the senses merge with something we have come to know as the environment? Are these subjective qualia important or accounted for in conservation issues? Does one “live” conservation, instead of thinking of it as a mere practice?

In 1981 a book was written entitled as “The Fallacy of Wildlife Conservation2”. It was a book by John Livingston, a Canadian naturalist whose insight and words, although hardly heard or followed, reached beyond the assumptions and conceptions of possible interpretations of environments in the westernized world, as far as conservation is concerned. The paper today, is about the effect of his words on the issue of natural and cultural environments, from a very specific point of view; a phenomenological perspective. Livingston wrote at a time where conservation was at its peak. During that period one could hardly think that there was a problem with conservation as an argument; in fact it was the logical, new, enlightened thing to do, in order to “save” and “protect” Nature.  The reason I employed his work for the purposes of this paper, rests on a two-fold base: firstly, even in his time (and much earlier as we will find out) we find that the very assumptions of conservation help to detach humans from nature, endorse self-interest arguments, and promote a domination of environments. Secondly, towards the end of his book he presents us with concepts that in essence contain the seeds of my thought and provide the perfect transition for my main argument, which revolves around a “phenomenological conservation”. 

Specifically this paper will unfold in three parts. The first two parts will be fortified by other sources as well, but do contain in essence Livingstone’s work revisited, flowing towards a “phenomenological conservation”. The final part will be a re-interpretation of Livingstone’s position using phenomenology. I will use this merging of his ideas and phenomenology to bring forth a “phenomenological conservation” as a potential way into the issue of conservation and human-nature relations. Below, using Livingston’s argument as a guide, I will begin with an account of the failure of modern day conservation arguments. 
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PART I

Prologue

In this part I will rely heavily on the outline of Livingston’s work, in the sense that I will begin with an overview of the conservation assumptions, to single out certain underlying causes of its failure as an argument, and then will engage into how Livingston attempts to account and give an answer for conservation’s failure. My efforts in this part will be to clarify his arguments against conservation, as the latter is argued for in his time (and unfortunately in ours), and present the connection of his conclusions to my main argument.

Some Clarifications: Conservation and Preservation

A clarification of these two terms is essential to begin with. Livingston admits that “the words ‘conservation’, ‘ecology”’, and ‘environment’ have been so widely and so cynically co-opted in our time that they barely retain a shred of their original meanings”. He explains conservation in the following way:

“Very generally, by convention, “conservation” has meant the care of “natural resources” and their protection from depletion, waste and damage, so that they will be readily at hand through perpetuity. So far we have used this approach [for non-living and living elements of nature] in which there is a commercial or other special interest. More recently we have begun to see “sustainability” in some endangered plant and animal species and associations. For these, the long-term goal is not necessarily exploitation, but rather preservation in the cause of what are considered to be somewhat higher human aspirations and values than sheer consumption.” (Pg. 5) 

In this definition there are assumptions (of which Livingston is aware of) which we will look into shortly. For now I invite the reader to notice the word “resource” and its meaning. Resource is used in accordance to a utility framework. Resources are human assets; natural resources are assumed as assets that were put into place by natural processes, such as trees, so that we can draw upon as required. Moreover, something we will elaborate upon later is the fact that these resources and their use are vested entirely in the human interest. Hence, to recapitulate, we have firstly nature as a resource, and secondly in the way natural resources are stated, it is assumed that humans have exclusive ownership and proprietorship.

On the other hand there is preservation. Livingston considers preservation to be demoted by conservationists as old-fashioned, stubborn idealism that gets in the way of orderly progress. The hunters, developers, planners, managers, and others will proclaim themselves as being conservation-oriented in the most modern, aware, and realistic way while preservation smells of reaction, retrogression, primitivism, and worse. Environmental assessment, regional planning, ecological development; these are the proper terms of protecting and providing for natural environments, in today’s society (pg. 16). Later on, Livingston provides us with a definition that brings together the terms conservation and preservation. His “joint” definition is:

“The preservation of wildlife form and groups of forms in perpetuity, for their own sakes, irrespective of any connotation of present or future human use. In essence, wildlife conservation is the preservation of nonhuman beings, in their natural settings, unaffected by human influence or activity, uncontaminated by human antibiosis, emancipated from human serfdom…(pg. 18)

If one looks closely the definition employed here contains seeds of appropriation as well. Livingston, fully aware of this, claims that since we can only communicate in human terms, our words will always be tainted with degrees of anthropocentrism. We should not forget though that “conservation” itself is a wholly human term, that would not be needed or have any meaning if there was no human creature. The reason for conservationist action, he concludes, is because “we ourselves created the vacuum into which the need for conservation flows, and nobody else is going to do anything about it” (pg. 18).


In this paper the definition above will be broadened to a significant extent. Livingston’s definition is specifically for the natural environment and its nonhuman inhabitants. I will extend his argument to encapsulate “environmental experiences and or beings”, involving both natural and cultural environments or “being-realms”, as these are related to conservation. Furthermore, following Livingston, the terms conservation and preservation (used interchangeably hereafter) will denote more of a stance/attitude to being, rather than a practice.  Livingston’s work however, criticizes the arguments of wildlife conservation, not the practices. He adheres to an exploration of assumptions of the conservation hypothesis that will aid to uncover the flaws up to now. A clue, to why he wishes to uncover the assumptions rather than the practice, rests in his characterization of modern conservation:

“Such would be my characterization of wildlife conservation: we dart about, stamping at tiny smoulders in the carpet, rushing from hot spot to hot spot, when all the while the roof is racing to a fire-storm and the walls are creaking toward collapse. People in the “line” of conservation fire-fighting (there is nothing you could call “staff”) have rarely had time to draw back and take a painstaking look at what we are actually doing”. (pg. 13)

Putting the blame on the fire-fighters has hardly anything to do with fire. Once they begun to fight, it seemed that they could not pull back from what they perceived as a fire-storm, and assess why they are doing, what they are doing. Taking in account that conservation is a state of being, it makes it difficult to see how one would be able to incorporate it into policies, plans and figures. Conservation as preservation in its fullest meaning, as Livingston retorts simply does not exist:

“That is because its fullest and deepest meaning cannot be expressed in a political platform, a computer printout, an official plan, or a research report. You cannot quantify, analyze, show data, and prove it out. For me wildlife preservation is a wholly permeating life awareness that has become an unconscious part of every thought, attitude, perception”. (pg. 21)

So on one hand, one must uncover not only the negative assumptions of conservation, but the positive, existential assumptions that have become unconscious for the ones that are practicing them. Bringing back conservation as an experience, to the conscious and the level of the phenomenon, is what Livingston starts suggesting, and that which I would like to contribute to.

The Central Arguments of Conservation


In order to arrive at conservation as an argument we have to seek all the forms that the argument assumes, and ultimately uncover the central assumptions all the forms rest upon. Following Livingston, the central arguments are split into three areas: self-interest, ethics and spirituality. We shall start with the most potent one, namely self-interest.

Self-Interest

“If we can’t be good, at least we can be prudent”. (pg 42)


The most fundamental message of self-interest according to Livingston is prudence. This message has persisted historically up until today, in many ways. The “self-interest” is split into three main arguments, namely the “wise use” argument, the “quality of life” argument, and the “eco-catastrophe/doomsday” argument. We shall look briefly each of them independently, since each is in turn subdivided further, and then tie them altogether in the end. Before we begin, we should have a rough idea of what the self-interest argument is about. The basis of this argument is that the main reason for conservation is for human sake. Our own welfare being at stake, we must engage in a conservation-oriented living. Livingstone claims that the lack of appreciation of the nature and quality of our actions, promotes conservation in the hope that some of the consequences will be anticipated. As he states:

“In some contexts this approach works…banding together to prevent flights of supersonic aircrafts over cities; stalling the building of airports; hauling mercury, lead and asbestos poisoners into court; redirecting highways, dams, pipelines, and other such narcissistic exercises. But these have been done, and in the name of self-interest…These of course are not wildlife issues; they are people issues. There is a world of difference”. (pg. 24)

The fact that they are not wildlife issues exposes the drive for conservation. It is important to remember that this is an assumption that is not necessarily perceived as one of the reasons of conservation. Self-interest is hidden under the practices of conservation, and not easily admitted. Below we will see some of the masks self-interest assumes.

I. “Wise-Use” Argument
The “wise-use” argument is composed of many forms. Livingston provides an account of some of the most important, encompassing forms. We shall look into husbandry, stewardship, harvest, future resources and science3.

Husbandry

This involves the intelligent treatment of resources for continuing usefulness. Husbandry in the pure sense, begun with the rearing of domestic animals. Soon, it was extended to natural resources for good reason: individual and collective interest in “managing” the environment around human habitats (stands of trees, water sources, watershed slopes, fertile valley bottoms, rearing of wild game animals etc.). What is important to remember in husbandry is a two-part assumption: firstly, it can properly apply only to something that is under your total control- your herd, your flock, your vineyard. If it is not, you cannot husband. Secondly, the notion of wildlife husbandry is inherently contradictory. Animal husbandry’s most important element is selective breeding. If wildlife is wild, then it cannot be husbanded. In order to keep the illusion alive, those chosen to run the production described their work as “wildlife management”. This, according to Livingston was appropriate, as it anticipated the propriety- indeed the sanctity – of the religion of management in a technocratic age. (pg. 25)


With that move into “management” certain problems appeared; managers got entirely caught up only with production levels of species that are commercially interesting, and since emphasis was (and still is) on commercially desired species, to the total exclusion of the overwhelmingly larger list of plants and animals, it suggest that the former are indeed the more important species. As Livingston states:

“The important assumption, as the argument is drummed into us by both government agencies and private organizations, is that all of wild nature is a herd, flock, a crop, to be manipulated and controlled in the public, national, human interest. Man is the total proprietor, manager and decision maker with respect to wildlife. This is the clear-cut unambiguous message of “good husbandry” conservation. Wildlife is yours; yours to manipulate in your own best interest. If you treat it badly or stupidly, only you (not wildlife) will be the loser; if you treat it well, it is yours from which to profit in perpetuity.” (Pg. 26)

Stewardship

The good steward is one that is more involved into husbandry, a temporary sensitive proprietor, carrying the responsibility of refining environmental husbandry towards further refinement by his future kin:

“He sees himself as the custodian, performing an honourable task that in its total scope transcends the individual human lifetime. [Here] the appeal to conservation refers to the entire generation of such custodians…[or] it is addressed to all of mankind in respect to the biosphere, in the service of a higher spiritual power.” (pg. 27)

Ultimately, stewardship is that of man as the manager under the Creator. This can lead to a tyrannical domination or a benign caretaking, with the resident manager answering only to the power above. The latter (benign caretaking) is generally accepted although it does contain “flavours” of the former (domination), as far as environment and nonhumans are concerned. Even if we are in the divine service, we are in charge on earth. Mistreatment of earth not only harms our present interest, but also violates the divine charge, and robs us of the earthly and heavenly rewards of the future. In this way, consumption of nature becomes a cause.

A second part to the stewardship argument is the assumption of posterity built into the tending of earth. The question a steward asks, except the “why” (because God said so), is also the “for who”; the answer is for my children and theirs; posterity. There is an obligation to the future generations, driving good stewardship as much present self-interest drives good husbandry. Thus, as Livingston retorts:

“The good steward of natural resources, including wildlife, is enjoined by God, by contemporary conservationists, and by those, not yet born. This is not a threat of reprisal. It is a matter of conscience.” (pg 28)

Sustainable Harvest


The notion of harvesting is an extension of husbandry as well, but with a content of immediacy and a wider appeal than mere caretaking.  Everyone can grasp the term since it coincides either with farming and gardening (culling instead of harvesting here), as well as economic practices. Harvesting natural resources in the form of environmental deposits or nonhuman entities, involves the conception of a “natural surplus” that results from the overproduction of offspring, in the case of wildlife, or biomatter, in the case of environments. Wise-use of resources, indicates that this surplus, can be taken out without affecting capital. Each year, nature provides such a dividend to be harvested for fun or profit, for if not, it would be “wasted” (pg. 29). Harvesting moreover, brings in mind positive cultural feedback, involving romanticized pastoralism, or hunting. However:

“…if one looks closely, in the biosphere there is not such thing as harvestable surplus of anything. Waste is unknown. The entire reservoir of organic material that is not brought into breeding populations is fed back into the system. That “excess” is the support system. It is food, chemical compounds, nutrients. It fuels the very processes that sustain breeding populations and give rise to the next year’s.” (pg 30)

Future Resources


This reference (already implied) appeals to the wise-use arguments, using rhetoric as non-renewable resources vs. renewable and sustainable development. It underlies utility once more, perceives resources as human property and tries to emphasize practices discussed above such as good husbandry. It assumes self-interest and the extension of our self-interest beyond our individual lives.

Science and technology


Livingston finds this aspect as more relevant to the contemporary age. With hopes of promising application, science could be the vehicle to propel conservation forward, past the realm of ordered anthropocentrism. Its main theme is that we cannot afford to lose something, before we have a chance to experience, observe, analyse it; in other words to know it. If we do, not only you, but the whole of science (human knowledge) will loose. Think about the rainforest plants and animals. Think of arctic tundras and their secrets; if they go, with them a potential alleviation or enhancement of the human condition may disappear as well. 


Sadly however, this idea is ‘packaged with utilitarian terms’ (pg 32). Application/technique is in the forefront here, and it assumes the role of mastering the observable world, which itself depends on man’s ultimate knowledge of that world.  Conservation gains respectability once imbued with the scientific tinge, but environments or nonhumans gain no necessary benefit for it.  Furthermore, with the rise of ecology, the “wise-use for the good of science” argument has accounted for more ways of manipulation of environments, wildlife, and in general all sorts of “environmental experiences”.

 On one hand, this leads to things such as the creation of natural parks, but the latter are made once again for the benefit of humanity, and it is unclear how they benefit environmental realms; if so, it is unintentional. On the other hand, the combination of environmental science and economic theories, have put forth terms such as “environmental impact assessment” or “regional planning”. Livingston is clearly against such combination and calls the concept of environmental impact assessment ‘a grandiloquent fraud, a hoax and a con.’ Specifically:

“While sanctimoniously reciting the catechism of “environmentalism”, it anoints and blesses the process of “development”, takes the initiative from the preservationists, and in most cases, effectively bulldozes, gravels and hardtops the road for the techno-machine. Ecology is thus used as a tool to permit “developers” to continue to do what they have always done. The only difference is that “environmental impact is to be minimized at an acceptable level.” What is minimal impact? What is acceptable impact? Acceptable to whom? Wildlife, alas, cannot be interviewed.” (pg 33)

This “scientific economism” (my term for the seeping of economic principles into environmental science or ecology) is a very interesting, simultaneous turn of economics and science. To provide an example of Livingston’s foresight on science, I would like to add a little more information about this topic since I feel it brings forth, a very important, contemporary case, which demonstrates, the imbededness level of utilitarian imperatives and human domination values, into the human perception of nature. In my opinion the economism of science and particularly ecology, has served as a limit to the curiosity and wonder entailed in the scientific discovery and process, and consequently of the world of potential experiences.  There is a lot of literature addressing this issue and I will not offer a full description of its dimensions, but what the literature4 usually lacks is the referencing of material commonly involved in scientific economism, or economic scientism. In other words, the matter is usually approached from a philosophical point of view devoid of actual examples of the economism in process. 

In a book called “Natural Resource and Environmental Economics5”, a team of economists outline what is believed to be the basics of environmental economics. Right from the very title, we can see how nature is assumed as a resource. One does not even have to go far in the book to notice other such examples treating nature or environments as resources to be controlled or used for human interests. If, as environmental philosophers like to claim, there has to be a transformation of modern economics to accommodate for the nonhumans and nature, this book, and others of its kind6, is rather an assimilation of the environment into mainstream economics. Hence the perpetuation of same utilitarian values and exploitation keep passing through intact. The book after the introduction and one chapter (in Ethics, Economics and the Environment), goes on in the usual ranting, jargon-oriented language we find in most “abstract theory” books, where environmental factors turn into “x’s” and the feeling of a subject experiencing a particular environment into “y”. In total, in a volume of more than 700 pages, only 45 pages (.06% of the book) refer to a vague indication that the environment might be about something animate and “other”. It shows the begging need to incorporate more “interdisciplinary knowledge” in areas where nature is just a mere object, but in which ironically, have a direct impact with its fate. Pg. 3 of the introductory note to the book provides a reason for environmental conservation, and consequently the need for relevant economics, as follows:

“Contemplation of the world’s disappearing supplies of minerals, forests and other exhaustible assets has led to demands for regulation of their exploitation. The feeling that these products are now too cheap for the good of future generations, that they are being selfishly exploited at too rapid a rate, and that in consequence of their excessive cheapness they are being produced and consumed wastefully has given rise to the conservation movement7.”

Effectively, all mention of environmental science and philosophy preceding the creation of environmental economics is mentioned in the world “contemplation”. The economics student that is unaware of the origins of his/her science receives no background whatsoever. Moreover, exploitation is not something hidden but explicit when dealing with nature (mentioned as natural resources). Finally, it implies that the conservation movement initiated from consumers and producers worrying about excessive consumption and production respectively, rather than concerned citizens troubled with the environmental damages they are experiencing or thinking. Despite some mention of Mill’s utilitarianism8, and two sentences on deep ecology9 and other ways of viewing nature, there is no other indication that this book, which is considered a guide and a new university textbook for aspiring environmental economists10, covers any significant background on alternative views of nature and environments. The book however does not fail to cover a history of past economic theories including those, which “make little use of ethical principles, but are nevertheless useful in making prescriptions about resource allocation11. Ecology comes in pg 8, explained in very brief format, and described as:

“the study of nature’s housekeeping, while economics is the study of the human household. Ecological economics could then be said to be the study of how these two sets of housekeeping are related to one another… The distinguishing characteristic of ecological economics is that it takes as its starting point and its central organising principle the fact that the economic system is part of the larger system that is planet earth. It starts from the recognition that the economic and the environmental systems in the light of principles from the natural sciences, particularly thermodynamics and ecology12.”

Here we remember words mentioned from Livingston, where if nature is a system, then by learning everything about the system, we can control and change it in any way society deems it necessary (pg. 32). The society that is kept mentioning throughout, refers to a ‘relevant society’, whose overall goal can be measured in the extent to which some resource-use decision is desirable from the society’s point of view13”. Hence resource-use is still the main assumption of natural environment conservation as far as economics are concerned. With this we conclude the look into scientific economism as well as the self-interest section14. The major argument of conservation we shall see next rests upon the concept of the “quality of life”.

II. The Quality of Life Argument

Context specific quality and environment


This argument has been around for centuries as Livingston supports, but until recently it hadn’t been a popular argument. Although its still very near the core of the self-interest argument, it is different in the sense that it concentrates in qualitative rather than a quantitative payoff. The quality of life makes sense more so to the city-dwellers, which are usually separated from environments of rural or wild nature. Since the urban citizens are accustomed to the comforts and discomforts of their constructed environment, it is easier to understand this argument and its terms (physical amenities, arts and letters, social relationships etc). The way in which this affects conservation is multi-faceted. Environmental quality is always used in humanism, but even today the term is dubious. Its status is always dependent on the subjective interpretation of “an environment” and “quality”. For example a naturalist sees environmental quality as heterogeneity. This amounts to biodiversity. It means a habitat with escape valves, resilient to disease, parasitism, and open to interrelationships, alternatives and options. The reduction of these biological options, render an environment weak. To him/her in a society, the same guidelines follow: life quality means options, options for change. Furthermore, according to evolutionary biology, with heterogeneity come potentials for evolution if the option presents itself. The variations evolve in conjunction with the changing environment over long time. Similarly there are variations in cultures, beliefs, values and so on. As one culture however becomes more and more homogeneous, the potential for options diminishes. 

In western society city-dwellers however, as Livingston bitterly admits, on one hand there is an apparent striving for homogeneity, generally perceived to be a good thing (pg. 37), while in the meantime quality of life is claimed to be about options. But what is the relevance of the above to conservation?  Quality of life as understood by city-dwellers is very restricted, and less diversified than what its definition allows for. Livingston, attempts to expand the quality of life into a grander notion of “life quality” involve more of a bio-centric approach to life, where quality is ‘simply the phenomenon of living, of which man is a part, albeit only a part’.

This is important because it is essentially linked where Livingston’s argument and my own is heading. Quality of life in other words has phenomenological roots. As Livingston claims:
“The quality lies in the richness of the life experience within flows and forms and processes that are not of human manufacture and that function as a total and heuristic happening. The experience lies in being in and part of it.” (pg. 37)

The quote above has one difference with the argumentation I will follow later on, namely the fact that it excludes human-made environments from the quality of life definition. I will pursue an argument of “experiential quality” that includes natural as well as cultural environments and entities. Furthermore, this is an appropriate place to point out that the argument of self-interest coincides partly with the quality of life argument in that the quality Livingston pursues, is also driven by some sort of self-interest. We will find this later on as well, when we examine the phenomenology of conservation, but for now I would like to add that it is not clear how Livingston demonstrates why one form of self-interest (such as utility driven interest) is more flawed than another (experiential self-interest; the interest in a fuller human experience). For now however, we can proceed with the second part of the “quality of life” argument.

Quality of life and Aesthetics


Beauty has played an essential role in the history of conservation. There are many arguments based on the aesthetic aspect of environments or nonhumans linked with a ‘certain human fondness for visual immediacy’. The conventional aesthetic argument is set primarily in environmental context and that is where the wholeness of any environment shows: “it is the frozen lake and looming rim of spruce that make the wolf ‘real’…the bird of paradise looks better against its deep and lightless jungle backdrop than in vignette” retorts Livingston. (pg. 38) 


Implied in the aesthetics argument is that “the human” is a necessary factor in perceiving the aesthetic. Hence despite the fact that all images change, physically and culturally, the assumption that man must be central to all evaluations of change is rigid. We see how this assumption comes through in word-metaphors of certain places, such as barren tundra or wild forest. These metaphors have a negative connotation since they are humanless. We must state that environments as influenced by human aesthetics, refer to a harmonious relationship only because they are assumed to contain humans, or human valuers. Moreover, our aesthetics informs what is appropriate or inappropriate in a certain setting as dictated by our cultural constructions: ‘a canoe belongs to a tranquil lake, a motorboat doesn’t” (pg. 40). Sometimes certain environments or nonhumans do benefit from our aesthetic frameworks, as far as conservation is concerned, but this is by chance. The complaint of Livingston is mainly that no aesthetics has ever focused on life process; instead we always focus on natural or cultural depictions of supposed archetypal forms. In other words, he calls for an aesthetic built on the life process itself, as we experience it. In sum, although the aesthetic quality of life stresses human options and offers a variety of environments, it still lacks experiential power, and the notion of human proprietorship of environments remains firm.

III. The Ecocatastrophe (Doomsday) Argument

This is essentially the “act now or pay later” argument, a scare strategy, that is “the most brutally direct of the self-interest approaches to conservation” (pg. 41). It is rough on the edges, emotive and sensational. Its weakness is, as Livngston claims, is that it assumes people will listen. It mimics biblical doomsday claims, scares, and then provides means of salvation. Hard evidence here is secondary, what matters is equal amounts of belief and doubt from the audience. This argument implicitly highlights fear, personal fear that once again revolves around human peril rather than wildlife or environmental destruction. It is the ultimate appeal to self-interest, and thus it does not encompass any conservation for its own sake.

Epilogue

The argument above concludes the self-interest part of Livingston’s critique on the arguments of conservation. We have seen three sections in this part, starting with the wise-use argument involving husbandry, stewardship, harvest, future resources and science. In the science argument I provided an account of scientific economism to demonstrate an example of how the utilitarian imperatives and human domination values rest still, deeply into the human perception of nature. The quality of life argument followed with its context specific environment and aesthetics. Finally we saw briefly the most potent of the self-interest argument, that of ecocatastrophe, a luddhist approach to conservation.  All throughout we see that nature is assumed as a resource to be exploited, or managed, and the basic core of conservation seemed contradictory since the self-interest approach goes directly against its purposes. In the next part we are going to discuss the ethical arguments of conservation.

Ethics

This part contains three main sections: the moral duty for posterity section, the ethics and values section and the rights and duties section. We shall begin with an overview of this part and then explore its first section.

Overview

Ethics traditionally involve human-to-human relationships or human to society relations. After conservation rhetoric and argumentation appeared, there was a need to shift ethics in a direction where the “other” in question could also include an abiotic entity such as an environment, or a nonhuman being. This “environmental ethic” as it has been named, is an aspiration of philosophers for at least the last two decades.  What is important to remember in lieu of this paper is that ethics applied to wildlife or environments assume that “a code of human intra-cultural behaviour in the social interest can be extended inter-specifically” (pg. 62). This further assumes that, there can be a mutual understanding of this behaviour (communication), there is a wider social unit than merely a human, and deems the members of the human community, as the one’s responsible for the best interest of the entire unit.  In essence it is assumed that humans can transcend human interests (by understanding what the “others need) and that the “others” can recognize their own interest as well as the human one.  Below we shall see three forms of the ethical argumentation, starting with the moral duty to posterity. 

Moral duty for posterity


Having seen this argument before I am going to briefly mention it this time from an ethical angle. In essence it calls for a moral duty not to foreclose options on behalf of those who will follow us. It serves as a highly altruistic action, since there is no reciprocity with the future, but unfortunately it is very difficult to perceive what the interest of the future generation might be. Hence, there is a moral obligation not to subtract anything now that might be of either material or experiential value to our descendants (pg. 48). Once more the future is shaped clearly in human terms and it just happens that our “keeping safe” actions benefit implicitly wildlife/environments as well. We essentially are keen on handing down to our heirs that which we perceive as their rightful asset, but which is not ours to give in the first place.

Ethics and Values

It is generally accepted that to behave ethically, one follows a basic set of rules, which define deviancy and social conformity in light of moral behaviour. It is further assumed that these rules are understood by all members of the society and are agreed upon. Now we can see how an “environmental ethic” is difficult to uphold: the “other” cannot agree or disagree. We act like a representative for it in this case, and the classic, by now, scenario continues: human interest is in the centre once again. This is not to say that the environmental ethic is not useful among human societies, but it should and cannot claim itself to exist on behalf of the nonhuman as well. Is then possible to conceive of an ethic from humans to non-humans or abiotic entities? As Livingstone claims this is a very difficult question, and it seems that there cannot be a meaning to ethics outside of the human sphere. This sphere cannot extend itself beyond our species, since it would require “an unequivocal acknowledgement of the whole inter-relationships between humans and environments (pg. 49). It all comes down to an unsolvable (in the western dualistic universe) metaphysical problem. This brings conservation in a very difficult position, since it seems that what conservationists were preaching all along, cannot be applied because it cannot be perceived (pg. 50). In the western cosmology, the rational argument of conservation within such an ethical framework, is next to the destruction of the cosmology it abides to.


Similarly, when it comes to values, we are locked within the human framework inextricably. Value implies bases of comparison, and the values we “attach” to “others” have only intrinsic worth to us and no one else. What is valuable however (and it will be explored in the last part of the paper) is what experiential effect the process of valuing has to the valuer. This to Livingston is the ultimate value and the only one that is worth considering. In this way we have subjective meanings customized to individual and not universal meanings applied and followed by all. Ethics and value, though important in the abstract sense, has no “practical utility in the argument of preservation as that has been portrayed so far” (pg. 52).

Rights and Duties

This last section is the logical conclusion from the establishment of ethics and values. It goes along the argument that if humans have rights towards nature then the nonhuman must have rights towards humans. However, the notion of rights is untenable outside human society. In nature, as Livingston shows, “if the gazelle had rights with respect to the leopard, the leopard would starve. If the grass had rights to with respect to the gazelle, there would be no gazelle. Everything would shudder to a grinding halt forthwith. It does not work that way” (pg. 53). There is a “seeming right” to all in nature, but it is questionable if these rights actually exist, especially if rights imply duties. In essence our only duty is death; death so that the recycling process of life can continue. But even this conception is from a human perspective. We shall never know if the nonhuman world abides by our constructions. 

Epilogue

Hence, the “rights of nature” cannot be a useful argument for preservation, because like the ones we already have seen it turns upon itself, and back to us. In all ethics there must be reciprocal communication between the parties involved and since that is impossible until today no obligation, right, duty or value can be shared. The “other” does not need ethics nor can it acknowledge them.

Spirituality


The spiritual argument of conservation is in contrast to the self-interest and ethical arguments a deeply personal, non-rational, emotional form of persuasion, rather than argumentation. The spiritual claims lay frequent allusions to other powers or dimensions, ‘couched in generalities such as “the system”, “the greater good”, and so on.’ (pg. 55). These spiritual claims are made from a highly fragmented portion of conservation organizations or groups, and have aided in making the conservation cause a more personal, emotional issue, as well as (for the very same reasons) tainting it with disdain from the rational, scientific sides of conservationism. Spirituality avoids secularization and institutionalization since it rests upon individual experience of environments or nonhumans. In some ways, political and strategic-related interest groups have used it as an argument of appeal, but in essence it is not clear what relevance it has to conservation. We will look two aspects of it that are related more so with natural environments and Nature (understood as a higher force). These are Nature in theology, and Nature mysticism.

Nature in theology


This refers to the place of nature in the institutionalized forms of spirituality like Christianity or Judaism. Livingston claims that essentially Nature in religions was used as a mere backdrop, and no effort from their part was in the direction of conservation. Rather than concentrating in religion’s historical assumptions of Nature as man’s servant, Livingston focuses on the failure of institutionalized religion to take a position in the conservation arguments and help towards what religions are about: ‘to recognize the value our life context  has to the human spirit’ (pg. 56). Belonging and understanding the personal, spiritual nature of the experiential life, has not been pursued by institutionalized religions, and thus they too have failed in aiding conservation.


If the pretence (of institutionalized religion holding the answers to humanities problems), continues without including humans into the biological realm of experience, then they will never achieve to accomplish one of the supposed missions; serving humans or God. In order to serve humans at least, one must look to that which humans are inextricably understood through and related to; environments. In a sense, organized religion seems to have little or no contact with spirituality, which as we said lies in individuals. However it could start incorporating questions that involve ecological or environmental insight. So far it has never addressed this task. As Livingston claims:

“…I know of no even marginally useful argument for conservation that has been put forth by any of the major churches, and I can think of no honest argument that could be accommodated with their present positions” (pg. 58).

Nature mysticism


This refers to the experiential relationship to nature or any environments that borders a certain “mysticism” as that is understood in the context of a personal religious experience, as well as the awareness of a internalized connection to the “outside”. So far these kinds of relationships are highly personal, difficult to share, unclassifiable, non-rational; in other words mystical. It is evident that the more one is in frequent contact with environments, in all the potential ways of engagement, the more he is aware of these mystical relationships appearing or being experienced. Livingston claims that any person (in his case as a naturalist) is more prone to these profound occasions since he is out there, attempting to engage open-mindedly, without enforcing filters and added perceptions. He furthermore claims that there is nothing of the arcane or occult about these experiences rather they are induced once one opens up to the realm of infinite possibilities of the act of experiencing. Moreover:

“…[a naturalist] does not tend to advertise or proselytize the experience because of its intensely individual nature. But, paradoxically enough…if the naturalist does not know something you don’t, he most certainly experiences something you don’t…this experience defies communication and defies institutionalization and dogmatization. Since it cannot be rationalized and quantified, one cannot package it. Most especially one cannot politicize it.” (pg. 59)

Despite the latter trends of deep ecology or subjective biology, mysticism remains a highly personal, private, individual experience: ‘so too is the spiritual state of being that is…preservation. It is not communicable in the usual ways because it cannot be presented through logical explication. It is non-argument, non-rationality, non-sense’ (pg. 61). Moreover, one can see the difficulty of developing for this “mystical” experience a workable, reliable, or effective argument on behalf of conservation.

Part Summary


In this part we have seen some of the main arguments of conservation. There were three sections to it, namely self-interest, ethics and spirituality. Self interest with its wise-use, quality of life and ecocatastrophe aspects, basically assumes free will on the parts of humans to act upon any give situation in accordance to their self-interest. We have the ability as beings, to act upon the present and the future, which is not yet formed. It further assumes that environments and nonhumans exist in the interest of humans and they can and should be (similarly to a commodity) maintained and perpetuated for generations to come. The total right over them is assumed throughout. The utilitarian imperative runs through all of the wise-use arguments, as well as the quality of life arguments. Furthermore, the ecocatastrophe argument presumes that you can scare people in acting on their self-interest leaving very little or no room for conservation for its own sake.

Ethics, as we already mentioned assumes reciprocity with environments and nonhumans, in communicating rules created for and within the human framework but applied to all. In essence it anthropomorphizes the nonhuman world in order to include it into the human ethical code, and by extending that code to the “outside”, it also assumes the right for humans to do so. It seems then, that the basic common denominator in these arguments is the separation of human and the “other”, the classic philosophical problem of subject and object distinction, the duality of a Cartesian universe. 


Finally the spiritual (theological) arguments attempt to remove the subject/object philosophical dictum, but fail to do so by using a theological, man-centred universe. The mystical arguments are clearly a personal stance, which defy any agreed-upon argument in favour of conservation, due to lack of communicability, logic, rationality and persuasive evidence. What are we left with then? Can there be any way to uncover and surpass the assumptions or faulty argumentations addressed so far? This is a difficult task that asks for a deeper look into the root problems of those arguments, as the next part reveals.
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PART II

ROOT PROBLEMS

In the previous part we have looked how Livingston has approached the main arguments of conservation and the ways in which these arguments are used. In this part, we are going to view what he portrays as the root problems behind these arguments. These are divided into three sections, the functional, which deals with the present, mechanical, operational problems, then the conceptual, which deal with the social and cultural problems, and finally the perceptual that are problems arising from biology and accumulated experience. Livingston makes clear that there are no clear-cut separations between these three and they ‘all interrelate and relate’ (pg. 64). Some of the concepts covered in this part have already been mentioned, hence I am going to briefly outline the first two sections of this part, namely the functional and conceptual problems, and focus on the third section which is directly linked with the realm of experience, which the phenomenological conservation will pick up upon. We will start with what Livingston calls the functional problems.

A. FUNCTIONAL PROBLEMS

 Problem of reasonable evidence

Future predictions, (of the ones required for ecocatastrophe scenarios or use of resources) are an appeal to the assumption that there is ultimate truth. Even more troubling is to claim ecology as a predictive science in the sense of technocracy. As Livingston claims: “ecology cannot predict in the scientific sense; it can merely describe” (pg. 66). Historically there were reasons for conservation to prove the effects on humanity on environments. If the predictions became quantitative they could be part of the rational-scientific world, and rather than building a conservation around “wildlife for its own sake” there was an entrance to the arena of cost-benefit analysis and science as this was “the civilized thing to do” (pg. 66). Livingstone attributes the origin of the self-interest arguments here. Moreover, if we won’t “save” something for its own sake, then there are reasons for doing so. The current socio-economic order requires hard data, and conservation is constantly hindered by what is commonly phrased as “inconclusive evidence”.

Conservationists, having accepted the challenge of quantifying human interest towards environments and wildlife, fell into a very difficult position. As Livingston claims, “when [conservation] accepts the burden of proving- of giving evidence- conservation effectively defeats itself”(pg. 66). Since predictive science is very restrictive in ecological matters, conservationists can never present an airtight case. Conservation falls short of being part of the established belief system (as commerce, industry, the growth imperative is) since it cannot prove the case of its argument.

Duty to future generations


This assumption (found in both the wise-use and ethical arguments) makes specific reference to our duty for future generations. The assumption entails “not only an obligation to the future, but recognition and action upon our obligation to the future.”(pg. 67). However, as Livingston highlights, even if one “identifies” with their children in the near present, it becomes difficult or impossible to relate all the way through their lifetimes. In other words, the ability to feel emotion or responsibility for a future that I can’t predict seems ludicrous. The future remains a concept after all; it is nothing tangible or predictable. This problem is very deep and only a brief account of it has been provided for in this work. As Passmore cleverly states:

“If the exhaustion of resources is really, as the more optimistic scientists assert, a problem only for a future so distant as to be scarcely imaginable, then I do not think there is any good reason for our troubling our heads about it…It might well seem odd that the conservationist…is so confident that he knows how to save posterity when he cannot even save his own contemporaries15.”

The last part of Passmore’s words above, bring us to the third and most fundamental of the functional problems Livingstone explores: the present perceived self-interest of our society (western society).

Present self-interest

Contemporary human priorities (in developed countries, where an argument of conservation among its citizens can exist), place economic growth, profit and consumption as the sole measure of the health of a society; that creates an insuperable blockade to conservation. Nevertheless, and to summarize, conservation arguments still persist in the “rationality” expectations, in spite of the limits of predictability, the present locus of burden of proof in such issues, the apparent limits to future commitments, and the perceive socio-economic priorities of our society. Our belief system, as Livingston claims, turns out to be the single-most potent functional problem of conservation.

B. CONCEPTUAL PROBLEMS

Humans and Nature

The most basic of the conceptual problems is the assumption that humans have absolute power and authority over the environments and the nonhuman. This assumption is supported by the belief that there is a fundamental difference between human and nonhuman. This difference is not plainly a species difference, but the ‘basic, qualitative gulf between man and all other sentient beings” (pg. 70). This leads to the classic dichotomy of man/nature, ironically in a time where rationality and scientific objectivity point to the opposite direction. Ironically though, “there may be evidence to suggest that we are different not in degree but in kind. It arises from our uniquely human capacity to conceive of interspecies dominance hierarchy” (pg. 70). This concept is borrowed from social groups of animals such as wolves or lions, where a hierarchy functions for the survival and fitness of a group. Livingston attributes hierarchy a very important role, since it contains something deemed as the most essential characteristic of life; the drive to co-operate (compliance). Co-operation leads to a social organization that is specific to the group in question, and does not extend to neighbouring groups or other species. This provides Livingston with a springboard to claim that humans have a remarkable tendency to perceive (believing is seeing) cross-species dominance hierarchy in other animals (pg. 72). This conceived dominance is completely one-sided since interspecies acceptance of a social organization would require for each species to understand each other’s “language”. The dominance hierarchy we have constructed cannot be communicated since we are the only ones who understand the message. Hence:

“There is massive transmission, but no reception. Our physical power is so great, however, that at least to our own satisfaction, we are able to display our dominance whether or not nonhuman nature accepts our dominion, as part of the natural order of things” (pg 73).

But to present a dominance scheme is furthermore presumptuous since in nonhuman nature, as Livingston claims, there is no such thing as dominion, but compliance. Dominance is a human projection that has no grounds other than our own human realm.

Moreover, since Nature is failing to understand the messages of dominion we are sending, then we must pretend as rational beings that nature is indeed complying, and is playing (as perceive to be the case in a nonhuman group) a subservient role. But it is one thing to pretend and another to make pretence rational; “since wildlife cannot or will not see us in a dominant light, all we have to do is see wildlife in a human light” (pg. 75). Hence, nonhuman environments or beings, suddenly become appropriated under human categories and ranking systems, with guidelines and rules that could only be met by us. Since there is no word of protest (in any conventionally recognizable way) we infer acceptance. This gives potency to a universal human meaning, an anthropomorphizing of the nonhuman, something that proves easier than a zoomorphizing of our selves. Hollow dominance has become the implicit assumption of our being.

Human Immortality

With consciousness we pay the price of contemplation, and contemplating about one’s life, one inevitably contemplates about one’s death. Humanity’s ambition is involving a certain amount of fear, and a timeless insecurity of living. Although Livingston stretches this argument very far (pg. 78) I agree with him that one of the basic drives of human life is the fear of death, the death of our species or the death of our individual self (in our latter age). This really slams many humanistic arguments, which always assume that human civilization will and must go on. If man does become extinct, as Livingston further hypothesizes, he will never have existed. This fear is behind what he calls, the human immortality imperative, which comes out of the specific fear of natural selection being valid for us as well. He mentions that this fear drives the concept of human necessity:

“…of necessity man must persist, and in human form, for as long as there is Earth. There could be no other conceivable cosmology” (pg. 78).

The necessity of human value is always more important than nonhuman value in the West. Wildlife and environments are an externality. This leads us to the next conceptual root problem, namely the concept of human necessity.

Human Necessity


Livingston puts forth the logic of this argument as such: Man is the Reasonable Being. Everything he is part of can be explained in reasonable terms. Since reason is based in orderly process, then it follows, that the “external” environment (cosmos) is orderly. Moreover, since rational order pervades everything, purposes follow, and from there universal imperatives. Humans then must include the highest purpose, and everything around humans (environments and nonhumans) serves that purpose necessarily and inevitably. Although there are mechanisms within human rationalization to limit this “necessity” (science can be perceived as one of them), Livingston is afraid that:

“Certain of our assumptions…allow us to veer dangerously close to the final trap- the error of mistaking our own mental metaphors, symbols, and models for truth….It is the unstated and unconscious assumption of these absolutes that influences virtually every human action with respect to the nonhuman, and even more important, shapes virtually every thought process having to do with the nonhuman portion of the biosphere.” (pg. 80)

This concept of necessity is so fundamental that it even precludes the possibility of alternative perspectives, much less the formulation of questions. In a concluding statement that summarizes the conceptual section we viewed, Livingston states that:
“The conceptual qualitative separation from nature, the imagined human dominance over the nonhuman, the imperative immortality of the human species, and the notion of necessary human directions, goals, purposes, and reasons in the universe are of bedrock importance to all that grows out of them. They dictate not only how we frame the argument for…preservation, but also how we fundamentally perceive [others], ourselves, and life process” (pg. 86).

C. PERCEPTUAL PROBLEMS

Livingston’s Perceptual Theory 


To understand this section we have to provide some overview of his theory of perception. Livingston defines perception as the hypothesis of the world based on sensory information. He creates an analogy of perception with an “internal imaging” mechanism that acts as a process of matching external stimuli with inner images. This process works like a testing of sensory impressions ‘against a stored inventory of prior experience of that impression, which results in a match, an identification’ (pg. 88). If there is not exact match there occurs a ‘force fitting’ of external stimuli into the many internal image-cards of previously perceived sensory experiences. This is a devastatingly dangerous perceptual problem that has lead to many of the flawed assumptions we have viewed so far.


His “image-cards” idea can be pictured like a file-card holder of images that are spinning for the right perceptual image every time we encounter a given experience. It essentially is a super efficient cross-reference system in our heads and bodies. The problem, as we implied before, is that there are many image-cards for the same phenomenon. Sometimes we require many cards to categorize one experience, and to have an exact match with a phenomenon is the exception not the rule. However, we must not forget that this is not a static, fixed process. It is a continuous, organic process of continuous cross imaging and reception of phenomena, much like film frames played smoothly together. It follows then that any given time, we are constrained by the “number” of image cards we have at our disposal, as those are gained through biological predisposition and cultural experience. Moreover, the “filing system” might become out-of-date or off register, and there comes the problem of having no alternatives but to believe the matches we have. That is what he calls: “seeing is believing”. As he says:

“We are stuck with the image cards we have- and only those- but sensory impressions are continuous and all-pervasive; we cannot shut them out. All we can do is try to make a match, and the margin of error is high.” (pg 90)

Every different culture consequently shares such ethical, theological, philosophical, scientific, literary, musical, aesthetical, and assumptive image cards, and these are shared intra-specifically. There is an investment in our image cards and a strong tendency to regard them as the only “truth”. Hence we can view the “human dominance image card” as one such “true” card. We must not forget that these image cards are put in us through experience and are always approximations of realities, which can also be used for deducing probabilistically a certain event that may happen. For example, we can expect to hear a magpie around the area of Lancaster University, basing our probabilistic image card on scientific literature or someone else’s previous experience. Hence, “my culture fits me with a set of pre-ground goggles through which to receive the world” (pg. 91).


One can also understand that perception is not a continuous streaming of information without control mechanisms. It is perfectly possible to block out or limit the amount of reception, or more accurately, select what information passes through. This can be done consciously (as one blocks out the annoying chatter of his flatmate) or unconsciously (one tends to be unconscious of the humming of his/her car after a while, unless it becomes disturbingly loud and/or abruptly changes). Unconsciously blocking out potential stimuli however can also be part of blocking potential experiential realms. These realms since blocked don’t even exist; they cannot be perceived.  This is another important problem, which will be discussed later, when we explore phenomenology. After this introduction, we are now ready to present Livingston’s argument on perception.

Perception and experience


In a time of the familiar sensory overload one experiences in the western world, Livingston claims that we actually live at times of sensory deprivation. The sensory overload we experience is simply a quantitative overload having no variation at all. The source broadcasting these sense stimuli, is leaning heavily on the human side. The sensory landscape perceived is monotonous and single sided. Our experiential realm is limited severely, in terms of qualitative sensory experiences, with a very small range of potential stimuli allowed. While the quantity of sensory stimuli is rising, the potential variety of experiences keeps decreasing. 


By closing off the options of experience, we are finding ourselves more and more alienated and confined within a single context; the human-made context. Moreover, this alienation creates not only a conceptual distance with environments and all its possible textures, inhabitants, tastes etc. but also a physical distance, where only man-made things dominate the tactile, “within-reach-matter”. Consequently, it seems that we create an artificial support system for our perceptual habits, as these are directed by an increased tendency for a human-oriented “living-within” and “experiencing-from”. Livingston goes as far as claiming the sensory stimuli created by humans as “counterfeit cards, or institutionalized hallucinations” (pg. 95). I do not agree fully with this argument, since while I support the diminished experience argument, I also think that there can be a world of experiences to be open to, within the humanly fabricated world. 


Continuing, if we agree with the perceptual problems posed by Livingston, then we can understand why he makes the following claims:

“It is next to impossible for us to even perceive wild plants and animals as anything other than human amenities, utilities or commodities. The humanistic tradition has done its work so well that its next to impossible to even perceive any arrangement other than a man-centred universe and man-dominated universe, any purpose other than the human purpose, any process that was not designed for the exclusive benefit of man. It is next to impossible for anyone, however highly motivated, to see wild plant and animals [and environments] as more than man’s wards, “incompetents” in our custodianship.” (pg. 97)

By now it might be clear that one has to look past the assumptions discussed for conservation’s sake. But how is one supposed to look past the perceptual image cards of one’s society and look openly towards the full-fledged world of experience? Is it by any means possible to put aside all the influences of “our” world to look at how we experience the world? Moreover, one may legitimately wonder, what does all this have to do with conservation?   The next part will provide clues to this question.
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PART III

Phenomenological Conservation

From Conservation to Phenomenology
“My point is quite simple. Rationalizations are substitutes for qualitative (as opposed to abstract) experience. Once the experience has been incorporated into oneself, there is no need for either rationalization or proselytism. There is no “reason” for wildlife preservation. It is a state of being.”  (pg. 103)

“Our minds can be opened to qualities of experience that will eventually allow us the state of being that is wildlife preservation. Only one act is required, and that is perhaps the most difficult (and yet, paradoxically, the easiest) you have ever undertaken. That is the act of opening…Opening is conscious and deliberate compliance with what is, not with what is imagined. It is the acceptance of whatever comes, the discarding of comparative “values”, the denial of no possibilities, the entertaining of all possible impressions. Thus experience of wild nature becomes experience of ourselves. It is no longer the perception (imaging, matching, rationalizing, identifying) of the world, but of being it. This is mere empathizing; it is experiencing.” (pg. 110-111)

“On the basis of some experience in conservation affairs, I am at last persuaded that mere argument as such is entirely worthless…Argument, it seems to me, is never going to help wildlife. It rarely has, and there is little to persuade me that it ever will, appreciably. If anything is going to help wildlife it is individual people…I believe that wildlife preservation is entirely dependent upon individual human experience.” (Pg. 99-100)


The quotes above are from the last two chapters of Livingston’s account of conservation. The main ideas of these last two chapters provide the backdrop of my argument, and we will have the chance to explore them through the development of a phenomenological approach to conservation. As we have previously mentioned, Livingston’s words were written during the eighties, at a time were the environmental movement was running strong and the concept of conservation and nature awareness was at its peak. It is thus surprising to hear a conservationist as Livingston uttering words of failure of “nature argumentation” and giving precedence to such a thing as experience itself. What is even more interesting is that his words remind us of concepts familiar to the realm of phenomenology, at a time where phenomenology did not have a frequent place in conservation philosophy. After reading the first part of this work, my hope was to lead the reader into an evaluation of certain recurring themes in conservation practices that haven’t really changed in substantial ways, despite all the new methods and announced approaches involving wildlife and environments. Furthermore, there was a hint that conservation as Livingston understands it, is a state of being, a personal stance, that denies the artificial distinctions between human and nature, human and animal, consciousness and sentience, and that cannot be fit in tight economic or scientific moulds, or any mould of any kind for that matter. Where my contribution lies in enhancing, and slightly altering Livingston’s position, is the emphasis on a “phenomenological conservation”. Livingston never makes any explicit mention of phenomenology in his writing, although he does come close when he emphasises experience itself. This emphasis is the starting point of my argument in regards to conservation. Before however I spell out what I mean by a “phenomenological conservation” I would like to provide a background of my use of phenomenology.

Phenomenology: A Background

Why Phenomenology?


Originating in the work of Edmund Husserl and developed and enriched by thinkers such as Max Scheler, Martin Heidegger, Jean-Paul Sartre, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and Emmanuel Levinas, phenomenology has won a worldwide following, not only among philosophers, but also among scholars in fields ranging from anthropology and architecture to geography and nursing. Despite the divergences within the field itself, the shared cry among all phenomenologists: “To the things themselves!” still reverberates strongly. 

Phenomenology takes its starting point in a return to the “things” or “matters” themselves, that is, the world as we experience it. In other words, experience is the starting point and ultimate court of appeal for all philosophical evidence16. 

Phenomenology, as a vast and complicated subject that falls under many interpretations and schools of thought, would be unjustly portrayed if I attempted to create a historical or conceptual background within the confines of some paragraphs. I will therefore skip directly to the specifics of my use of certain phenomenological aspects, as they are related to conservation and “humans-in-environments” issues. The phenomenology that is particularly relevant in this work is what some people have called the phenomenology of the environment or nature phenomenology. This approach is illustrated directly in works such as phenomenological geography or science17 or eco-phenomenology18, always philosophically supported by classic phenomenological works such as those of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty. As stated before, Livingston’s work is partly phenomenological in his suggestions to focus on the experience of the environment or the perception of wildlife conservation as a state of being, rather than a practice. These two claims remind us of the “returning to the things-themselves” and the “being-in-the-world” claims of Heidegger as well as the works of Merleau-Ponty with his breaking down of the subject-object distinction. How these terms are explained and fit into the context of this work will be one of the parts of this section. 

I am not going to introduce any division between cultural and natural as far as “surroundings” or “environments” are concerned. I am presenting my argument, as part of any possible environment of meaningful experiences with the “nature” of our surroundings, be they part of urban or wilderness settings. In contrast to Livingston, I believe that conservation as understood the way we have viewed and termed it, is not strictly of the “natural” or of the “human”, rather of all the possible interactions between subjects and environments of any sorts. In essence I do agree with Livingston, as far as preservation is a state of being, and my argument deems this state of being as not solely exclusive of anthropocentric states, nor solely inclusive of eco-centric states. This is intended so, since in my opinion preservation lies in the realm of everyday living experiences of any environment, and not just in the acceptance of an “idealized”, all-encompassing sense of the natural or cultural. It is more valuable and more “real” to all, to the naturalist as much as the city-dweller:

“… with respect to several people’s actual experiences it turns out that ‘the tree across the street’ is also considered as nature, and even an old, spontaneous grown city centre can be experienced as natural19.” 

It should be noted that within the everyday living experiences are included both the routine daily sentiments of practical importance, as well as the ineffable feelings of wonder and meaning an everyday experience might offer. Hence, as far as the last comment is concerned, Cooper insists that:

“learning from nature does not merely consist of ecology and biology classes in which theories of ecosystems and evolutionary processes are taught. An older idea of learning from nature—articulated by authors such as Wordsworth and Thoreau, implies that the lessons to be learnt are obtained from everyday acquaintances, for it are these acquaintances that hold the immense source of metaphors, symbols and meanings which the natural [or cultural] world has for us.20”

Livingston accounts for the everyday experience of nature, when he admits that the destruction of a wilderness element (i.e. the extinction of a tiger) is linked with any relationship we have formed with any proximal “nature” to us (from a tree in a city, to a pond of newts in a backyard to use his example). It is a relationship we can always claim as a part of us. The defence against destruction is a defence for our integral universe, composed of our complex associations with it. The “experience” of the tiger is independent of its proximity but highly dependent on our lived experience of any “nature”:

“My experience is my experience and the physical proximity of the tiger has rather little to do with it…Wildlife preservation “for its own sake” is for the sake of the experiencer. Each experience whether physical or intuitive, adds to my universe. Each extinction subtracts from it.” (pg. 102)

His conservation/preservation avoids the branding of outright self-interest, as that is understood by personal advantage, personal gain, personal profit etc., since it cannot be viewed comparatively or be measured. “It is an experiential phenomenon only and cannot be “valued” (weighed). It happens singularly and uniquely and exclusively in one’s universe. Wildlife as part of one’s world, and part of you, and that is all that matters. That is what preservation is” (pg. 102). Albeit this separation from self interest that Livingston offers is not clear, as mentioned in part one, we will assume that this form of “experiential interest” is a benign form of self-interest that is self-aware, and hence not only lacks the flawed elements of the kind we mentioned, but actually enhances the possibility of conservation. 

Environmental phenomenology

 Phenomenology of the environment is the philosophical endeavour to provide an explanation of the human experience of an environment. One of the authors instrumental in the layout of such an endeavour is David Seamon, a geographer that applied many concepts of Heidegger’s and Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology. Seamon bases his environmental phenomenology on three components:

“A phenomenology of environment and place examines three major themes: first, the essential qualities and interconnections of human environmental experience; second, essential qualities of environment, such as sound, topography, light, spatial qualities, which promote a particular character of place and landscape; third, the larger context of societal and symbolic environments fundamental to place…[where] places are qualitatively different from landscape or space in that they are constituted in our memories and affections through repeated encounters and complex associations21.”

The three themes above illustrate the breadth and depth an environmental phenomenologist is willing to explore when a particular environment (irrespective of type) comes to be experienced. Developing briefly these three themes, we find interesting points of contrast with traditional frameworks of conservation policies. Firstly, when we speak of experience of an environment, we speak of “…everyday environmental experience- the sum-total of a person’s first-hand involvements with the geographical world in which he or she typically lives22.” The “everyday” part is crucial to my argument, since conservation is shrouded in the cloaks of the “exceptional” sites of natural or cultural spaces, in which an experience can unfold. In other words, the places where potential bonds with an environment usually sediment and enhance themselves, such as a national wilderness park or a restored countryside village, are kept as separate or detached platforms of experience, away from a community, even if sometimes, the latter is part of that specific area. Secondly, the essential qualities of a place, which promote its character and landscape, are many and more varied, than the ones conservation policies heavily depend upon such as the visual or “scientific” (biodiversity, endangered species etc) aspects. Elements such as sound, light, smell, emotive cues, and many others are usually left out when contemporary conservation decisions are made. Finally, it is noteworthy to highlight the third theme, since “place” is not necessarily part of something genuinely natural or cultural, rather part of something hybrid in essence, resting upon the experience of the subject, as the latter is formed through complex interactions and interpretations with an environment:

“Places are constructed in our memories and affections through repeated encounters and complex associations. Place experiences are necessarily time-deepened and memory-qualified. In geographical experience, a place is an origin; it is where one knows others and is known to others; it is where one comes from and it is one’s own: ‘Before any choice there is this place, where the foundations of earthly existence and human condition establish themselves. We can change locations, move, but this is still to look for a place; we need a base to set down our being and to realize our possibilities, a here from which to discover the world, a there to which we can return23.”

In that way, when experience comes in the forefront, it avoids the stale divisions between nature and culture deemed hereafter artificial. Once again, experience of a place is not solely based on what are called as “objective” factors of a particular environment, such as interesting flora and fauna in “wilderness” areas or impressive architecture in a city environment. An experience-based-conservation takes in account all aspects of human interpretations of a place, including emotions, memories, and other bodily cues of a space, and knows that it is doing so, without claims of single realities or objective truths.

A little deeper into Phenomenology

If experience is something we unavoidably contain within us in every part of our actions, why has it been then so difficult or impossible to base conservation decisions on an experiential level that supports embodiment, rather than an apparently “objective” scheme that supports separatedness? Other than the important, much talked about, historical influences of a Cartesian, mechanical universe of objective realities, the answer to this question is partly involved with the difficulty of singling out the ordinary or the obvious in contextual situations. In other words, what lies in front of us, as part of our everyday existence, falls back as a mere set, a stage that disappears once the actors get involved with the play. In natural (not man-made) and cultural sets, we forget that our very experience shapes what is experienced in a way that there is a continuous interaction between subject and object, so much so that it is not possible to discern either. For that reason what is right in front of us is hardest to see:

“What is the obvious? It is that which is taken for granted and never spoken of as such; yet, the obvious everywhere and always guides and supports our culture. The obvious is that which we already agree- the base from which all action, individual and social, proceeds. Since it is never explicitly discussed and articulated, the obvious is the most difficult to identify, even though in a disguised manner it lies all around us. To uncover the obvious we must take a step back from the assumptions and attitudes that entwine us24.”

The assumptions and attitudes that entwine us bring us back to the words of Livingston as we recall from part one. Now we can see how phenomenology can help us move forward in the direction of a different form of conservation. By helping in exposing the assumptions and attitudes in the basest of levels, it can provide an increased awareness of our actions, as these participate in our relationship to environments, and are shaped in turn by the environments in question. As Keen states of phenomenology:

“Its task is less to give us new ideas than to make explicit those ideas, assumptions, and implicit presuppositions upon which we already behave and experience life. Its task is to reveal to us exactly what we already know and that we know it, so that we can be less puzzled about ourselves25”.

Phenomenology is the study of the phenomena as these unfold within or without our presuppositions, attitudes, and assumptions. More specifically, phenomenology is the study of phenomena as experienced by humans. There is no pretence of providing the view of “others”. The primary emphasis is on the phenomenon itself exactly as it reveals itself to the experiencing subject (human) in all its concreteness and particularity26. It does not claim an “objective” reality outside of human consciousness for that would imply a division of subject and object. It retorts to the hybridity of subject and object, to the point of a “uniform subjective realm”, a “texture” as Merleau-Ponty27 claimed, that still maintains the unique essences of each of its members. The key component of this realm, which serves as a vessel of this intersubjectivity, is the body. The body as the medium of this experiential realm of intersubjectivity, is the unifier of all experiences that through it, manifest themselves as “real”. In the next section we will clarify the importance of the body in phenomenology so that it will be clearer how it may fit as a concept in a phenomenological conservation.

Merleau-Ponty and the Body

 
Merleau-Ponty, one of the leading phenomenologists of the century that passed, has attempted to bring the body in the centre of the subject/object argument, as its solution and as evidence of its artificiality. His thinking brings into unison, all of what I attempted to introduce; the emphasis on the experience, the subject/object breakdown, the differentiality of subjects within the “Subject”, and the body as the heart of the world:

“Our own body is in the world as the heart is in the organism: it keeps the visible spectacle constantly alive, it breathes life into it and sustains it inwardly, and with it forms a system… Every lived experience is a communion of body and world; the two are correlative which means that neither can exist nor have meaning without the other… The reversible character of man and world is in the same way mutually referential; the two are intertwined but do not merge28…
To Merleau-Ponty, embodied living does not entail subject/object; there is only Subject who perceives and who is in immediate contact with a world of perceptual meaning. This ‘subject’ only exists and perceives through what is worldly in it—i.e. the body. The phenomenon of perception is in that way the ongoing interchange between the world and the body-subject and this takes place within the pre-objective realm. Any divisions of subjects and objects, and/or any causal explanations of the phenomenon of perception, which contains such notions as the reflection of light or the three dimensions, are merely secondary abstractions29.
At this point is interesting to juxtapose disciplines in order to emphasize or strengthen the above ideas or insights. Crossing philosophy with science can be very rewarding indeed, as we shall see below. When one searches in the scientific area of perception and the senses, one finds ideas that are very similar to what Merleau-Ponty was trying to bring forth philosophically. In Rodaway’s “Sensuous Places30”, the body as an organizer of the senses in relation to space gains a fascinating position. Rodaway points out that “the senses are not merely passive receptors of particular kinds of environmental stimuli but are actively involved in the structuring of that information and are significant in the overall sense of a world achieved by the sentient. In this way, sense and reality are related”31. Moreover:

“Perception is an experience of the whole body and an activity in a dynamic world. Whilst distinctive perceptual systems are identified analytically, the understanding is ultimately multi-sensual and emphasizes inter-relationships between the sense organs, the body and the brain. Perception is situated corporeally and environmentally, behaviour and perception are implicative of one another32.”

 This is also highly related with Livingston’s perceptual theory in which he claimed that our five sets of sensory apparatus are separate but can ‘all work at once’ (pg. 87). An example of an environmental element in unison with a “subject” element, which bridges Merleau-Pontian phenomenology and perception-science, is the element of depth. Merleau-Ponty refers to depth as the first and foremost of the dimensions (and not the last after height and breadth). It is a pre-existing dimension of which all others are abstracted since we always find ourselves in a world that surrounds and encloses us and which disappears behind the horizon. Depth is the experience of things hidden, of a world in which nothing can be seen in its full scope at once. Depth stands as the fundamental dimension that invites exploration. It is evidence of the body-subject that maintains a primordial and living bond with the world since as De Jong highlights:

“…for Merleau-Ponty depth is not something created in the brain. The fact that we can focus or change our focus in it, that it prolongs itself beyond our vision, shows that depth is something that is already there. Our brains are, with our bodies, inevitably entangled in it, and all our actions—physical or psychological—take place in, and are engendered by, depth33.”

In impressive similarity, Rodaway claims depth as an integral part of light, pre-existing before the human eye perceives it sensually in an environment. The subject (through the eye) enriches existence but does not necessarily claim it as its own. It is a mutual sharing and shaping of communication. As Merleau-Ponty mentioned depth as an invitation to exploration, so does Rodaway indicate the exploratory essence of the senses, as the latter seek to enrich and share the “what-is-there” with the “what is being seen”:

“The movement of the eye and the observer and/or movement in the environment enriches the optical information received by the eye. Exploratory activity thus enriches perception and actual environments are always richer and generally less ambiguous than representations such as photograph. Equally, stereoscopic vision is richer than monocular vision but it is not necessary to have two eyes in order to perceive depth. The information about surfaces, spatial arrangements and depth is contained already in light received by the eye34.”


The body/senses acts as an experience-receiver/creator in harmony with the environment that is receiving and creating as well. The sense(s) is (are) both a reaching out to the world as a source of information and an understanding of that world so gathered. We understand the world only through a “within” context, never an “apart”, both within all senses and together with their impact on the world. Being within the world is a very important concept in phenomenology, a concept pursued and put forth by probably the most famous of the phenomenologists, Martin Heidegger.


Heidegger and “being-in-the-world”
Heidegger, a key phenomenologist (preceeding Merleau-Ponty by a generation), has offered substantial insights on the aspect of embodiment and specifically on “being-in-the world”. As Relph points out, “being-in-the-world is the basic state of human existence, and it indicates the fact that everything which exists has an environment35”. Being-in-the-world is a unitary phenomenon with three constitutive elements. First there is “being in”, a kind of concern relationship marked by ties of work, affection, responsibility, interest and memory; as well as deficient forms of concern such as leaving things undone and neglecting responsibility. Second there is the entity which has being-in-the-world as a feature of the way it is; this entity is the self. Third, there is in-the-world; this “world” comes beforehand not afterwards, it is self-evident and has two forms: presence-at-hand and readiness-at-hand. 

Presence-at-hand is to think about the world or the entities within it as abstract things rendered as subjects to observation or objects of casual curiosity, creating a distance of one-self from them. In essence it is any attitude, which there occurs a feeling of separation from matter. On the other hand, readiness-to-hand by virtue of making, considering, participating, discussing, moving around, producing something, attending to something and looking after it- by virtue of all such activities- beings are always and already in a world with which they are concerned. In this readiness-to-hand, there is no self-conscious reflection about what or how things are; one already knows36. To introduce this separatist terminology would lead one to think that one or the other is “good/bad”, “right/wrong”. But Heidegger does not claim any allegiance to one side, rather emphasizes that is all part of one thing, which exists and shows itself in various modes of existence. As Relph explains:

“These forms of the world are not alternative attitudes which we can choose to adopt or reject at will…rather they are descriptions of different modes of closeness and involvement with the world which are necessarily part of existence…both [being] part of the unitary whole of being-in-the-world37.”

What is important is being aware that both exist. What are then the connections between environmental phenomenology, through Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger, and the conservation issues we have witnessed in Livingston’s work? The next section will aspire to link conservation and phenomenology together.

Phenomenological Conservation


“True” conservation, as we have seen through Livingston’s work, cannot assume a strictly rational position. It is an embodiment practice that pervades our existential realm, and leads us almost unconsciously towards some sort of communion with environments. It is a preservation of meanings. It is a state of being, a stance, a gesture towards that which gestures back at us with subjective meaning. After our account of some aspects of phenomenology, we can start making links with what Livingston was hinting all along: conservation is ultimately and intimately linked to existential experience, personal existential experience. Interestingly enough, phenomenology is first and foremost linked with existential experience. Following this logic, it is clear that a phenomenological conservation can be an appropriate blend of approaches, a new step and page in environmental discourse. One may wonder however if and how such a thing might be possible on the level of policy-making and technocracy? Livingston clearly retorts in pessimistic tones as far as alternative applications of conservation are concerned. After his clarification of the ills of conservation as a concept, he admits that belief in a solution falls under accepting the shaky assumption that a solution does exist. He claims that he has no solution for the wildlife preservation, but he can at least feel the direction of a potential new approach:

“The direction seems to lie in the compliant acceptance by individual human beings of membership-which is to say, “place”- in the beauty that is life process. This is too easy for me to say, for the difficulties are formidable. Such an act- a conscious and willing act of self-recovery- would require the re-cognition of options that have long been masked from us by our accumulated tradition. It would require the healing of perceived dichotomies, the mending of conceived alienations, the redirection of our fabricated imperatives towards reconciliation with that long-forgotten quality that is the nature of being. It would be the dissolution of the ancient western divorce from nature.” (pg. 117)
The healing of perceived dichotomies, the mending of conceived alienations, the redirection of imperatives, the reconciliation with the nature of being, all of these actions that Livingston calls for, are actions that phenomenologists equally aspire to explore, expose and dissolve as we have seen in this section. But how would one go about rationalizing the “being-of-the-world” of Heidegger and the “body” of Merleau-Ponty? Once again, along hauntingly similar lines as Livingston’s impossibility of rationalization, Relph announces that:

“One cannot identify the various aspects of being-in-the-world, classify them, and develop policies and educational programs to communicate them, for this is to render them present-at-hand and thereby to change their essential character. In the context of geographical experience, people cannot be trained to marvel at landscapes, nor to love their places and their planet. On the other hand, love of place and of the earth are scarcely sentimental extras to be indulged only when all technical and material problems have been resolved. They are part of being-in-the-world and prior, therefore, to all technical matters. What Heidegger argues for is a “thoughtful” and “careful” attitude to the world, and he uses these words in their exact meanings. This attitude ‘demands of us not to cling one-sidedly to a single idea nor to run down a one-track course of ideas’, and adopts a composure toward all forms of technical thinking that understands their necessity but denies their right to dominate us38.”
This “thoughtfull/careful” attitude is an integral component of my argument’s core. A phenomenological conservation seeks the liberation of a cyclopean approach to natural and cultural environments, by simultaneously exposing, enriching and expanding technical approaches such as scientific ecology, and allowing for all forms of engagement in matters of environments, which are by definition bodily, immersed, experiential, intersubjective matters. Running down a one-track course of ideas is exactly what we have been doing all along, and it served more as a tool of domination rather than cooperation. Cooperation in the form of symbiosis, presents us with a better, self-aware living-metaphor than the Romantic union or the Enlightenment stewardship. It is more in line with phenomenology, since as in nature two or more organisms share a physical realm very closely (almost to the point of indiscernible two-ness) so is human’s place in the subjective realm of the world. This is not something new, it is something that was there but we have covered it up with our constructions, our assumptions our arguments. Phenomenological conservation’s task is to expose these assumptions and allow for the full experience of this subjective realm with a specific focus on conserving environments, as we live in them throughout our everyday cycles.
Practical applications of a Phenomenological Conservation

The scope of this paper lies within the theoretical aspects of a phenomenological conservation. I would like to point however to the direction of its practical applications (or of other interesting approaches) to the issue of conservation. One must remember that a phenomenological conservation does not only arise from endeavours of philosophy but also of other disciplines, which endorse similar effects. The ones relevant to conservation span from scientific methods grounded from Goethe’s phenomenological way39, Brown and Toadvine’s collection of eco-phenomenology approaches40, Dayton and Sala’s call for creative approaches in contemporary ecology41, Johaness exploration of local experience of the sea from Palau fishermen42, to social grounds such as eco-psychology43, designing and shaping in accordance with environmental cues44, social research with embodiment in mind45 and many others.

CONCLUSION

Concluding, I don’t believe that a new approach to conservation is in need. This “new environmental approach” statement has been made countless times before; one needs only to look for it in a number of environmental philosophy publications or popular environment-pro books. I believe that a total account of the history of conservation arguments and consequently practices must be brought to the conscious so that all its possible facets can be explored. We have one way to achieve that; it is through a phenomenological inquiry of conservation. What is substantially different in this paper is that it does not call for a different management of environments; that would imply self-interest in the malignant sense. What is called for is an opening up to the environments as they “become” in our everyday experience of them. “To the places themselves” is my call, as I feel environmental philosophy seems somehow to drift into some sort of obscurantism at times, or as an appendage of ecology (an “ecological ethic”) at others. 

The fallacy of conservation does not only lie in the incorrect application of methodology in regards to environmental issues, giving birth to detached, meaningless constructions of objectivity in a subjective world. It lies in the practice of placing our methodologies apart from being-in-the-world. One cannot hope to use something that does not exist in order to affect something that can only exist. There is no “objective environment”, of any sort, in the way modern conservation attempts have assumed there is. It can be undeniably “sensed” though, that there is a subjective realm, in which you and I co-exist symbiotically, needing not to be lost in oneness, but to flourish in cooperative being. Note that the “you” here is any other subject of being. Mountains can’t talk, but they make us talk. Birds sing what we would never be able to articulate. Water exists within and around us (lets not forget we are 70% water!). The hammer gains its existence through our hand. Ideas take form, as if we are the impregnation of their being, as if the seeds of a tree.

 This “symbeing” can be understood if for a moment one imagines that the air that surrounds us was the sea. Being-in-the-sea is the closest, literal realization of the subjective realm of “symbeing”. One is at once the sea and oneself, floating into unison, feeling the sea as much as his/her body-in-the sea. The floating movements define your motion, as much as the motion of the sea around your body, and while you both-are, each of you is also distinct. Everything can affect and be affected, everything plays its role in understanding everything, as together or apart.


Before I launch into what some philosophers would condemn as mere literature, I would like to remind the reader where my paper came from and where it ended. When Livingston was writing twenty years ago, despite the increased and strong push for environmental awareness at the time, humanity had failed to grasp conservation as a state of being. Conservation, as Livingston feared, dissolved into the realm of management and political hollow-talk, creating imaginary environments/terms, bereft of meanings due to their all-encompassing stature, empty of substance due to their lack of any tangible feel to individuals of the world. This time around we can’t afford to make mistakes in favour of our physical and existential integrity. If one would rush to condemn me as self-interested, I can only answer back that it is not only human survival that is in stake but the whole of existence. A symbiotic organism cannot continue without its constituents. Humans are-not without environments as much as environments are-not without humans. We owe to ourselves as much as to our existential context (that involves the entire subjective realm) to step back and realign ourselves with our fellow beings, with all the realms or worlds of experience, with all of existence. We owe to “symbeing” the unveiling and reconsideration of the assumptions of any practice that takes itself as the canon of action and thought. We cannot afford to destroy environments as much as we cannot afford to destroy ourselves. 
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