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Abstract 

I will consider the issue of the self and its relation to the environment, focusing on the accounts given in ecofeminism and deep ecology. Though both stress the relatedness of the human self to nature, these accounts differ in various ways. Ecofeminism stresses the value of personal relations with particular others, whereas deep ecology argues that we should expand our sense of self to include all natural others and the whole of nature.

Deep ecology’s views on the self, which are loosely based on scientific ecology will be examined further and I will argue that the implications are that selves are not to be seen as static things but rather as processes, and as constituted by their relations with others. This understanding of the self, I will argue, enriches both deep ecology and ecofeminism’s claims on selfhood, and will enable the resolution of some of the difficulties they perceive in each other’s account. 
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1. Introduction

It may appear odd, in an essay on environmental philosophy, to focus on questions about the self, and may even look like a relapse into anthropocentrism, the approach that makes humans our central concern. As I hope will become clear later, the idea about the ‘self’ that I will argue for will apply to other beings and not only humans; still, the essay will be mainly concerned with the way humans conceive their selfhood.

Why the notion of human selfhood should be important for appropriate environmental attitudes will emerge, I hope, throughout the essay. As a preliminary, however, it can be said that the way the human self is defined will affect the way humans relate to nature. As Lynn White Jr. claims, “what people do about their ecology depends on what they think about themselves, in relation to things around them”. (White 1969, p 346) This essay, then, will be an attempt to articulate a way we can think about ourselves that can account for appropriate ways of relating to nature. It will focus on the questions “who am I” and “where am I” in order to point at an answer to “what must I do?” (Holmes Rolston III 1998, p 328) 

I will start, in the next section, by outlining our ‘commonsense’ idea about the self as a single, static thing, which mostly has to do with reason, applies only to humans, and is sharply separated from everything else. My purpose here will be to point out that this is not, as one might imagine, indisputable. The third section will turn to ecofeminism, and its critique of this idea about the self. Ecofeminists question the definition of the self as pure rationality and as sharply separated, since this, they claim, leads to the domination of everything that is associated with reason’s opposites, most importantly, nature. Instead, ecofeminists propose that the self be seen as essentially related to others, in the sense that these relations play a considerable part in defining and constituting the self.

The fourth section will turn to deep ecology and its suggestion that we expand our sense of self to arrive at a greater Self, which includes the whole of nature. This too, then, is an alternative to the commonsense ideas about the self, since it proposes that the human self is not sharply separated from nature. Like ecofeminists, deep ecologists claim that certain relations contribute to the constitution and definition of the self. Deep ecology however, also suggests that other beings apart from humans can qualify as selves, and be included in the greater Self. The fifth section will attempt to elucidate these ideas of deep ecology, as they are derived from systems thinking and ecology. I will argue that besides the idea of selves as constituted by their relations, a further implication that emerges is that selves must not be thought of as static things, but rather as processes. I will call this notion the ecological self.

Deep ecology’s proposal that we expand our sense of self to a larger Self, as well as the method put forward for achieving this, that is, identification with other beings and the whole of nature, have been criticized by ecofeminist writers. Section six, then will investigate the difficulties that ecofeminism and deep ecology perceive in each other’s position, and will explore whether the ecological understanding of selfhood, as a process and as determined by relations, can be of any use in resolving them. Finally, in section seven, I will briefly consider some of the objections that may arise to this idea of the self.

2. The Self in Contemporary Philosophy

Our commonsense idea about the self, it appears, is of a free, rational thing that underlies the diverse experiences, thoughts and psychological states that make up an individual’s lifetime. (Mansfield 2000, pp. 11,18; Parfit 1987, p. 445) Following Descartes, we believe that there must be a thing that thinks, experiences, feels and so forth and we call this the self. As we usually conceive of it, it is defined by its autonomy and separation from these activities and from the world, and this idea gives rise to the ideal of freedom, which can be seen in the popular injunctions to ‘find your true self’, or to ‘be true to yourself’. (Mansfield 2000, pp 13- 23) 

This concept of selfhood, it has been argued, is a construct, and cannot be considered a universal model in human experience. According to Charles Taylor, Homeric people had no word for the self as we understand it today, as a unified subject of our thoughts and feelings, rather thoughts and feelings were discontinuous with each other and thought to be located in various parts of the body. For the Homeric hero, in fact, the good life consisted of special sporadic psychological states. Taylor argues that it was Plato who first unified the self, when he associated the good life with the rule of the soul’s ‘higher’ faculty, rationality, over the thoughts and feelings associated with its ‘lower’ faculties. This notion and the emphasis on rationality was further developed through Augustine and Descartes until finally, Locke provided a model of the self as utterly autonomous, distinct and detachable, both from the world, and from its own thoughts and feelings, from which it could withdraw in order to examine and modify itself. This, according to Taylor, gave rise to the Enlightenment idea of a self as a purely rational thing that underlies experiences and psychological states, and that is entirely separate from them and from the world
. (Taylor 2001, pp 111- 177) 

Thus the ‘commonsense’ notion of the self, is perhaps somewhat surprisingly, not given and unassailable, but is rather historically constructed and open to critique. The way we experience our selfhood, that is, is not necessarily the only way it could be experienced. Moreover, this Enlightenment model of the self has been rejected repeatedly in theoretical work at least since Heidegger showed that rational contemplation is not the primary human way of experiencing the world and that neither are humans as autonomous and separate from the world as this idea suggests. (Mansfield 2000, pp 22-23)

Some philosophers concerned with the environment have taken up this issue and have rejected the Enlightenment model of the self, since they claim it is one of the sources of the current ecological crises. Gregory Bateson, for instance, argues that the abstraction of the  “I”, the idea of an isolated self that is utterly separate from the world, is a Western epistemological error, and responsible for the mistaken idea that the individual or species could survive apart from others and apart from its environment. In fact, the unit of survival, as we are only beginning to discover, is the organism plus its environment. (Bateson 2000, pp 491- 492) Similarly, Joanna Macy attributes the crises of the planet to a “dysfunctional and pathogenic concept of self…” 

“… the delusion that the self is so separate and fragile that we must delineate and defend its boundaries, that it is so small and needy that we must endlessly acquire and consume, that it is so aloof that we can – as individuals, corporations, nation-states, or as a species – be immune to what we do to other species” (Macy 1989, p 203)

Thus, one of the main difficulties these writers identify with the Enlightenment notion of the self, is that it defines the human self as utterly separate from the world, as ‘apart from’ other humans and from nature. Two major positions in environmental philosophy, ecofeminism and deep ecology have taken up this issue and attempted to articulate an alternative notion of the self. Yet, though their accounts agree that humans are not entirely separate from nature, but are rather essentially or intrinsically related to it, there is also a tension between them. The next sections will outline these positions and describe what they say about the self.

3. Ecofeminism and the Relational Self

There is no one standard ‘ecofeminism’; rather, there are a number of different positions that reflect the diversity found within feminist perspectives (e.g. liberal, Marxist, radical and socialist feminism.) However, some of them display a number of similarities in their approach and therefore I will use the term ‘ecofeminism’ to refer to a particular line of thought that can be found in the writings of Val Plumwood, Chris Cuomo, Karen Warren, and others. The similarities revolve around the claim that there are fundamental connections between the domination of nature and the domination of some groups of humans, including women. (Warren 1996, p x)

To explain domination, ecofeminism typically points to oppressive conceptual frameworks; in other words, it is argued that certain ideals, values and beliefs that determine how people view themselves and the world, serve to maintain and justify the subordination of some groups to others. Oppressive conceptual frameworks usually contain dualisms, that is, supposedly disjunctive pairs, such as reason/ nature, reason/ emotion, knowledge/ intuition, culture/ nature, where a higher value is placed on one disjunct, which is seen as fundamentally different from and superior to the other. Thus, the difference between, say, reason and nature, is stressed and the rational is thought of as having more value than the natural. According to Plumwood, the opposition between reason and nature, where reason is seen as masculine, and nature as feminine, lurks behind all dualisms. (Plumwood 1997, p 44)

The existence of differentiated pairs in a conceptual framework is not problematic in itself, and ecofeminists do not seek to deny all differences. The problem emerges only when the difference between the two elements set in opposition, is seen as morally relevant. This happens when the opposing pairs in the dualism are associated with entities in the world, which are thus valued differently, and this evaluation is then used to rationalize the domination of the ‘lower’ entity by the ‘higher’. For example, white, elite human males are typically associated with reason, while women and the nonhuman world are classified as nature, and thus the latter are seen to be of less value. This, in turn, is used to justify the subordination of women and nature to men. In this way, the dualism serves to sustain domination, and the conceptual framework becomes oppressive. (Warren 1996, p xii) 

Therefore, ecofeminism seeks to end domination by drawing attention to oppressive conceptual frameworks wherever found and by articulating an alternative scheme. For this reason, some ecofeminist writers, such as Plumwood and Cuomo, reject the Enlightenment account of the self, particularly the notion found in liberal theory. (Plumwood 1997, pp 141-164, Cuomo 1998, pp 98-101) As we have seen, Enlightenment thought associated the self with rationality, and defined it as separate from the world. Through capitalism and liberal theory, reason took on the further sense of self- interest. The dualism between reason and nature, then, served to justify the instrumental treatment of non -rational or natural others. That is, since the liberal view associates the self with reason which it equates with self-interest, and values the rational more highly than the natural, it suggests that treating nature as no more than a means to human purposes, is rational and acceptable. (Plumwood 1997, pp 141-142)  

Plumwood argues, moreover, that the liberal notion of self implies that ethical behavior can only be a matter of enlightened egoism. With the rise of science, reason also took on the sense of objectivity, that is, total disengagement from one’s own ‘natural’ faculties, the senses and emotions, and other external influences. Thus, as we have seen, following Locke the self was conceived as utterly distinct from others and from the world, and completely self-contained. Therefore, it follows that an individual’s interests can make no reference to the welfare of others, except accidentally. On this account, then, pursuing another’s interests is either irrational, since it involves abandoning one’s own, or else it is carried out, not for the sake of the other, but because the other’s interests happen to coincide with one’s own egoistic motives. For example, a child’s welfare, on this view, only accidentally happens to contribute to the mother’s – perhaps the child will later provide a source of income. In desiring her child’s welfare, therefore, the mother either promotes the child’s good for the sake of her own happiness, or else she acts selflessly and irrationally, by putting the child’s interests before her own.
 (Plumwood 1997, pp 151 – 154)

Of course, we do not usually experience concern for others’ welfare in this way, and ecofeminism therefore, objects to the liberal conception of selves as utterly independent, self-interested beings. Some ecofeminists propose instead a relational account that stresses the essential relations of the self to others. Marilyn Friedman characterizes this theory of selfhood as the idea that “in its identity, character, interests and preferences, [the self] is constituted by and in the course of, relationships to particular others”. (Friedman 1991, p 164) A mother’s identity, for example, is defined through, among other things, the relation between herself and the child, and this relationship contributes to the mother’s understanding of herself. Thus, selves are ‘essentially related’ to others and ecofeminists add that the human self is also essentially related to natural, as well as human others. (Cuomo 1998, pp 98-101) The liberal notion of the individual as self-contained and utterly separate from others and the world then, according to these writers, is simply mistaken.

Plumwood argues that this relational description of the self also offers a satisfactory account of human ethical behavior, that the liberal conception of selves cannot provide. Since selves, on this version, are necessarily related to others, the interests and welfare of an individual can be essentially connected to that of another. Therefore, it is not the case that one must abandon one’s interests to pursue those of others for their own sake. When selves and their interests are essentially related, in pursuing others’ interests, one is still promoting, non-accidentally, one’s own. Thus, in pursuing the child’s interests, the mother neither gives up her own, nor does she act from a purely self-interested motivation. Rather, since the relation between her and the child is an essential part of herself, protecting her own interests must necessarily include protecting the child’s. (Plumwood 1997, p 153)

Protecting the interests of those to whom one is essentially related, often takes the form of love, and care. Therefore, ecofeminism stresses the value of these attitudes, which have habitually been underestimated in theories of ethics since they too conceal dualisms in their focus on rationality, and exclusion of emotion. In a similar vein, some ecofeminists argue for the supplementation of universalizing ethics, which seeks to establish general principles and rules based on reason, with an ethic that emerges from particular, lived experiences. These writers propose that experiences of emotional responses to particular nonhuman others will provide the basis for an appropriate environmental attitude. Karen Warren, for example, narrates an experience of rock climbing, in which the climber, rather than trying to conquer the rock, forms a relation of care and friendship with it. She argues that ecofeminism could articulate an appropriate environmental outlook through experiences like these. (Warren 1996, p 28) 

As indicated above, not all writers who use the term ‘ecofeminism’ to characterize their thought agree about these issues. Some ecofeminists are also liberal, viewing humans as rational agents and stressing individualism and maximization of self-interest (Merchant 1990, p 104). Moreover, Roger J.H. King has questioned the usefulness of characterizing environmental ethics in terms of care for particular others, claiming it still needs to be shown how care can benefit the welfare of the one who is cared for. (King 1996, p 92) Others disagree with the idea of drawing ethics out of particular situations and argue instead for a universalizing ethic based on impartiality. (Johnson, D.K. & Johnson K.R 1994, p 107) Though these writers provide serious challenges to the line of ecofeminism I have outlined, there is not enough space here to look into them further.  

To sum up: the version of ecofeminist thought that I will be concerned with, challenges the Enlightenment conception of the self, particularly that articulated by liberal theory, since it reflects the reason/ nature dualism which has led to the domination of nature and of some groups of humans. Instead, ecofeminism stresses the essential relations of the self to particular human and nonhuman others, and claims that ethics should include emotional responses such as caring for these particular others. In its critique of the Enlightenment account of the self, and in its focus on essential relations, ecofeminism seems to be in agreement with deep ecology, to which I will now turn. 

4. Deep Ecology and the Expanded Self

The term ‘deep ecology’, originally introduced by Arne Naess in 1973, has been subject to diverse interpretations in the literature on environmental philosophy, and has generated its fair share of controversy. Naess distinguished deep ecology from his own personal philosophy – “ecosophy T”, yet Warwick Fox argues that the other interpretations of the term ‘deep ecology’ that Naess provides do not single out what is unique to this approach. Therefore, what characterizes deep ecology, according to Fox, is a commitment to something similar to Naess’ own personal beliefs. (Fox 1995, p 145) This approach was adopted by other authors who write under the banner of deep ecology, such as Fox himself, George Sessions, Bill Devall and Freya Mathews. Thus for the purposes of this essay, I will use the term ‘deep ecology’ to refer to Naess’s personal philosophical system, “ecosophy T” and Fox’s similar ‘transpersonal ecology’, while acknowledging that other interpretations of what deep ecology is may exist. 

Ecosophy T consists of a number of norms and hypotheses that are all derived from the fundamental norm “Self- Realization”. By ‘self-realization’ Naess means the “endeavor to persist in one’s own being” and to “increase the level of acting out one’s nature or existence” in other words, it is first of all, an urge to survive, but goes beyond self-preservation and implies the creative evolution of a being. (Naess 2000, pp 85, 166). The obvious problem with this is that the self-realization of a being can often limit that of another. For example, to preserve their own existence, animals feed on one another, farmers destroy ‘pests’, nations fight one another, and so on. Yet the second norm in Naess’s system is “Self-realization for all living beings”, which follows from the apparently contradictory hypothesis that “complete Self- realization for anyone depends on that of all.” (Naess 2000, p 197)

This hypothesis will be seen to emerge from Naess’ metaphysical idea that all beings are “knots in the biospherical net or field of intrinsic relations” (Naess 1973, p 95) or Fox’s similar claim that we and all other beings are “aspects of a single unfolding reality”. (Fox 1995, p 252) Deep ecology argues that when we understand that we are parts of a whole, and comprehend our “togetherness” with all living beings, this leads us to identify with them. Thus, rather than seeing other beings as utterly different from ourselves, and consequently being alienated and indifferent to them, one comes to see them, not only as something different, with interests that conflict with one’s own realization, but also as similar, in some way, to oneself, and sharing common interests. We realize, for example, that other beings too would like to live. (Naess 2000, pp 172, 175; Fox 1995, p 105) Thus, though conflict of interest is not eliminated, identification involves overcoming alienation, and when conflict does arise, and beings are killed to be eaten, or to protect crops, one responds with the appropriate feeling, rather than indifference . (Naess 2000, p 176)

Still, this does not explain how self-realization for all could be possible. What Naess means in fact, by this apparently contradictory norm, is not self-realization for each individual being, but rather Self- realization (capital S), the realization of the greater whole of which we and all other beings are parts, and with which we identify. Deep ecology, then, invites us to extend our sense of self beyond the narrow, egoic personal sense, which results in alienation from the other, and identify instead with all beings and the whole of nature. That is, rather than conceiving of our self narrowly, and limiting ourselves to our own individual realization, we conceive of our Self more widely, to include other beings and the whole of nature, and seek the realization of this wider whole. 

Since Self-realization refers to the realization of the wider whole, and not merely of an individual, this may explain why Naess believes it depends on the realization of all those capable of it, that is, all living beings, and cannot be achieved by a single individual. As will be seen later, however, there is still in fact a tension here. In any case, according to Naess, Self- Realization, the preservation and creative evolution of the wider whole of nature requires among other things, different forms of life, related in complex ways, that cooperate to share resources, thus Naess introduces further norms in his system such as “Diversity”, “Complexity” and “Symbiosis”. (Naess 2000, pp 196 – 204)

Both ecofeminism and deep ecology, then are concerned with the way the self is conceptualized. Some ecofeminist writers reject the liberal description of the self as a purely rational, self-contained thing, and stress the relatedness of humans to others. Similarly, Deep ecology emphasizes our intrinsic relations with nature. This concept, about which more will be said below, is the equivalent of ecofeminism’s idea of essential relations. Deep ecology differs from ecofeminism, however, in that it advises us not only to remember the relatedness of individuals to others, but also proposes identification, as an appropriate way of relating to others and invites us to seek Self-realization by expanding our sense of self, to include other living beings and the whole of nature. These ideas are usually supported through references to ecology and systems thinking. Therefore, the next section will outline the idea of selves that emerge from these disciplines and examine more fully their implications. 

5. The Ecological Self

Naess and Fox claim that though the deep ecology approach is not derived from scientific ecology by logic or induction, its metaphysics and ideas about the Self are directly implied by this science. (Naess 1973, p 99, Fox 1984, pp 195, 197) Similarly, Freya Mathews asserts “Deep ecology (which) is concerned with the relation of self to nature… sets up ecology as a model for the basic metaphysical structure of the world”. (Mathews 1988, p 349) To understand deep ecology’s metaphysical claims, then, the idea about the expanded Self, and its realization, one needs to look into scientific ecology, particularly the sort which focuses on interrelations and can therefore be thought of as a branch of general systems theory. (Capra 1997, 32 – 35)

Systems theory can be applied to various disparate objects, for instance, living organisms, cities or even manmade machines such as ovens can come under its study. The particular attributes of a system have been written about extensively, and therefore I shall only outline a few of the more important characteristics. The main feature of any system, as an early definition claims is that it is characterized by a “unity of parts which is so close and intense as to be more than a sum of its parts” (Smuts, J.C, cited in Mathews 1994, p 94). In other words, a system is made up of parts, yet it is not merely an aggregative collection. The parts are related in such a way that various properties emerge in the whole, such as a constant temperature in an oven or organism, which cannot be attributed to any single part. (Capra 1997, pp 36 – 50)

Organisms, communities, ecosystems and possibly even the whole biosphere have been recognized to possess this systemic nature.  They are all made up of parts, yet they are not simply collections, rather their parts must be related in certain ways for them to be the things that they are. Thus, an individual organism is an integrated whole, not merely a collection of organs and tissues, and some of its properties, such as a constant temperature, is a complex effect of many interacting variables, and emerges from the relations of various components. (Mathews 1994, p 95) A community, such as a beehive, similarly displays the same aspects of wholeness, and has properties such as intelligence and capacity for adaptation, which cannot be accounted for through individual bees. (Capra 1983, pp 287, 300) Likewise, ecosystems consist of a variety of species and abiotic components, interacting with one another, and the form the ecosystem takes, whether it is for example, a lake, a bog or dry land covered by dense forest, is a result of this interaction between species and environment. (Worster 1998, p 202) There has also been the suggestion that the entire biosphere is a system in this sense, and that it displays properties, such as the ‘strangely’ constant composition of the atmosphere, which are not discernible by knowing individual species or ecosystems, but which emerge rather, through the interaction between them. (Lovelock 1995, pp 19-20)

It has been argued that living systems differ from other systems in one fundamental respect, namely that they are continually ‘making themselves’. That is, each part or component participates in the production or transformation of other components in the network, and therefore, the network is produced by its parts and in turn produces those parts. A clear example of this is found in the structure of single-celled organisms where the DNA produces RNA, which in turn specifies enzymes to repair the DNA. This process, which has been called autopoiesis, is ongoing, and thus the whole and the parts are continually being produced. (Capra 1997, pp 161 –164) Organisms then, as Mathews claims are “first and foremost systems for effecting their own maintenance, repair and renewal” and this is what she and other deep ecologists refer to as ‘self- realization’, which, it will be recalled, means self-preservation and creative evolution, and is restricted to living systems. (Mathews 1994, p 98, Naess 2000, p166) 

For Mathews, the fact that some systems actively make themselves is the criterion of individuation, that is, it allows us to distinguish true individuals, or selves, from the differentiated but indivisible continuum in which they exist. (Mathews 1994, p 108) Thus, all organisms besides humans qualify as selves on this account since they are autopoietic systems. Various writers, such as Humberto Maturana, Francisco Varela, Niklas Luhmann, and James Lovelock argue, furthermore, that higher order systems in which organisms are embedded, that is ecosystems, societies and the biosphere as a whole, are also autopoietic systems, although the processes through which these systems ‘make themselves’ are not yet known in sufficient detail. (Capra 1997, pp 204 – 211) Therefore, according to Mathews, these higher – order systems can also be thought of as individuals and called Selves. (Mathews 1994, pp 130-142)

This may help to explain why deep ecologists argue that individual selves can be expanded into a larger Self that coincides with the whole of nature. Individual selves are ‘knots in the biospherical net of relations’ that make up the higher order system, the biosphere, which is also an autopoietic Self, striving for self- realization. Indeed Mathews claims that Deep Ecology’s notion of identification and Self – Realization requires that the entire biosphere be seen as a Self, that is as an autopoietic system. If the larger Self with which we identify is not a self-realizing system, that is, if it does not tend towards its own preservation and evolution, but is perhaps destructive or acts randomly, then identifying with it, and seeking to preserve its mode of existence would be self- defeating for us, since it would entail our own destruction. (Mathews 1994, p 154) 

This idea of selfhood has come a long way from the Enlightenment notion. First, it no longer limits the self to something that only humans can have or be, and secondly, it is no longer concerned with rationality or consciousness, that is, with the mind as commonly understood. Gregory Bateson has provided a plausible link between these two notions of self by suggesting that the concept of mind can be stretched to include all systemic processes that operate with information. (Bateson 2000, pp 465 – 471) This would include therefore, individual organisms other than humans as well as higher order wholes in which they are embedded. Similarly, J. Baird Callicott has argued, following Paul Shepard, that human consciousness and reason, is an extension of the environment, that evolved from primordial elements in animal consciousness, in response to an ever more complex ecosystem. (Callicott 1989, p 113) This then, weakens the division between humans and nonhumans and suggests that non-rational beings may also be called selves. Still, the ideas that higher order systems are autopoietic and the claim that they can, for this reason, be considered selves, are highly contentious. In any case, it is not my purpose to argue here, for these claims. Rather, I will outline the idea of self, which I will call the ‘ecological self’, that emerges if one accepts these ideas, as deep ecologists appear to. 

These ideas suggest two characteristics of selves - that they are constituted by their relations and that they are processes rather than things. The first is often referred to in the literature as the idea of internal relations and ties to Naess’ concept of ‘intrinsic relations’ and what ecofeminists call ‘essential relations’. To take individual organisms first; according to Andrew Brennan, besides structural and morphological features, such as teeth, digestive systems and so on, organisms also have ‘supervenient’ properties, such as what they feed on, or how they build nests, which are dependent on relations and are a significant part of what it is to be that organism. The relations between humans and other species for example, will determine whether the humans are hunters or farmers, and whether animals are wild or domesticated. Thus Brennan’s conclusion is that what something is and does depends in part on where it is, that is the place it occupies in the web of relations.  (Brennan 1988, pp 112 – 119, Callicott 1989, p 87)

Here, however, it is important to point out that not all relations play a significant part in constituting the organism. As Richard Sylvan claims, an organism such as a wombat, is not constituted by the particular trees it happens to pass on a night out foraging. (Sylvan 1985b, 11) This appears evidently true, and thus it seems there are two types of relations, which I will call ‘background’ and ‘engaged’ relations. I will define ‘engaged’ relations as those that actually do result in supervenient properties, or that play a part in constituting the identity of an individual, such as the relation between predator and prey, organism and habitat, or between mother and child. I will reserve the term ‘background’ relations for those that do not result in any properties of the organism.

Higher order Selves, on this account, are constituted not only by their relations with other things but also by the relations of their parts. This has already been suggested above where it was mentioned that systems display emergent properties, which are the result of the interactions between their components. Moreover, if these living systems are autopoietic, it is not just certain properties, but also the actual structure of the whole that is determined by the relations between its parts. Thus, the ecosystem will be a lake, forest, or agricultural area, depending on the relations between its various species and abiotic components.

Therefore, it would seem that on this account, relations are of more significance than things or selves. This is because since individuals are constituted by their relations with others, and wholes by the relations between their parts, what a ‘thing’ is ultimately depends on its relations, and thus relations would appear to be ontologically prior. This implies therefore, a shift in focus from objects to relations (Capra 1997, p 37)

Moreover, if living systems or selves are constantly making themselves, and being remade through their relations with others, their structure is determined by this activity and therefore is secondary to these processes. Viewing a living system, whether an organism or higher order Self, as a static thing, therefore, is misleading. Rather as both the whole and each part are continually being remade, the thing is a ceaseless flow of matter, energy and information. The being and doing of living systems, it is claimed, are inseparable, there is not a thing, which undergoes a process, rather the process itself is what the ‘thing’ is. (Capra 1983, p 289, Capra 1997, pp 153-157) This therefore, is the second characteristic of the ecological self. As Shepard points out however our language is inadequate to express this, since it insists on separating static doers, or things from the doing, or process. (Shepard 1969, p 5)

Deep ecology appears to endorse this characterization of selves. For instance, in Naess’ claim that organisms are “knots in the web of intrinsic relations”, ‘intrinsic relations’, as noted above, denotes the same concept as ecofeminism’s ‘essential relations’; the idea that “the relation belongs to the definitions or basic constitution of [the related beings] so that without the relation [they] are no longer the same thing. (Naess 1973, p 95) Again, he claims, “the identity of the individual, that I am something is developed through the interaction with the broad manifold, organic and inorganic. There is no completely isolatable I”. (Naess 2000, p 164) Thus, Naess accepts the first characteristic of the ecological self I described above. Likewise, Fox argues that “all ‘things’ are fundamentally (i.e. internally) related”. He adds moreover, “these interrelationships are constantly in flux” (Fox 1984, p 195) and argues that “in deep ecology selves and things in the world are conceived as processes”. (Fox 1995, p 197) Therefore, deep ecology seems to accept both characteristics of the ecological self. Yet, as I will argue in the next section, the various difficulties that ecofeminists identify with the deep ecology position, emerge from the failure of deep ecology to apply this notion of the self consistently.  

6. Deep ecology, Ecofeminism and the Ecological Self

Deep ecology’s suggestion that we expand our sense of self to include the biosphere, through identifying with other individuals and the whole of nature has led to severe criticism from ecofeminists. In this section, I will argue that although deep ecologists claim to endorse the idea of the ecological self that I outlined above, these criticisms arise because of their failure to discern the full implications of the concept. Briefly, deep ecology resorts to a static picture of selves, viewing them as things rather than processes and gives primary importance to selves rather than to the relations. I will argue that ecofeminism too could profit from this picture of selves.

The first problem I will deal with is that deep ecology appears to place too much weight on wholes, that is on ecosystems, or the entire biosphere and not enough on individual animals, plants, rocks and so on. Marti Kheel, for instance, argues that Self- realization and identification with the whole of nature leaves out concern for individuals, and fails to recognize their existence as independent beings. (Kheel 1990, p 136)

At first, this critique would appear unfounded, since from its very beginnings, deep ecology has advocated biospherical egalitarianism, the equal right of beings to live and blossom, and thus would seem to focus on the good of individual organisms and natural entities. This was also seen in the second norm that Naess proposed – “Self realization for all”. However, as noted, there does appear to be a tension within deep ecology, between this position on values, and its metaphysical outlook. It appears first in Naess’s earliest paper on deep ecology, in which, on the one hand, he endorsed the holistic image of organisms as ‘knots in the biospherical net’, and on the other hand, he advocated the equal right of individual life forms to flourish. Yet, how does one conceive of individual life forms, if ultimately they are part of a wider comprehensive Self? Both Naess and Fox are aware of this tension within Deep Ecology, and Naess admits that he does not know how to work out precisely the relationship between individuals and the whole. (Naess 2000, p 173)

Jim Cheney argues that this tension between individuals and the whole, frequently gives way to an emphasis on the whole. This is because the concept of biospherical egalitarianism cannot help to guide action, since, as was seen above, some forms of life must necessarily be harmed for others to live and therefore it is impossible to respect biospherical egalitarianism at all times. That is, self- realization for all individuals is, after all, impossible. The only alternative then, is to claim that some forms of life are more valuable than others are; an idea that Naess would have found unacceptable
. Thus according to Cheney, the claim that organisms are knots in a biospherical net, and the concern with Self- realization, shifts the focus away from the interests of particular individuals, to the good of the biosphere, and individuals become subservient to the whole. (Cheney 1987, pp 131- 133)

The validity of this criticism is confirmed in claims made by deep ecologists, such as that “we seek what is best for ourselves, but through the extension of self, our ‘own’ best is also that of others”. (Naess 2000, p 175, italics mine) This can only mean that our ‘own’ best is really the good of the wider Self. If, say a hunter’s interests conflict with a wild animal’s, there is no way we could seek what is best for the hunter and for the wild animal. Thus, the self- interest one pursues in extending the self must be the good of the community, ecosystem or perhaps even that of the biosphere, which is compatible with individuals, either hunters or wild animals, being harmed. This position then is comparable to totalitarianism, where the good of the whole is seen to be more important than that of individual beings. 

Deep ecology, however, only needs to resort to a holistic perspective to flatten out conflict of interests because it conceives of selves as static, unchanging things with needs and interests that are fixed. On this account, conflict of interests between individuals can never be resolved, and the only alternative is to place less importance on individuals’ interests and emphasize instead those of the whole. That is, if selves are conceived of as static and unchanging, the hunter’s interests will always conflict with the wild animal’s and the only way to adjudicate between them is to shift the focus, and to consider what is best for the whole.

However, the notion of ecological self described above, which deep ecologists appear to endorse, claims that selves are processes and that what they are and consequently what their interests are, depends on relations. Therefore, as further discussion about hunters and wild animals will reveal, the interests of the whole as well as those of individuals can sometimes change. The realization of the whole, which, according to Naess, requires diversity, may be compatible either with the loss of wild animals or with the hunter forgoing his activity, depending on whether the whole is predominantly wild, or cultivated and developed. If diversity is taken as a norm that is, the interests of wild animals will trump those of humans only if the whole is mostly cultivated or urbanized, and this in turn will be determined by the relations between humans and other species. Similarly, a human being’s interests will depend on her relations with nonhuman others; her realization will require the killing of wild animals, if her mode of relating to nature is that of a hunter-gatherer, yet this will not necessarily be the case if she has other methods of obtaining food. In other words, interests, both of the whole and of individuals, depend on what these ‘things’ are, and this is a function of the relations between them.

Therefore rather than simply shifting the focus onto the whole and seeking its Self-realization, we ought to analyze relations and how these constitute the whole and ourselves. If we accept that diversity is important then, rather than forgoing our own interests as individuals for the sake of it, we could try to change our relations with the natural world and ourselves to protect diversity. This would not be a matter of giving up our interests for the sake of the whole, rather our interests will change as our relations change us. As long as our selfhood is not defined too rigidly, and we accept that we can change as our relations do, some cases of conflict can even be resolved on this account. 

For example, many people around the world who enjoy hunting as a sport, attempt to defend this practice by arguing that it is part of their tradition, and therefore it can be said that their claim is that hunting is a part of their cultural identity. This is a clear case of what I have called defining the self too rigidly. If one attempts to persuade these hunters to identify with wildlife and to conceive of themselves as part of the larger Self, without also encouraging them to let go of a certain conception of themselves as having an interest in or right to hunt animals because of what they are as individuals, then clearly conflict of interest will persist. That is, even if the hunter could be persuaded to refrain from killing animals, unless he can also be persuaded that this pastime is not definitive of what he is, then there will still be a feeling that he has lost out. On the other hand, if he could be persuaded to alter his relationship with nature, and consequently to redefine himself as an individual, it would no longer be a case of his giving up his interests for the sake of the whole.

When deep ecologists claim that through identification with nature, one takes its interests as one’s own, what they have in mind is probably something like the above. However, it seems that nothing is gained through talk of expanding the self, since this fails to capture the way in which the particular individual self changes. That is, deep ecology seems right to stress that these particular individual thoughts, psychological make up and body that I happen to call me is a limited way of looking at the self. It warns us therefore not to conceive of the self too narrowly. The point I am making here is that, given its premises about the intrinsic relations of self and the self as a process it should also warn against conceiving the self too rigidly. Defining the self as a process that changes when its relations to others change is more likely to be useful in solving conflict than defining it widely to include other selves.   

Of course, not all conflict of interest can be resolved in this way, and it has not been my purpose to argue for this. Conflicts between nonhuman animals will certainly not be resolved in this manner, since other species probably have less freedom over the way they experience selfhood. My claim here has simply been that deep ecology seems to accept a static view of the self and that this is why, ultimately, it cannot resolve any conflict of interest and therefore needs to focus on the good of the whole. 

The second problem that some writers find with deep ecology concerns the fact that it does not allow for a true appreciation of the otherness and difference of natural beings. Identification rather, is based on the idea that all entities are aspects of a single unfolding whole, and on experiences of commonality and similarity. Thus, ecofeminists charge deep ecologists with failing to acknowledge the independence and difference of other beings from us, which, according to some writers is what inspires awe and admiration and encourages an appropriate attitude towards nature. (Reed 1989)

Plumwood, for instance, argues for the importance of recognizing difference, claiming that failure to do so is characteristic of a colonizing attitude. (Plumwood 1997, pp 173-176) Similarly, Cheney claims that deep ecology’s unifying metaphysics, the idea of an expanded Self that includes the other is an attempt to contain and control the other. Rather than change one’s conception of self and world through the genuine recognition of natural beings as other, he claims, deep ecology proposes that we experience them in accordance to a prior metaphysical account which simply attempts to incorporate and control them. Therefore, deep ecology even perpetuates the attitude of domination towards nature. (Cheney 1989, pp 310- 312)

Moreover, if we are unable to recognize the otherness of the natural world, we can have no guarantee that nature’s interests will be pursued and not only those of our narrow, egoic self. That is, if the independence and otherness of nature is not recognized, as Plumwood argues, there is nothing to stop us from taking our own interests for those of nature rather than vice versa. Following Jean Grimshaw, she argues that in order to care appropriately for others, we must see them as distinct and independent of ourselves, otherwise, we could have no sense of their own well being as opposed to our own. (Plumwood 1997, pp 178-179)

Deep ecologist might easily retort that it is precisely the perceived difference between humans and nature that has brought about our current ecological problems, since this has led humans to conceive of nature as being of less value, or as a threat. Naess’ concept of identification based on experiences of similarity, it will be recalled, was intended to warn against perceiving otherness and difference to the extreme of being alienated and indifferent to the other.  

It appears however, that perceiving similarity or difference need not be mutually exclusive, and that both are appropriate ways of relating to nature. That is, there is no reason to see organisms solely as knots in the biospherical net of relations; it may be possible to see individuals both as entities in their own right and as aspects of a single unfolding whole. As Mathews claims, since relations are ontologically prior, and entail the identities of both wholes and of individuals, focusing on either the whole or the parts alone is a one-sided account. (Mathews 1992) In other words, both the holistic and the individualistic perspective are legitimate and neither is fundamental. Focusing on relations rather than selves, then, would allow both viewpoints to coexist - we could choose which perspective to adopt, and take up either one at different times.

This means we could both experience other beings as parts of our holistic Self, and similar in some ways to us, and appreciate their difference while experiencing them as independent and other. We could focus on a tree, say, as an individual and understand its specific needs for its self- realization, and thereby appreciate its independence from us and our needs. We could also focus on the interests that it shares with us, and the way we both contribute to the Self- realizing of the whole. The knowledge that another perspective exists moreover would prevent the negative consequences of focusing exclusively on one perspective, that is, alienation when focusing on otherness or domination when focusing on the whole. 

The final difficulty that I will consider, is the claim made by Plumwood, that the expansion of the self to include the whole cosmos, the impartial identification with all individuals, is a familiar devaluation of emotion and personal attachments to particular others, which presupposes the dualism between reason and its opposites. That is, when reason is valued more highly than emotion, as it has been throughout most of the history of ethics, this leads to claims such as that a moral action is one carried out in impartiality, and that actions carried out through love for particular others cannot properly be considered moral. As was seen above, ecofeminism identifies these types of dualisms as the source of an attitude of domination and thus, Plumwood argues, Fox’ s concern with impersonal and universal identification, at the expense of love and care for particular others, inherits the rationalistic framework, which supports domination. (Plumwood 1997, pp 181 – 182)

As shown above, Plumwood and some other ecofeminists propose a conception of self as self-in-relationship and claim that humans are essentially related to particular others and to the natural world, and are constituted by these relations. Thus environmental ethics instead of being based on an impartial identification with the whole of nature, can emerge from relations of love and care and commitments to particular others to whom one is related.

Fox does not reject these types of personal relations and partiality altogether. His aim rather is to extend identification as far as possible so that we can come to identify even with say, ecosystems that are miles away from us and do not enter our everyday relations. He argues that while caring for particular others to whom one is essentially related is praiseworthy, the other side of partiality and particular attachments is what causes possessiveness, war, and ecological destruction. (Fox 1998, p 231) For example, the environmental crises can be read as the consequences of particular attachments and partiality towards our own species.

Whether or not this is true, the alternative need not necessarily involve identifying with the whole of nature at once. What can be retrieved from deep ecology’s intuition, is the fact that everything is in some way related to everything else, that there is, in other words, at least a background relation between all individuals. Thus, bearing in mind that selves are not fixed, but that they change as their relations change, would reveal that my particular attachments need not only be for those to whom I actually happen to be related and have commitments to at present. I can, rather redefine myself and re-work my relations so that I can come to feel love and care for any particular other. I might rework, then, an uncritical partiality towards my own species, and stop treating other species as means to human ends. I might even take up a new commitment altogether, by engaging into what was previously a background relation, and adopt a distant ecosystem to protect. 

In other words, what I am arguing against here is a static idea about the self, which ecofeminists appear at times, to assume. It seems that at least some ecofeminist writers conceive of identities as being fixed and prior to relations. For example, drawing on virtue ethics, Plumwood claims that certain commitments are inherent in a particular type of identity and thus ethical relations, she claims, are an expression of identity. (Plumwood 1997, p 183) Similarly, Cuomo quotes Friedman rather misleadingly as saying that “if relationships to others are intrinsic to identity then the self can only reason as the social being she is” (Cuomo 1998, p 98) This however gives the impression that identities and relations are fixed, unchangeable things rather than processes and that consequently particular attachments and commitments cannot be changed. 

Later, Cuomo argues following Friedman, that commitments and partiality towards certain others can be challenged and rejected even by the person who is constituted by these relations. (Cuomo 1998, p 99) Friedman attempts to solve the problem of negative partialities, such as an uncritical bias towards one’s species by allowing that one’s commitments could come under scrutiny through other relations one may or may not happen to enter into. (Friedman 1991, pp 171-172) Plumwood likewise seems to claim that concern for distant ecosystems, depends on the knowledge that others care for them, which may or may not be the case. (Plumwood 1997, p 187). Thus, ecofeminists propose that relations, selves, commitments and partialities can be changed through other relations.

A deep-seated realization of the fact that what I am depends on my relations, and that this is not a fixed, determined thing, but is rather a fluctuating process, would open other possibilities for solving these quandaries. With respect to problematic partialities, such as an uncritical commitment to one’s species, it is more likely that an individual would come to reject this if he saw it as the result of previous or current relations, and if he understood that these, as well as his selfhood, were not fixed and unchanging things. For example, he could come to understand how this partiality had been caused through his having been brought up as a member of a particular creed, and that this was an aspect he could give up, without it being a negation of his ‘true’ self. After all, analyzing one’s commitments through other relations, as ecofeminists propose, requires that one is already open-minded and open to self- critique. That is, it presupposes the realization that one’s identity is not fixed and determined but that it is constituted by ever changing relations.

 Similarly, concern for particular distant others need not rely on whether or not others do actually care for them. Rather, keeping sight of the fact that one’s identity and commitments is a function of one’s relations, could enable a person to actively seek to redefine herself, and to adopt particular commitments even though she has no relationship at present with the other. Thus care for the distant ecosystem need not fall back on whether somebody values it as a home, as Plumwood claims, rather, one could take it up as a commitment of one’s own, re-describing oneself as an environmental campaigner. The deep ecological insight which ecofeminism could benefit from is the fact that since everything is in some way related to everything, I could take up a particular commitment to any other self at all. That is, I can transform any ‘background’ relation where previously I felt only indifference into an engaged one that is accompanied by friendship, care and so on. 

To sum up: This section has argued that some of the difficulties that arise between ecofeminism and deep ecology can be understood as the result of the failure to give full weight to the fact that selves are fluctuating processes and to the fact that it is relations and neither individuals nor wholes that are prior. Focusing on relations will enable both a holistic and individualist perspective to coexist without leading to contradiction, and knowledge that either perspective could be taken up would counter the negative aspects of focusing exclusively on one. 

Defining the self as changeable, and allowing that shifts in relations can transform oneself, will assist the resolution of some conflicts of interest (though by no means all) whereas emphasizing an expansion of self to include others does not allow for this, since it fails to note how the individual self changes. Thus as well as encouraging us not to conceive of the self too narrowly, deep ecology could also warn us against defining it too rigidly. Ecofeminism too could draw attention to the changing nature of the self and particular relations one has, so that global moral concern and rejecting negative commitments could arise from, rather than other personal relations which may or may not exist, a conscious effort to redefine and re-describe oneself. 

7. The Ecological Self and Environmental Attitudes

The previous section argued that an ecological understanding of the self as a process rather than a rigid thing, and as constituted by relations, could contribute towards resolving some of the difficulties that arise between ecofeminism and deep ecology. On this understanding of the self, the concept of ‘self- realization’ could perhaps be interpreted to include redefining and reconstituting oneself, through entering into or altering relationships with others. ‘Identification’ could be left vague to mean rather than perceiving similarity, simply associating oneself with the other, that is, affecting the relationship itself, so that it changes from a background relation, of the sort in which everything is related to everything, into an engaged one, which might be characterized by care, love and so on. 

At this point, some objections to these ideas might be raised. The most important concerns whether we really are free to alter our relations. As Brennan notes although humans, unlike other organisms, can choose their identifications, our freedom may be limited, by our biological natures, psychological make up and so on. (Brennan 1988, p 193) For example, it may be difficult for me to enter into relation with any organism I had to eat, or to care about the fate of the Tooth Cave Spider. (Skerl) This seems like a particularly strong objection, and I can only point at a solution here. It would seem that to transform a background relation into an engaged one, need not imply that one always has to feel deep care or affection. There are different levels of concern one may show, which range from showing respect for the animal that will become one’s dinner, paying a subscription to organizations to save the Tooth Cave Spider, to actively taking part in their conservation. As Brennan argues, humans do have a choice about the identifications they make and among these possibilities, we can choose to identify, however weakly or strongly, with other natural beings. (Brennan 1988, p 195)

Still, there is the problem of the extent to which we are free to redefine ourselves through entering into relations with others. For example, given that a person is not related to and does not identify with a particular distant ecosystem, what could bring him to want to enter into relationship with it? It would appear that he would have to have other relations, through which he can learn about it in the first place, become concerned and so on. Perhaps Friedman was right to point out that one needs actual relations with others in order to question one’s negative commitments, and the same argument may apply to entering relations with distant others too. In other words, it seems that the individual is not completely free to redefine himself spontaneously. Rather, as this view of self suggests, he is dependent on previous events and actual relations. 

This ties to the philosophical problem of free will. Although most people seem to experience the feeling that given the same circumstances, they could have done otherwise than that which they did in fact do, philosophically it has been hard to establish this. The problem emerges from the scientific evidence that all events in the universe are caused by some external factor. Sociobiology claims that humans are controlled by their genes while Marx described the influence of economic and class forces. The traditional psychoanalytic model similarly seems to view human behavior as completely determined.

On the other hand, science today has granted that events are not the results of simple linear cause and effect processes, but are rather the result of a “multitude of nonlinear functions” –generally referred to as ‘chaos’. That is, in most real life situations there will be a number of relevant factors, that produce a result that is determined yet non- computable. Likewise, in human decision-making, there will be a number of nonlinear functions that influence the decision. (Geisert & Futrell 1996) Thus, various factors will be influential in determining an individual’s decision on which relations to strengthen, which to discard and others that can be built. Some of these will be the relations she currently is in, events in her life, genetic factors, her psychological make up and so on. Although her decision is still determined, it is not predictable, and a large part of it depends on her own preferences, even though, these too are caused by external factors. 

I am not suggesting that humans are completely free and unconstrained. This would contradict the understanding of self I outlined above. What I am arguing for instead is that a deep understanding of oneself as constituted by one’s relations, and as a process rather than a fixed thing, would greatly increase one’s sense of freedom. That is, given that a person already had this understanding, he could come to appreciate how his present self had been determined by previous events and relations and how he could in theory at least (although in practice it would not be so easy) have some say in remaking himself. Even if one accepts that this decision is once again determined by external factors, a person who understood this could go on to analyze the various causes that had determined this decision, and evaluate which of these to keep and which to work against. This, after all, is what psychoanalysis and Marxist theorizing would appear to set out to achieve. 

One serious limitation on our freedom to redefine and reconstitute ourselves is that most people in the West at least are brought up to believe in the self as an unchanging, fixed thing that one should ‘be true to’ or discover, and that is sharply separated from others. Having a deep-seated understanding of oneself as developing out of relations, rather than rigid and self-contained then could only come about if one had a reason, not to mention the time and leisure, to question this assumption. This of course applies equally to any theory that proposes to transform the way we conceive of the self.

The second objection concerns whether this account can accommodate strongly felt relations of love and care. Given that one understands one’s self and relations as not fixed, but rather as fluctuating processes does this make commitments to others, with whom one is related less emotional? Ecofeminism, it will be recalled, emphasized relations and commitments to particular others, because they were strongly felt, and it was seen that caring for a particular other followed from the fact that it was essential to one’s selfhood. If one’s self is liable to change, does this not mean that commitments too are easily exchanged? Knowledge of this fact might, it appears, result in a feeling for others to whom one is related that is less deep. 

It is a crucial to my argument that commitments are not believed to be fixed. However, this need not mean they are less deeply felt. The intensity of love or friendship that one feels for others varies, it would seem, with people and not with how the relationship is conceived. That is, whether others are supposed to be utterly separate from me, or are thought to be constituents of my self, my feelings for them depend only on myself. Knowing that my commitments are a result of what I chose to be, rather than what I really am (assuming I thought there might be such a thing) need not, it appears result in their being less felt.

A final objection concerns how we could know that the relationship an individual chooses to engage in actually leads to environmentally benign behavior. That is, given that the individual understands herself to be constituted by relations and actively pursues those relations to alter herself and others, what is to stop her from engaging with a forest, say as an uncaring logger? Relations affect selves in negative ways too, and there is no guarantee that a deep seated understanding of the ecological self will prevent relations that are destructive to one party though highly advantageous to the other. 

Unlike deep ecologists, I do not want to claim that identification will always result in nature’s interests being adopted as one’s own. My concern has been to outline a way in which the self could be understood, that challenges the Enlightenment view of a purely rational, utterly separate being, and yet avoids some of the problems in deep ecology and ecofeminism. If one accepts, as both deep ecologists and ecofeminists appear to, that one of the main culprits in environmental destruction has been the understanding of the self that we inherited from Enlightenment thought, then perhaps this ecological understanding of self may be a suitable candidate for replacing it. This understanding of the self, I believe, would also end human self-interestedness, and acquisitiveness, although I have no space to argue for this here. 

8. Conclusion

The view of self I have proposed tries to reconcile what I find to be of most value in both deep ecology and in ecofeminism. From deep ecology it retains the idea that everything is in some way related to everything else, yet since it does not suggest that the only appropriate way of relating to nature is through identifying with the whole of it, it does not imply, as some deep ecologists do, that larger Selves are of more importance than individuals are. Since it places primary ontological significance on relations, it suggests that both the holistic and individualistic perspectives are valid ways of relating to nature, that is, perceiving boundaries and difference is as legitimate as perceiving ‘unbounded wholeness’.

From ecofeminism then, it retains the idea that an appropriate way to relate to individual nonhuman others is to appreciate their difference and independence of ourselves, and to nurture personal relations with them. As in deep ecology, these relations are seen to play a part in constituting one’s selfhood. Yet, since selves and the relations that constitute them are seen as processes, special attention is paid to the fact that the particular person I am, and the particular relations I have, are not irrevocable.  

This understanding of the self may seem implausible at first, since it does not coincide with the way we ordinarily experience selfhood. We normally conceive of our self as a static rational thing, which is sharply separated from everything else. Yet, as the first section suggested, this ‘commonsense’ notion of the self, is not irrefutable, but is rather the product and legacy of Enlightenment thought. It is moreover, a concept that has been thought to contribute to the current ecological crises, as was seen in the second section, where the discussion turned to ecofeminism. Some ecofeminists reject this idea of self because it reflects the reason/ nature dualism, which they hold responsible for the devaluation of nature and its consequent subordination to the rational. In addition, the idea that the self is utterly separate from others made it impossible to account for the way selves can be involved in relations of love and care for others.

Both ecofeminism and deep ecology, it was seen, focused on the relatedness of individual selves to others, and on how these relations constitute the self. Yet, deep ecology also proposed that we expand our sense of self and seek Self- realization, through identifying with nonhuman others and with the whole of nature. These ideas were further illustrated through scientific ecology, where it was seen that the ecosystems, communities, and the biosphere could be looked at as Selves, in the sense that they are integrated wholes, rather than collections of parts, whose main function is, like organisms, to continually remake themselves, that is to seek Self-realization. Though I did not argue for this claim, I suggested that if one accepts this view, then, besides being constituted by their relations, selves must also be thought of as processes rather than static things.

The last two sections examined these implications further. It was seen that deep ecology’s proposal that we expand our sense of self to include all of nature could not resolve conflict of interest between individual selves, whereas a focus on the way the self changes as its relations change, might enable some conflicts to dissolve. Moreover, deep ecology’s focus on the whole of nature as a single Self has no claims to priority – since relations constitute the identities of both wholes and parts, neither the holistic nor the individualistic perspective is fundamental. Thus, we can perceive both similarity when focusing on individuals as parts of a whole, and difference when focusing on them as individuals. This concept of selfhood, I argued, might enrich ecofeminism too, since if selves are not seen as static and unchanging, this would mean that individuals could take up a personal relationship with any nonhuman other at all.  

The discussion turned to the problem of freedom, and whether we really are free to take up any relationship, thus redefining and reconstituting ourselves. It was conceded that any decision to do so would in fact be determined by other relations, yet I argued that an understanding of ourselves as changing and not static things, would greatly increase our sense of freedom to rework our commitments and redefine ourselves. Yet, this would not make our commitments to particular others less deeply felt. The question of whether this understanding of selfhood, would necessarily lead to a more appropriate environmental attitude was left unanswered, although I suggested that if one accepts that the ‘commonsense’ view of self is partly responsible for our destructive behavior, then this ecological understanding might be a suitable replacement. 
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� Taylor also argues that other developments in the history of thought contributed to the modern ideas about the self, such as the affirmation of ordinary life, however I have left these out for the sake of brevity. 


� This account about ethics is disputable, since various writers, most notably Kant, who held this idea about self were still able to argue that ethical treatment of rational others required that they be regarded as ends in themselves, and not as instruments to one’s own aims. 


� In an early paper, however Fox seems ready to accept that some species may have more value than others, see Fox 1984: 198 - 199
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