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ALL IN THE SAME BOAT
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Have you noticed how, even though we know the story of evolution, many of the ways that we talk about Nature and about our fellow creatures serve to drive a semantic wedge between ‘it’ and us, between ‘them’ and us? So much so, in fact, that it is quite a challenge to talk about other life forms without falling into the trap of separating ourselves from them with our words.

As we all know, there is absolutely no doubt whatsoever that our species Homo sapiens is a member of the Kingdom called Animalia. In other words, we are animals. Like all other members of that Kingdom, we have a slot into which we fit. You can find our particular slot on any diagram of the Animalia tree. Specifically, we belong to the Phylum: Chordata (we have spines), the Subphylum: Vertebrata (a special sort of spines), the Class: Mammalia (we suckle our young), the Order: Primates (along with apes, and monkeys), the Family: Hominidae (one of the so-called ‘great apes’) and the Genus: Homo (men and women, boys and girls). 

So yes, we are definitely animals. Yet from the way we often speak about ourselves—and even the way we think about ourselves—you might come to the conclusion that we, in our culture, are in some sort of denial about it.

The problem is that after centuries of imagining ourselves as separate from the rest of the animal kingdom and forgetting that all of these other life forms are related to us by our very DNA, our language has in turn been shaped to a huge extent by our beliefs. So that makes it hard to avoid the linguistic traps. 

For example we find ourselves using phrases like ‘humans and animals,’ as though we were something different and not animals. We find ourselves talking about how much we enjoy ‘walking in Nature,’ as though there were any place on our planet were Nature isn’t. Because of course Nature is us. Nature is in us and everywhere and in everything. Even in the heart of the city, Nature is not just the pigeons and rats and cockroaches and mice and the slivers of living green that grow up in the cracks between the paving stones, but all-pervasive. The air is full of unseen creatures; our own bodies have other creatures living on and within them, creatures in their millions, most of them smaller that can be seen with the naked eye, all living and breathing and doing their thing.

We find ourselves falling into these linguistic traps, not just out of habit but because it can be hard to find other, better alternatives. However, just as wheels create ruts and ruts in turn capture wheels, not only does thought shape language but language ends up shaping thought and perpetuating attitudes. It takes a big effort to heave ourselves out of the rut and pay conscious, mindful attention to the way we speak of other creatures.

The more we learn to stay mindful of this fact that we, too, are animals, the more offensive it can start sounding to our ears when we hear others use the word ‘animal’ pejoratively, as in ‘He’s no better than an animal,’ (particularly when we reflect on the irony of it, given that we ourselves are the species with the very worst behaviour record of all time!) Yet hopefully, the more we stay mindful, the better we shall become at developing a vocabulary that better reflects the true relationships between ourselves and what author David Abram calls the ‘more-than-human’ world.

The very first time I learned that in the Native American culture other species are referred to as ‘all our relations,’ I immediately felt the sheer ‘rightness’ of that term. Which is why I have chosen that phrase as the title for this little volume in the GreenSpirit ebook series: a book that that specifically honours all those other life forms with whom we share the planet.

They are all our relations. How we treat them, how we perceive them and feel about them and interact with them—and the extent to which we respect them—is, I maintain, a measure of our true humanity and a measure of our true worth. For along with them we make up the delicate web of life that makes this place liveable and beautiful. Whatever damage we do to that web, we do to ourselves, to each other, to our children and grandchildren and to all our relations of every size and kind. If they fail to thrive and survive, so do we. We are all in this together. All in the same small, fragile boat we call Planet Earth, floating in the dark, starry vastness of inhospitable space.

It is my pleasure and privilege to bring to you this collection of writings that honours, in many difference ways and voices, our GreenSpirit connections with all those members of the more-than-human world who travel alongside us in this little boat.

~ Marian Van Eyk McCain
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ENCOUNTERS
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Today, of All Days
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In memory of Annette Tolson

Today a Hare leaps from the shadows of a thicket;

I’m its silent, motionless observer,

its ear-erect alertness, its wide eyeball watch.

Today shafts of Winter sunlight rouse me –

hair-tips stretching up to bathe

in its pale, ultra-violet tint.

Today the Oak’s roots support me;

through its cleft and curvy leaves I breathe,

knotted arms crowning my dependence.

Today a crew of Rooks fly up

from tree-tops in gregarious, airy lifting;

I’m their co-arising everywhere.

Today the wind blows from the North;

I stand by my door – sense how Spirit

lives inside this house of bone.

Today thousands of Mycelia connect me,

by sugared strands invisibly through the earth;

I fruit browny-white; deliquesce here, there, nowhere.

© Helen Moore 

(from her ecopoetry collection Hedge Fund, And Other Living Margins, Shearsman Books, 2012)
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MEETINGS WITH MAGIC

[image: ]




Susan Meeker-Lowry

Editor of ‘Gaian Voices’ in conversation with David Abram, author of Spell of the Sensuous and Becoming Animal.

Susan: I’ve not lost the sensibility I had as a child of the world as a magical place full of alive beings just waiting to engage in relationship. The fact that most people today no longer have a sense of this aliveness is, I feel, what makes the extreme devastation of the Earth possible. This is not to say that trees and rocks feel, speak, see, hear as humans do. A tree is a tree. A rock is a rock. A spider is a spider. We are each very different creatures, all strands in the web of life...

David:  You feel like you’re actually in an interchange of sorts with an intelligence that is awake like your own but very, very different. Its shape, its organs, and tissues are different from ours, its engagement with the world is from an entirely different angle than ours. I think that epitomizes the experience we might call magic. But this notion of magic has been eclipsed in the last couple of centuries by religious notions that obscure the fact that there’s nothing supernatural about magic, it’s really something that grows out of the Earth itself.

Susan: What I love about your perspective and your writing is how you find the words to communicate that. It seems to me that you want to engage the reader in actually experiencing and feeling what they might if they were out there with you in the woods, for instance. You want people to feel it inside so that it becomes part of them, not just something they’re reading or listening to.

David: Well one simple thing to say is that we in the over-civilized world are steeped in assumptions that juxtapose the body and the mind as two different things, that juxtapose spirit and matter as two different substances. So much of my work involves recognizing that mind or sentience is something that comes with having a body, of any form or shape, particularly one that needs to orient and navigate in the world, so it’s going to need to think, decide, choose. That body and mind are not separable. Similarly matter is not something other than spirit– it’s the very flesh of spirit. This latest book of mine is called Becoming Animal, because it’s about what if we really were to identify with our animality and celebrate the fact that we’re animals, extraordinary animals but animals nonetheless, and hence in many ways just one of the gang here. How would we speak of even the most ordinary aspects of our world that we take for granted and that we currently think of according to assumptions that are very otherworldly, that see the source of everything beyond this world? Can we think otherwise? Can we speak otherwise? I think so. But it could just as easily and perhaps maybe more appropriately be called Becoming Earth. I think we tap a tremendous reservoir of power and strength when we allow that we’re entirely born of this breathing planet and that we really are nothing other than parts of Earth. That our real flesh is this immense spherical metabolism that envelopes us, that the deep, dense energy of the Earth is pulsing into us all the time. When we think of ourselves as not just earthly beings, but as Earth then we have all that wildness and all that power surging through us to meet whatever challenges come up. It doesn’t make it easy by any means. But it alters the way we feel.

Susan: I remember when I was a little girl we were driving on a highway where workers were blasting huge granite cliffs to widen the road. And I looked at my father and said, “Well, that must really hurt the rocks.” Everyone in the car looked at me like I was an idiot. But to me the idea of having something like that shoved into me to blast my body apart would be a painful thing. And it just made sense to me that the rock would hurt.

David: I wish more of us were able to tap into and remember those early childhood experiences where that kind of empathy was much closer to everyone. Today our adult selves quickly jump in and say, “Come on, a rock? It doesn’t have senses, it’s an entirely different kind of presence from a human being who has conscious awareness.” But that itself is caught up in so many assumptions. When in fact we and the rock have a great deal in common. First and foremost the fact that we are material presences in the same Earth, that we are both shapes of matter, ways of being Earth. That’s a huge kindredness that is entirely hidden by our contemporary assumption.

Susan: I get all of these different e-mail newsletters about issues that are of concern to me. And there was one that had a headline something like, “Study finds chickens have feelings.” And I’m like, “Duh!”

David:  But such is the goofy way we’ve learned to speak at a time when other animals, to say nothing of plants and the land itself, are often spoken of as a set of mechanisms. Other animals are to be understood, if we’re being objective, as a complex set of mechanical operations. We’ve learned to speak of them in such detached terms in order to submit them to the clear light of the scientific gaze. I need to be very clear that nothing I’ve written anywhere means to disparage the sciences. I’ve learned the bulk of what I know from the natural sciences. But I’m very aware that the ways of speaking within the sciences tend to lean upon metaphors that turn the world into something that can be built, taken apart, put back together. And this is very practical for the purposes of a particular bit of research, as long as one then translates the results back into the language of respectful encounter with a being that is as mysterious and elegant and present in the world as we are. But that translation never seems to happen. And so many people grow up and are educated into a way of looking at the rest of Nature as though it was just a set of objects without feelings, without sensations.
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