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RESUMO

Este estudo revisita certos problemas de origemafieefa, linguistica e
ontolégica, que emergem de uma analise ecolégidaséfica da origem do
nosso entendimento e relacdo com a natureza. Amroyfizando a natureza,
como poderemos honrar o proprio “ser” da naturegafais relacbes
estabelecemos entre natureza humana e o meio deti€@ontrolamos a
natureza ou ela nos controla? Ha relacdo entrepgiio e consciéncia? Quais
sao os resultados do nosso distanciamento da matukestas questbes serdo
analisadas sob perspectiva filoséfica e literatistanciando de uma proposta
estritamente empirica e pragmética, no intentcadeges do chamado por mais
acao humana, propor uma dramatica e necessariangauda paradigma.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Ecologia; metafisica; natureza; éacimento; mudanca
de paradigma

ABSTRACT

This study revisits certain metaphysical, linguisind ontological issues that
arise from an Ecological and Philosophical appra@acbur understanding and
relationship to nature. By anthropomorphizing natdrow can one genuinely
honor nature’s own being? What are the connectiehseen human nature and
the environment? Can we control nature or doesraatantrol us? Is there a
relation between perception and consciousness? Wfeathe implications of
our detachment from nature? These questions willaddressed from a
philosophical and literary approach, refraining nfro proposing an
empirical/pragmatic approach for the sake of progpbefore claims of human
action, a dramatic and necessary shift of paradigm.
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In a collection by David Foster Wallace titl&@blivion, there’s an intriguing piece
called The Suffering Channel’he short story delves into the daily routine of fictional
Style magazine. It also intertwines an analysis of then®kican way of life” with an
intense and constant “play” with language that nake the reader both laugh and feel
confused by its frenetic rhythm. This is classic IM&e-style. He also tend towards the
punchline delivery, ending somewhere that makessesegiven the discussion, but
unexpected, nonetheless. Almost half way through nlrrative, a puzzling sentence
(apparently detached from all the former signs sigdifiers inferred in the story through
its intense language) is thrown in: “Consciousnsshlature’s Nightmare”. The narrator
affirms that the mysterious sentence is the regidtenotto of “O Verily Productions”, and
that due to “complicated business reasons” (WALLAQ@RO4, p.282) appeared in the
company'’s colophon in Portuguese, but is presentéte story firstly in English.

The sentence only appears again at the very entheofstory, this time in
Portuguese, A consciéncia é o pesadelo da naturdzgWallace, 2004, p. 328) and
apparently has nothing to do with the totality led harrative, as if it were a mere ornament.
Ornament or not, this sentence intrigued me sinfiestl read the story: why do authors

insert these apparent clues, or traces, or vestigesheir narrator’s fictitious moutf@

! Intrigued by the sentence, | did a search on Goagid found that, although there isn't absolutely a
reference at all to this in David Wallace's collent Oblivion, the sentence “Consciousness is Nature’'s
Nightmare” was originally written by the RomaniahilBsopher Emile Cioran, and is in his work titlédars
and Saints(p.102). Perhaps David Wallace's narratorTine Suffering Channék pointing in Cioran’s
direction when he mentions that the phrase is irtugaese: there are several similarities between th
Portuguese and Romanian languages. Unfortunatglyhd time of the writing of this paper, the coply o
Tears and Saint$ ordered still hasn’t arrived and | couldn’t olstaany copies from libraries (even my
university’'s library doesn’t have a copy). It'sénésting how sometimes books can hide from thdierial
readers, as if they wanted to keep a mystery eceesaway from them.

% In Pilgrim at Tinker CreekAnnie Dillard placed a chapter titlédood right in the middle of the book, as
chapter 9 of 15. Water usually represents life, aritbod, change. This insight isn’t mine. | owedtProf.
Sean Blenkinsop and my 921 classmates who talkedt ah My many thanks to everyone for many idess i
this essay. My insight came after we discussedithidass: the flooded creek represents a draktioge in
the narrative — as far as | interpret it, a shifinf a poetic narrative/description of nature irite Fecundity
(title of Chapter 10) of a more philosophical/tregsdentalist tone in the narrative. Not that thetigoaspect
isn't fertile. | justperceive it as a change in style, a different apgicor method ahquiry into the mysteries
of nature. This note is only to give another examfl the clues/hints/traces that authors oftenrineetheir
narrator's mouths as if to offer a puzzle to a nswgous/curious reader. | must also admit thattwickim
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My intent isn’t to do a strict analysis of the ghstory. What | will try to do may be
erroneous, may be a risk, but | sense it can @ethéps) be a contribution to the current
eco-philosophical conversation: by separating D&Vallace’s intriguing sentence from his
short story, | plan to re-interpret, (dis)connent antertwine the sentence with themes
selected from eco-philosophical classics readarS#minar in Philosophy and Educational
Theory course taken at SFU this Summer semester. | pladotéhe analysis using a
Metaphysical-Ontological perspective (trying tonthithe relation between nature and
consciousness, and consciousness of nature, fromoraempirical, non-analytical

perspective, that is).

One possible interpretation of “Consciousnedsature’s Nightmare” is that being
conscious of nature is a nightmare for nature. Bokem (1993, p.x) affirms that the
environment is never isolated from belief, and thadiscussion on environmentalism is
inevitably an account of the relationship of mildrnature. Between our perceptions and
expectations and the moral commitment to particldaliefs and institutions, is the
environment, is nature. By perceiving the environtregound us, we interfere in its natural
ways, most times harming the land by cutting tr&#lsng animals, for instance. I'd like to
point out that there is a fine line between pelicgpand consciousness here, that | will
address in detail further. We also have this egoicedrive to think that we control nature,
that we are superior to other living beings becafseur ability to manipulate the natural
world. Every time | think of the human pretentioass of superiority and the thought that
we control nature, NietzschePerspectivismin On Truth and Lie in an Extra-moral Sense
comes to mind. In this unfinished essay, the pbpber affirms that “if we could
communicate with the mosquito, then we would ldhat he floats through the air with the

same self-importance, feeling within itself theirily center of the world.” (NIETZSCHE,

as my insight can also be someone else’s: | hgnésti’t remember if | thought that by myself oif tieard it
somewhere (perhaps in class?) and then revisiteeddbk to verify the insight. The later hypothessgems to
be somewhat closer to the truth, though.
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1873,p.1) The human tool to interpret nature, thellect, is also this “terrible master” that
imprisons us into our own perspectives: “this iletel has no further mission that would
lead beyond human life. It is human, rather, anlg s owner and producer gives it such
importance, as if the world pivoted around it.” BNZSCHE, 1873, p.1)

Nietzsche’s affirmations bring to mind what | invag is Paul Shepard’'s central
thesis inNature and Madnes$1998): in certain moments of tijehuman societies
perceived that there are certain needs that arerenh to “human nature”, and they
established a system of beliefs that solidifiedwlags in which we relate to nature in order
to generate a cycle of interdependence and congumpéased on a distant, objectifying

relation to nature:

(...) characteristic subjectivity and behaviouraafolescence. Perhaps the most
peculiar of these features is a regression to icemdiantile traits: playfulness
with sound making and word meanings; body sensdsli and self-
consciousness; “acting out” of feelings and ematjoextreme variability and
instability of moods; a reinvigorated fraternal apdternal attachment; and
fantasies of power and heroics. In addition, theolestent typically is
preoccupied with larger questions: the meaning @mpose of life; concepts of
infinity, space, time and God; and the ideal hurmmglationship and community.
Piaget speaks of this as a formal or abstract jj@tkérs call it symbolic thought.
(SHEPARD, 1998, p.64)

Shepard’s description of the human adolescent betiaseems similar to what we
understand about the philosophical (and to somengxtthe religious) activity: the
philosopher is the one preoccupied with the sceddlbig questions” of existence and God.
Perhaps the philosopher is the most infantile ohdws - after all, his core activity consists
in asking like a child, being curious and naiveelik child. Nietzsche has us returning to
childhood as well but not in an infantile versidrerteof. The curiosity of the philosopher

may parallel that of the child (in that everythicen be questioned, etc.) but does that mean

* Shepard analyzes “The Domesticators” moment (fggiculturists), “The Desert Fathers” moment (the
shock between religions and ideologies generateir@maentalist determinism by denying life its
affirmative/flourishing aspects), “The Puritans” ment (increase of abstract/religious thinking tadvar
nature) and the “Mechanists” moment (increasednization, deeply organized societies). Althoughfthal
tone of Shepard’'s hypothesis is somber, he seenmitd in the direction of what we currently caflet
cultural commonsas a safety net for humans and nature to inténapeace and in prolific, life-affirming
ways: “An ecologically harmonious sense of self avatld is not the outcome of rational choices.slthe
inherent possession of everyone; it is latent i@ tnganism in the interaction of the genome and early
experience”. (SHEPARD, 1998, p.128, my italics).
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that the behaviour is childish, or that the questithemselves are infantile (an incessant
wonder for the sake of filling the air?) And are tthild’s questions also “big philosophical
guestions™?

Anyhow, this adolescent behaviour culminated ireacessive exploration of nature
and its resources, and in an intense objectifinatib this external “other than human”.
David Orr, inEarth in Mind (1994, p.101), asks when did philosophy cease tihnddove
of wisdom and aspire to be a science? When didogbyphy lose its life-affirming
connection to the “exterior otherness”, the envinent? Hollingdale, in an introduction to
Schopenhauer, traces this separation all the wely thethe Socractics. There seems to be a
move away from the world because it is simple, obsiand stable towards a focus on
ideas and forms, or the world of creativity. In somays, Hollingdale’s hypothesis offers a
better parallel to Shepard than our common desirélame all scientific progress on
Descartes.

Seeing nature as an object “other” than humanndptiis sense of connection, of
being part, humans became more religious. We betia@se strange beings constantly torn
apart from our origins: on our birth, we’re sepadatrom our mother, then, we’re separated
from our infantile imagination and curiosity, omaxt moment, we’re separated from the
environment around us. Several figures became inamiseekers for re-connection with
nature, with life. In this sense, they are profdyneligious. In Latin, religion readse-
ligare, which means to re-connect. Lewis Hyde (2002, ip)xsays of Henry David
Thoreau, the great American transcendentalist wiemtsa good part of his time in the
wilderness of Walden Pond: “it was Thoreau’s gmgifitto wake us to ‘our own losses’.
Not losses simply — we all have those — but thedssve do not even remember.”

The sense of having lost something, or this sefibeing detached from the totality
of “being” (to speak a bit to the Ontological prebl | propose) seems to me even stronger
when | read authors that try to use intense metapimoorder to describe their feelings
toward nature. For instance, I'd like to reflecbapwo short excerpts from Annie Dillard

and Aldo Leopold:

It is winter proper; the cold weather, such assjthas come to stay. | bloom
indoors in the winter like a forced forsythia; Inge in to come out. At night |
read and write, and things | have never understoecbme clear; | reap the
harvest of the rest of the year’s planting. (Ddlat998, p.40)
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Our grandfathers were less well-housed, well-feel]-alothed than we are. The
strivings by which they bettered their lot are ateose which deprived us of
pigeons. Perhaps we now grieve because we areurmtia our hearts, that we
have gained by the exchange. The gadgets of indbsing us more comforts
than the pigeons did, but do they add as muchdaytbry of the spring? It is a
century now since Darwin gave us the first glimp$ehe origin of species. We
know now what was unknown to all preceding caravfigenerations: that men
are only fellow-voyagers with other creatures ire tbdyssey of evolution.
(LEOPOLD, 1953, p.116-7)

If on one hand, Dillard has a more poetic tonal ases paradoxes and linguistic
challenges to try to communicate her experiencepbkl’s lament of better times also
brings a somewhat poetic tone in his sober/sotehgit to express the joy and gratefulness
of being one with nature. What I'm trying to sayth&it the human use of language is also
an element from nature, but, to use Evernden’s genwe insist in “cutting the vocal
chords”: our own and the environment’'s. There’shimgg more natural than professing a
word. In Nietzsche’s terms: “What is a word? Thega of a nervous stimulus in sounds.
But to infer from the nerve stimulus, a cause adtsis, that is already the result of a false
and unjustified application of the principle of sea” (NIETZSCHE, 1873, p.2).

Paul Shepard also seems to see an Ontologicalecbon between nature and

language (be it human language or not):

Human power over nature is largely the exerciséhaidcraft. Insofar athe
natural world poetically signifies human socigeilysignals that there is no great
power over other men except as the skills of lesiprare hewn by example and
persuasion. (...) Thenceforthatural things are not only themselves but a
speaking (SHEPARD, 1998, p.8-9, my italics)

This suspicion that perhaps language, rationalitg @ontrol over nature are
elements closer to the environment than perhapd liled to admit, leads us to the next
Ontological (and Metaphysical) question to be esgrdo and what if nature has its own

consciousness and we’re just mere pawns in the gafife?
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I'd like to return to Cioran’s/David Wallace’s gmatic sentence “Consciousness is
Nature’s Nightmare” and offer another interpretatiah, the beauty of language!)
possibility (amongst several other possibilitieatthnow invite the reader to think about).
Firstly, | interpreted the sentence as an ecolbgimassage: human consciousness is a
nightmare for nature, because humans objectifietiaterfered in nature. Now, | offer a
twist: a nightmare is the product of the mind. lt'sually the mind processing negative
information to which one reacts with fear, sorrowewen grief and pain. So what if this
enigmatic phrase is suggesting that human consoésgss nothing more than a nightmare
dreamt by nature? If we consider that nature iamieg, we can say that nature has its own
source of consciousness, and let’'s suppose (toNM&gphysics and Ontology again) that
nature is this sleeping being, dreaming its willpimwver, dreaming its desire to live and
affirm itself in the cosmos, and human consciousngesn outcome of negativity, of non-
being forces that are also life, but that are iah#y driven to influence and dominate (or to
think it dominates) nature.

To try to make my inquiry more clear, I'd like tuotein extensahe insight that

Michael Pollan had when he was working in his garde

On this particular May afternoon, | happened to dmeving rows in the
neighbourhood of a flowering apple tree that wadyfaibrating with bees. And
what | found myself thinking about was this: Whaiséential difference is there
between the human being'’s role in this (or anydgarand the bumblebee’s? If
this sounds like a laughable comparison, considet\vt was | was doing in the
garden that afternoon: disseminating the genesiefspecies and not another, in
this case a fingerling potato instead of, let's, saleek. Gardeners like me tend to
think such choices are our sovereign prerogativéhé space of this garden, | tell
myself, | alone determine which species will thrared which will disappear. I'm
in charge here, in other words, and behind me stainer humans still more in
charge: the long chain of gardeners and botanikist breeders, and, these days,
genetic engineers who “selected”, “developed”, bretl” the particular potato
that | decided to planEven our grammar makes the terms of this relatigmsh
perfectly clear: | choose the plants, | pull theeds, | harvest the crop®Ve
divide the world into subjects and objects, anceharthe garden, as in nature
generally, we humans are the subjects. But thatradon in the garden | found
myself wondering: What if that grammar is all wr@n@/hat if it's really nothing
more than a self-serving conceit? A bumblebee waqrobably also regard
himself as a subject in the garden and the bloo flandering for its drop of
nectar as an object. But we know that this is @ufdilure of his imagination. The
truth of the matter is that the flower has clevenignipulated the bee into hauling
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its pollen from blossom to blossom. The ancienatrehship between bees and
flowers is a classic example of what is known as\olution”. (POLLAN, 2001,
p.xiii-iv, some italics are mine)

Throughout The Botany of Desirg Pollan analyzes the evolutionary relation
between humans and plants, associating a plantistigally-developed characteristic with
the desire that humans have to extract pleasune thiat plant. By trying to extract pleasure
from the plants, human beings act like bees, deuadp replanting, modifying and making
the plants reproduce: “All those plants care abswrhat every being cares about on the
most basic genetic level: making more copies etfits(POLLAN, 2001, p.xv§

In my opinion, the most intriguing part of Pollarigpothesis consists in the part in
which he asks whatasthe knowledge that God wanted to keep from AdathEwe in the
Garden of Eden? (POLLAN, 2001, p.176) He saystthatBiblical passage is a metaphor
of the aforementioned detachment that humans hawe hature (in Evernden’s terms,

we’re “Natural Aliens”):

The contentof the knowledge Adam and Eve could gain by tgsohthe fruit
does not matter nearly as much as its form — thahe very fact that there was
spiritual knowledge ofiny kind to be had from a tree: from nature. (POLLAN,
2001, p.176)

It's also intriguing to think why nature would pide humans with intoxicating
substances. Pollan’s theory is that it's becauswr@acan generously share it's
transcendence with us: “The experience of the swls all about nature having her way
with us, about the sensation of awe before her pevedout feeling small.”

In a camping trip to the wilderness of the Sunsi@poast in BC that wrapped up our
Seminar in Philosophy and Educational Theoourse, | experienced a different kind of
awe when confronted with my mortality and naturgfandiosity. Walking into the wild
through rough trails full of stones and snow faoaiple of hours, carrying a fair amount of
weight, | felt insignificant beyond nature, my hewas filled with fear, in the sense of
having a reverential awe of nature. This fear, tespect is what keeps me moving and

seeking for reconnection.

* Pollan analyzes the following desires and plantsve@ness/The Apple; Beauty/The Tulip;

Intoxication/Marijuana; Control/The Potato.
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With this study on Eco-philosophy, I'd like to inegithe reader to rethink his
relation with nature, with the environment. It'sspame for us to rethink our actions and
our destructive objectification of nature and adiiné possibility that ware also nature. In
Nietzsche’s terms, we must de-deify nature andrakte humanity. After all, nature

(...) is neither perfect nor beautiful, nor nobier does it wish to become any of
those things; it does not by any means strive ttatemman. None of our aesthetic
and moral judgements apply to it. Nor does it hary instinct for self-
preservation or any other instinct; and it doesotisterve any laws either. Let us
beware of saying that there are laws in naturerd’hee only necessities: there is
nobody who commands, nobody who obeys, nobody wspasses. Once you
know that there are no purposes, you also knowthesie is no accident; for it is
only beside a world of purposes that the word ‘@ewct” has meaning. Let us
beware of saying that death is opposed to life. Mg is merely a type of what
is dead, and a very rare type. Let us beware akitng that the world eternally
creates new things. There are no eternally endwwtithgtances; matter is as much
of an error as the God of the Eleatics [Parmenidgs] when shall we ever be
done with our caution and care? When will all thekadows of God cease to
darken our minds? When will we complete our deidafifon of nature? When
may we begin to “naturalize” humanity in terms ofare, newly discovered,
newly redeemed nature? (NIETZSCHE, 1887/1974, p2)68

Nature is this magnificent being that we anthropgghized in order to seek
understanding of. But | really wonder if we arermperhaps condemned to non-
understanding because we’re only products of ado@dm. In Ontological terms, we’'d be
the non-being force that allows nature to be — &rgkther, being and non-being, we dance
around the stars allowing life, this mysterious amttanny “thing” to just live itself
through space, beyond time, through time.
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