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 Gaia: The Question of Consciousness. 
  

(British Psychology Society: Transpersonal Psychology Review, Vol 15, No.1 Spring 2012) 
 
 
Abstract: This paper seeks to explore the possibility of Gaian Consciousness or the 
existence of an Earth Consciousness based on the hypothesis of the planet as a self- regulating 
system/living organism. It seeks to define the nature of this consciousness as Transpersonal 
and it presents the author’s research, “Therapeutic transpersonal encounters with dolphins”, 
other research and well established documented accounts as empirical evidence of 
participatory, reciprocal encounters that might be termed consciousness sharing between 
humans and a dynamic/spiritual aspect of our planet Earth. It further suggests that it is 
primarily our physical, somatic distancing or alienation from mother Earth that hinders our 
awareness of this consciousness.      
 
Introduction: 
 
At one of the final sessions of “Gaia and the Development of Consciousness”, a 
course given by Stephan Harding and Sean Kelly at Schumacher College1, Devon, 
UK, in June of 2010, the question was asked: is Gaia conscious? I suggested that 
perhaps we, humans, are in some way Gaia’s consciousness. In response and to bring 
clarity to this, Sean Kelly pointed out that one could envisage a planet with conscious 
human beings and still meaningfully ask the question: is the planet conscious? To 
illustrate this he drew a circle on the flip chart to represent the planet and added inside 
it some points to represent our human consciousness. His point was that we can talk 
of human consciousness being present and still ask (he emphasised the circle 
representing the planet) is this conscious?  I rudely interrupted him in the middle of 
this with the impetuous plea that the model he had drawn was wrong. I was as 
embarrassed by my interruption as he was irritated at my not letting him finish his 
point. I want in this paper to develop some ideas arising from this question that were 
left, due to pressure of time, unexplored. 
 
The wonderful seminar group of about twenty international students who took part in 
the course, together with Sean Kelly and Stephan Harding, reviewed the scientific 
evidence for Gaia and James Lovelock’s Gaia Theory. (Lovelock, 2005). Lovelock is 
convinced that the Earth as a planet: 
 
“….has always, since its origins….kept itself a fit home for the life that happened 
upon it and….did so by homeostasis….just as you and I keep our temperature and 
chemistry constant. In this view the spontaneous evolution of life did more than make 
Darwin’s world: it started a joint project with the evolving Earth itself. Life does more 
than adapt to the Earth; it changes it, and evolution is a tight-coupled dance with life 
and the material environment as partners, and from the dance emerges the entity 
Gaia.” (Lovelock, 2000)  
  
 I shall assume Lovelock’s above position in this paper but I would, however, like to 
suggest that we can include in this given, a spectrum of views, from a strong version 

                                                
1 Schumacher College, Dartington, Devon, UK. http://www.schumachercollege.org.uk/ 
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of Gaia to a weak one. The strong version suggests that the system is a living 
organism; the weak version suggests simply that the Earth is a self-regulating system. 
Lovelock suggests: “it is possible …to accept this limited view and look on Gaia not 
as alive, but…able to regulate itself in a way like a living organism…Perhaps neo-
Darwinists might accept “quasi-living” as a category for Gaia….” (Lovelock 2005, 
pages 29/31). There are, no doubt, various positions in between these points of view 
and much is still very controversial but that will serve as a starting point.  
 
The second area that needs clarification is: what do we mean by consciousness? 
Importantly in this context: what would Gaian consciousness amount to? While we 
can speculate about other forms of consciousness, for example, we may want to 
suggest that our dog is conscious, or even that bacterial communities have a form of 
consciousness; we would presumably have to say that such forms of consciousness 
are very different from our own. This I think lies at the root of Sean’s useful 
distinction mentioned above: the question of Gaian consciousness was being 
answered by saying, perhaps even reductively and anthropocentrically, that Gaian 
consciousness was the equivalent of human consciousness; and, of course, that begs 
the question.  
 
Finally, does asking this question about Gaian consciousness assume we hold the 
strong view of Gaia Theory? If we are asking about consciousness must we be 
thinking of Gaia as a living system, i.e. a living organism, or as a non-living system? 
Can non-living systems have consciousness? There is a view within the field of 
consciousness studies that very sophisticated computer systems may have a form of 
consciousness in that, it is argued, they exhibit a form of thinking, but I suspect this 
theory subscribes to a definition of consciousness rather different from that generally 
held by our group at Schumacher College on that sunny morning in mid June, 
particularly when we consider that the third teacher present for part of the two weeks 
of the course had been Rupert Sheldrake. My experience of being in that group was 
that many of us thought of consciousness in the sense of Spirit, a transcendent 
awareness, and with Rupert Sheldrake’s input there was probably a view that 
consciousness does not reside exclusively in the interiority of the human mind but 
may permeate space as we know it; perhaps it may permeate the entire cosmos. 
(Sheldrake 2009). Certainly I came across no one who thought consciousness was a 
self-generated illusion produced by the electrical responses of brain cells.  
 
The philosophical assumptions, the givens, all we contextually took for granted at the 
moment the question was asked, were many, but there was, over riding this, a poetic, 
experiential motivation for the question that depended not only on the abstract theory 
that we had listened to from Stephan and Sean over the weeks but also on the field 
trips and Earth-centred meditations which Stephan had introduced us to as a way of 
connecting with the Earth as experience.  Indeed, the experience of the college and its 
environment as a whole, its community in every sense; the sharing of food, work, 
study, poetry and readings, not least the meditations with Satish Kumar2, everything 
that counts as transformational education in the fullest sense, all contributed to this 
more poetic questioning. Some form of this Spirit or Earth consciousness had been 
experienced and was now being questioned. It is in this context and to answer this 
                                                
2 Visiting Fellow of Schumacher College, ecologist, former Jain Monk, pilgrim for peace, and editor of 
Resurgence Magazine. Satish led a number of meditations during the course.  
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need that I think we must proceed to explore the question; in spite of all the 
reservations and philosophical difficulties I have suggested above. It would also be 
very much in the Lovelock tradition to tackle the philosophical problems with a little 
practical invention. In a recent article James A. Swan (Swan 2010), reviewing the 
factors that motivate passionate relationships with nature among conservationists, 
highlights, “Profound Emotional/Spiritual Experiences”, as perhaps the most 
universal and most important single factor. I want to suggest here that it is in such a 
context of emotional and spiritual experiences that we must explore this question of 
Gaian consciousness.    
 
The Problem of Consciousness: 
 
The problem with consciousness (to return to our question of what might Gaian 
consciousness amount to) is that it seems initially that we have no real experience of 
any form of consciousness other than our own. I have no idea what your 
consciousness is actually like; this is the classic loneliness of the human condition. I 
can only assume that certain observable traits of behaviour, such as problem solving, 
planning, creativity etc imply the existence of some form of awareness perhaps 
similar to my own. It is on this basis that some people believe that theoretically, if a 
certain degree of complexity could be reached, computers would be conscious. From 
this point of view to attribute some form of consciousness to “the self-regulating 
system” of Gaia would depend entirely on the degree of intelligent activity that the 
system was able to show. The question might then arise; would this satisfy us, would 
this be the consciousness that our original question implied? I suspect not. Why not? 
The answer I think is because our experience of what it is to be conscious is not 
confined to complex memory processes, problem solving, and perceptual analyses of 
one form or another, nor to our instinctual feelings and emotions. The experience of 
consciousness also extends to an experience of something beyond the limits of the 
personal, something we may want to call “spiritual” or as I suggest “transpersonal” 
and further; I would suggest that this experience of transpersonal consciousness is far 
more common and more accessible than we at first imagine.  
 
I am going to suggest that the problems with the exact nature of individual 
consciousness are best dealt with by side stepping them (to use a rugby term for 
avoiding an opponent) in that way one avoids a perhaps unnecessary confrontation 
and can move on to the less contentious areas. What I believe we should examine 
more closely are its more expanded or “transpersonal” manifestations. I use the term 
“transpersonal” here and elsewhere in the definition given by Daniels (2005): “It 
refers to experiences, processes and events in which our normal limiting sense of self 
is transcended and in which there is a feeling of connection to a larger, more 
meaningful reality.” (Page 11.) While various attempts can be made to reduce 
individual human consciousness to very complex memory processes,3 it is much more 
difficult to account for the creativity and expansion of consciousness found in our 
more spiritual and mystical experiences, particularly those with the natural world.  
Any question of Gaian Consciousness is going to involve these transpersonal areas of 
consciousness: these areas therefore will be the chief concern of this investigation.    

                                                
3 Cf. Dehearne and Naccache 2001: who discuss the role of memory in the following IT terminology:  
the “computational nature” of consciousness, “encoded” neurones, and, “to maintain information on-
line….depends on a working memory system….” (their italics). 
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The Schumacher experience to which I referred above depends on becoming for a 
specific time a member of the community of Schumacher College, with its particular 
ideology of transformational education, its commitment to ecology and its 
involvement of all students in helping to run the college during their stay: the 
community that includes volunteers and workers, the students on other courses, the 
teachers and staff, the plants and trees in the wonderful gardens and the family that is 
the group one is working in. As any member of a religious community will tell you, 
this process of community, working, eating and living together, is instrumental in a 
diminishment of the narrow, limiting sense of self, the sometimes narcissistic self, and 
further instrumental in the development of a more selfless concern for, and awareness 
of, others. Of course in two weeks this can be a bumpy ride, we may rebel against this 
process, get angry and even feel hurt but something of this shift to a more open 
awareness gets through to most people. It is, if you will, consciousness expanding. 
And this process of expansion takes place at this very practical level by us becoming 
part of what I called “community.” The Oxford Dictionary defines the ecological 
sense of “community” as: “a group of interdependent plants or animals growing or 
living together in natural conditions or inhabiting a specified locality.” 4 In this 
respect we are beginning to acknowledge how we belong together, can grow together 
and are, no matter how individual we might like to be, interdependent upon each other 
and the group. 
  
In addition to the above influences on the development of community there were the 
meditative aspects of Stephan’s approach to Gaia on the field trips and before and 
during many of his lectures, the influence of Satish Kumar, and the opportunity for 
personal silence. Many practiced meditators talk of the experience of phenomena free 
consciousness. We normally think of consciousness as a state of being “conscious of 
something”, but many people, and not just the mystic few, have experienced what 
some would call “pure consciousness” where one is drawn into the silence of “being” 
itself. At Schumacher, standing with Satish Kumar under the giant Chestnut Tree in 
the silence of early morning, sitting in the meditation room, or laying on one’s back 
on the granite of Dartmoor in the hug of gravity, were all conducive to such 
experiences of this expanded consciousness which is beyond the limits of the personal 
and is what I refer to as “transpersonal” above.  
 
 It is my contention in this paper that such opportunities for transpersonal 
consciousness or spiritual awakening, specifically, the transformational experience of 
our two weeks at Schumacher, are to a greater or lesser degree reciprocal 
human/Gaian or human/Spirit encounters during which the expansion of 
consciousness and knowledge that occurs is part of a two way flow between us and 
the Cosmos or, if you prefer a smaller scale, us and Gaia.  I believe this soul dialectic, 
this circuitry of creativity was what lay behind that poetic push and questioning of 
Gaian consciousness that arose during that final session of our course at Schumacher.   
 
I don’t think many people will have a problem recognizing something of the existence 
of this phenomenon. It can be experienced of course on different levels, from that of 
an increased self-awareness, to the very ecstasy of mysticism and there are other ways 

                                                
4 There is an obvious link here with Gaia since the presence of communities of living organisms seems 
to be almost a defining condition of Gaia.  
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of exploring it; drug induced states, other forms of meditation, yogic practices, vision 
quests etc. Here I simply want to highlight those processes that were operative at 
Schumacher during this course. What I want to explore now is the role, I believe the 
necessary role and participation, of Earth, Gaia, of everything that appears to be 
outside us (but in fact may not be) in the raising and sustaining of this level of 
consciousness. If we can show that Gaia is involved in part of this process, that the 
process is reciprocal, then the importance of our question, and perhaps its resolution, 
will be facilitated.  
 
Evidence For Transpersonal Encounters with Gaia: 
 
There is a body of evidence open to scientific evaluation that suggests that Gaia, or 
from a more sceptical perspective let’s say simply the Earth, is somehow not only 
involved in our physical well being, e.g. regulating the physical optimum conditions 
for life, but is also involved in our psychological health, if not in our very awareness 
of what I would want to call this higher consciousness, pure consciousness, or indeed 
Spirit itself. I want to look briefly at some of this evidence here.  
 
For a period of my working life I worked with people in Ireland who had experienced 
depression of one form or another. Many of us from time to time have experienced 
our own periods of mild depression or perhaps that of our friends and relatives and 
what I have often found to be symptomatic of such depressed feelings is a 
withdrawing into oneself and a retreat from the world outside, be that world other 
people or the natural world of the Earth itself. I have heard in Ireland the term 
“dispirited” to describe this feeling…a loss of “spirit”…and only recently at 
Schumacher I heard the expression “loss of soul” to describe a feeling of depression. 
It occurred to me at this time, that even when I persuaded people to take walks in the 
beautiful Irish countryside they often never left the interior shell of their painful 
feelings. I speculated that some loss of connectivity with the natural world had 
occurred. Their sense of community had been lost. 
 
Shortly after this work in Ireland, I began to research a thesis for my M.Sc. at 
Liverpool John Moores University5 involving 6 people, some of whom were seriously 
depressed and all of whom had experienced swimming in the open sea with solitary, 
Bottlenose Dolphins. The swims had occurred in some cases on a number of different 
occasions but over a small period of time e.g. a two-week holiday.   
 
The seriously depressed co-researchers (I prefer not to call them subjects) recovered 
completely. The sceptic in me was astonished! But all the co-researchers had, what 
appeared to be, experiences involving an expansion of consciousness and in most 
cases “mystical nature experiences” (Marshall 2005). All had relaxed, energized 
feelings and feelings of community with the sea and the dolphin but also with the 
other people present, often involving deeply felt emotions and often tears. Using in 
part a phenomenological reduction of recorded interviews (Moustakas 1994) and in 
part an intuitive poetic approach, influenced by the work of Jorge Ferrer (2002) and 

                                                
5 Unpublished thesis by the author, (2007) “Therapeutic Transpersonal Encounters with Dolphins”, 
School of Psychology, Liverpool John Moores University. (Available from the author 
ecopsych9@gmail.com) 
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David Abram (1996), I categorized these feelings under the following headings, after 
Marshall (2005): 
 
1. A feeling of timelessness, time did not exist, the experience was out of time itself. 
2. Feelings of blessedness, joy, satisfaction. 
3. A feeling that the experience was impossible to describe: ineffable.   
4. Wholeness. In some cases a feeling of identity and unity with all that is perceived. 
5. There was a feeling of “new knowledge” about the self and the Cosmos.       
 
I concluded at the time that some reunification between the psyche, soul if you prefer, 
and Nature had occurred that seemed to suggest a fullness of spirit (as opposed to the  
“dispirited” above) a restoration of some alienated part, a-being-in 
communion/community-with, the Earth, Cosmos or Spirit itself. I remember being 
most impressed by the claim to some “new knowledge” about themselves or the world 
that all the co-researchers expressed. 
 
In the course of my literature review I looked at two other studies with dolphins that 
suggested that such encounters dramatically reduce stress and anxiety and seem to 
stimulate spiritual or “peak” experience, i.e. they were both therapeutic and 
transpersonal.  
 
In the first of these, De Mares and Kryka (1999), it was found that groups of people 
swimming with (they say having eye contact with) both dolphins and whales in the 
open sea had had a number of experiences that they defined as “peak” experiences, 
(Maslow 1968), that is, experiences of heightened spiritual awareness. The second of 
these studies, Antonioli and Reveley, (2005), was a quantitative study at the 
University of Leicester Medical School, UK, in which it was found that 15 patients 
suffering from depression all had improved scores on a depression rating 
questionnaire after a dolphin swim programme in the open sea. Significantly the 
researchers attributed this to “The Biophilia Hypothesis”, as defined by E.O. Wilson 
(1984), as: “The connections that human beings subconsciously seek with the rest of 
life.”  (Conversely, one might see this as less anthropocentric if it read: the connection 
that all life seeks with the community of Spirit.)   
 
In addition to the above research studies, there are many other examples of 
human/animal encounters in the wild that show an expansion of human 
consciousness6 and a change in our perception and knowledge of our Self and the 
Cosmos. A famous one cited by Stephan Harding in his book, Animate Earth, 
(Harding 2009) is about Aldo Leopold, who on a hunting expedition to shoot wolves, 
kills an old she-wolf. He approaches the dying wolf and, watching her, sees the 
“green fire” in her eyes as she dies. Harding cites Leopold as saying: 
 
“…there was something new to me in those eyes, something known only to her and to 
the mountain. I thought that because fewer wolves meant more deer, that no wolves 
would mean hunter’s paradise. But after seeing the green fire die, I sensed that neither 
the wolf, nor the mountain agreed with such a view.”   
 
                                                
6 I an aware of the distinction here between academic “researched” evidence and documented accounts 
i.e. the later being published accounts by often respected researchers but which have not been subjected 
to a research methodology as such: I find them no less acceptable for that. 
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Harding then goes on to comment: 
 
“For the first time in his life Leopold felt completely at one with this wide ecological 
reality. He felt that it had the power to communicate a sacred magnificence. …..it 
must have been a moment of tremendous liberation and expansion of consciousness, 
of joy and energy—a truly spiritual or religious experience.” (p. 49) 
 
It is extraordinary that the first time I read this I didn’t see all the signs of the 
transpersonal event, of the expansion and transcendence, the new knowledge and 
perspective, and though it is partly based on Stephan’s heartfelt belief, based on 
Leopold’s total life change, there is evidence for the sacredness, the spirit, and the 
energy of the event. All this is summed up so succinctly by Stephan when he says 
“Leopold had been Gaia’ed” (page 49 his italics)  
 
Another example of this phenomenon is from Stephan’s own experience as described 
in Animate Earth (ibid) of his encounter with a Puma in Venezuela. Stephan calls it 
“Meeting at the Heart of the World”. It takes place as he and his friends drift in a 
small inflatable dingy round a bend in a river in the rain forest. Ahead of them on a 
fallen tree is a Puma drinking from the river. Stephan talks of how the encounter 
became timeless, indeed out of time (which is common to most transpersonal 
experiences) and then: 
 
“Then Puma raised her magnificent, wild face and gazed upon us…Her gaze lasted a 
few seconds, but is there in us still to this day, for such blessings are eternal.” (Page 
150) 
 
The last phrase adding that quality of the sacred, again common to many such 
consciousness expanding experiences with Gaia. 
 
There are of course many examples of such transpersonal experience that do not 
involve animals and are simply experiences among nature, among woods or trees or in 
gardens or in places of solitude special to the person involved. I mention one 
significant research study, that of Dufrechou (2004), who found: 
 
“….that experiences of grief, weeping and other deep emotions in response to nature 
represent moments in a process of psycho-spiritual transformation capable of healing 
the splits between mind and body, and between humanity and nature….”  
 
The importance of this healing of “the splits…between mind and body, and humanity 
and nature” will become crucial to the discussion below.  
 
 
Reciprocal Nature of the Experiences (the necessity of community): 
 
I have quoted the above research and these examples of Stephan’s to show what I 
believe is empirical evidence for the involvement of the Earth, or Gaia if you will, in 
our psychological transformation, the expansion of our consciousness and our 
spiritual health. But when I say involvement I mean participation and reciprocal 
encounter and further; I want to suggest that this reciprocity and participation is part 
of what Gaia is. For in this encounter we find again the idea of community and 
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cooperation, of symbiotic partnership that is universal to the ecosystems of our living 
planet.  In some important sense we “co-create”, as Jorge Ferrer would say (Ferrer 
2002), co-create with Gaia, this enlightened state (in the sense of expanded 
consciousness) in order to cooperate in the evolutionary process. This is what 
Lovelock refers to as “the dance”; “evolution is a tight-coupled dance with life and 
the material environment as partners.” (Lovelock 2000). And this wonderfully 
evocative metaphor of the “dance” suggests for me the harmonious blending of two 
partners in a reciprocal activity. In the present ecological crisis our continuing failure 
to recognize this partnership may jeopardize the entire process and as our 
consciousness of Spirit dies so too does Gaian Consciousness; for the green fire in the 
wolf’s eyes, Leopold and the mountain are all one. I don’t suggest this from an 
anthropocentric point of view, from the idea of our importance as humans, but from 
the point of view of cooperative necessity. 
 
In some sense while I want to draw parallels here with the community of living forms 
and the systematic and cybernetic relationships that go to form Gaia, I don’t want to 
reduce this encounter with consciousness to a level of intelligent cooperation simply. 
However we define consciousness, there is a difference between intelligent behaviour 
and consciousness; the latter having at least, an awareness of the intelligence and an 
ability to see its part in the wholeness of a process, and at most, a transcendent 
participation with the mystery itself; indeed as Jorge Ferrer puts it when he suggests 
that:  
“….. spirituality emerges from human cocreative participation in an always dynamic 
and indeterminate spiritual power.” Ferrer (2002) p. 133. 
 
An important aspect of these experiences with Gaia is the degree to which they are 
often communal and shared with others: the participants in the dolphin swims were 
often deeply moved as a group, Stephan was in the inflatable with others who 
presumably were also affected by the experience of meeting the puma. In theory at 
least these are not individual interior experiences but, to quote Ferrer again, 
“participatory encounters” (ibid) in the world. The experience is shared and of the 
group. Even where this is not the case, as in some of the more mystical nature 
experiences when the person is alone, there is an overwhelming experience of the 
unity of all humanity and indeed sometimes that of all creation. In this important 
respect they resemble the communality of Gaian ecosystems and of all living 
processes. This is, at a more elevated level than our community at Schumacher, the 
way community both facilitates and is facilitated by, reciprocally, our external 
environment or Gaia herself.  
 
Alienation, Healing the Split: 
 
As I mentioned above, during my research into encounters with dolphins I 
hypothesised that the encounters were therapeutic to the extent that they healed 
certain forms of serious depressive illness and that this came about by the overcoming 
of a fundamental alienation that was in its turn resolved by a re-connection with “life” 
as it exists and arises in the world or, if you prefer, with Spirit as it sustains the 
Cosmos. 
Much has been written about “alienation” (see Swan 2010) but I want to be clear here 
what kind of alienation I had in mind. 
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Coming as I do from a Christian tradition I had unconsciously some kind of idea of 
loss of Spirit, a loss of grace, or more specifically a loss of union with Spirit itself. I 
challenged this idea for two reasons. Firstly, it had always been my experience that 
when one felt abandoned by God, desperately alone, or separated from Spirit, it was 
frequently illusory; a self-induced estrangement that in fact was not the case. The 
story is told of the man crossing the sea’s edge and observing a set of footprints other 
than his own. When he asks whom they belong to, he is told it is God himself walking 
beside him. When in desperate troubles he makes the same journey, the prints 
disappear. He complains about this abandonment and is told:  “the missing prints are 
yours I am carrying you”. It seems perhaps a sentimental story but it does illustrate 
the point well. 
 
The second reason for questioning this alienation hypothesis depends on the idea of a 
universal spirit that is the source and sustaining energy of all creation without which 
nothing can exist, a kind of world soul if you like. According to this neo-platonic idea 
there is no means of separation from Spirit other than annihilation; ceasing to be 
altogether. Wilber puts this well: 
 
“If Spirit is anything it is universal. If Spirit is anything it is all-encompassing. If 
Spirit is anything, it is the Ground of manifestation everywhere, equally, radiantly.” 
(Wilber 1999, page 311) 
 
For Wilber: 
 
“Spirit is thus both the very highest wave (purely transcendental) and the ever present 
ground of all the waves (purely immanent), going beyond All, embracing All.” 
(Wilber 2000 page 8) 
 
I felt strongly that my initial idea of a separation from Spirit was neither logical nor 
the appropriate explanation for this “alienation”; it was not what alienation meant in 
this context. The better explanation seemed to be that the co-researchers had lost 
consciousness of their unity with Spirit in some way. In this context, Swan (2010) 
refers to, “The split from nature in consciousness and its causes…” and cites Berry 
(1988) amongst others. This change in perspective explained why the expansion of 
consciousness that took place during the actual encounters with the dolphins was so 
restorative. Of course all the co researchers possessed a normal ego consciousness but 
at some point this was transcended and a fuller consciousness found with the Earth 
itself. As mentioned above, all of the co-researchers described their experience in 
terms of “knowledge”, which we might define as a form of consciousness: Chris, one 
of the co-researchers, says: 
 
“….but certainly there seemed to be that deep inner connection that the dolphin made 
with me for some reason. And it was like a knowledge.” 
 
And Jackie, another, says: 
 
“…I felt this profound knowledge.” 
 
 I want to suggest here that this state of new knowledge, like the animal encounter 
experiences discussed above, could be described as a participation in, indeed an 
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expression of, Gaian consciousness itself. Of this participation and reciprocity 
Thomas Berry in a later work than that cited above, Berry (2009), says: 
  
“Ultimately spirituality is a mode of being in which not only the divine and the human 
commune with each other but through which we discover ourselves in the universe 
and the universe discovers itself in us.” Page 74.      
 
This revising of the nature of alienation post my research study led not only to a 
questioning of the nature of Transpersonal experiences7 but also to an examination of 
the nature of consciousness itself. If the healing and therapeutic benefits, everything 
that went to make up the spiritual experience, came about by a new or renewed 
consciousness of an already existing relationship with the Earth and if the Earth itself 
had in some way contributed to this by means of an encounter with another of its life 
forms or with some aspect of its dynamic processes or its natural beauty, then that 
fuller consciousness must in some sense be shared. It is indeed a further emergent 
quality of emergent life itself: a Human-Earth Consciousness. Further; if one partner 
in this process loses consciousness of the other the loss is shared too. Put another way, 
if I lose consciousness of my participation with the whole then the whole is 
diminished, or as John Donne puts it: 
  
“No man is an island, entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part of 
the main. If a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe is the less….” 
John Donne: Meditation 17 (1624) 
 
The Partnership of Consciousness: 
 
In many ways we have known for some time that where a close physical unity exists, 
or has existed, or where there are close emotional links, so there is often a reciprocal 
sharing on a consciousness level, e.g. twins, close siblings, mother and child, husband 
and wife, our community at Schumacher (as discussed above) and also large groups 
drawn together in some emotional context. It is not uncommon to experience this 
sharing, as we have seen above, with non-human animal encounters, such as dolphins, 
pumas and wolves but there is also evidence for some form of consciousness sharing 
at the most basic cellular level.8 As early as Freud, as his writings on Group 
Psychology show, (Freud 1922), a shared consciousness in groups of humans 
(influenced by unconscious phenomena) was recognized, and Freud cited with 
interest, Trotter who suggested that the very formation of groups is a continuation of 
the biological tendency in higher life forms to seek to create ever more complex multi 
cellular organisms; a movement from the microcosm to the macrocosm. 

                                                
7 In the study I suggest the concept of  “Transpersonal experience” should include the concept of 
healing (I refer here also to Ferrer’s idea that we should become the “unconditional lovers” of the 
cosmos; Ferrer (2002) p.174): I say in the study: 
“If this re-knowing of the cosmos, this spiritual union suggested by Ferrer above, is at the heart of 
Transpersonal experience, both for the individual and the collective, then we need to include more 
explicitly this healing component within our understanding of the whole concept of the 
Transpersonal.”  
8 One hesitates to suggest that those most sceptical of the existence of a shared Gaian consciousness 
might be those reductionists who would, nevertheless, claim that human consciousness is cellular in its 
fundamental origins in the human brain.  
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Communication and primitive forms of consciousness have been shown to exist in 
beehives, termite colonies, amongst bacterial colonies and possibly in fungal mycelia 
(Harding 2009); in addition we know that cells in multi cellular organisms 
communicate with each other either electrically or chemically as they do in the human 
body. In the human brain this cellular communication seems related to cognitive 
functioning and memory of a very high order. It should not seem, therefore, beyond 
the realm of possibility that all living forms within a single self-regulating 
community, that we term Gaia, are capable of some sense of knowledge-sharing or 
consciousness of each other. It does not follow, however, that all cells or living 
organisms, even multi cellular organisms such as humans, are the actual repositories 
of this consciousness in its fullest sense; it often appears to be a part of a shared 
awareness based on some form of participatory interaction of many cells or groups of 
cells, as for example in complex organisms. It has also been suggested it resides, as 
Sheldrake suggests, (Sheldrake 2009), in “morphic fields”, perhaps like electro-
magnetic fields, to which the organism relates in some way; perhaps others would 
prefer to call this an aspect of Spirit. In this context it is well to remember that we 
humans frequently experience the world through the imagination of, or participation 
with, another being, human or otherwise. Some of our richest learning experiences 
and most unselfish actions are realized through a shared conscious experience with 
another which we call love.  
 
The Presence of the World: 
 
“the presence of its flesh to my flesh….a carnal adherence of the sentient to the 
sensed and of the sensed to the sentient.” 
Merleau-Ponty cited by Wolfson (2005)   
  
I have tried to cite above evidence for the existence of a transpersonal, shared 
consciousness with the planet. What is surprising, however, is that it is at a far more 
fundamental level that difficulties in the acceptance of these Gaian theories arise.  
What seems more elusive and most difficult to attain in our relationship with the 
planet and what must form the prerequisite for the consideration of a hypothesis of a 
shared consciousness is the physical, somatic bond between our life and functioning 
and the dynamic functioning of our mother Earth. This is necessary before any 
question of consciousness arises and this has proved extraordinarily controversial 
(The History of Gaia Theory, in Lovelock 2009). It simply cannot be imagined that 
our links to the planet are of the order of our recent links to a human uterus and that in 
many respects a huge umbilical chord of dependency still connects us to our planet. 
However, we do not supply or control the mixture of air we use for respiration; it is 
still provided for us like the oxygenated blood in the umbilical link with our mother. 
All the necessary life-giving features of sunlight and water are similarly taken for 
granted while our long gestation in the planet’s womb, from bacterial seed to complex 
multi cellular being is totally forgotten. Unless you adopt a fundamentalist, creationist 
belief, this is the journey we have made and that has led us to our present state of 
unrecognized yet total complicity with the planet. I use this word “complicity” in its 
original Latin sense: it is from complicare, to fold together. 
  
This complicity, this enfolding with the planet is why I so wanted to amend that 
model on the flip chart at that final session at the Schumacher College Course. You 
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can’t just plot us in on the planet with the felt tip in quite that way and surround us 
with a circle of planetary enclosure. I would want to replace it with the illustration in 
Lovelock’s book, (Lovelock 2005. Pages 24-25), in which an entwined chord, very 
like the human umbilical chord, but comprising three encoiled categories, life, 
chemical composition and physical conditions, arises out of the dynamic activity 
which is the planet and leads to the diversity of life as we know it, including human 
life; we are the planet in a very special way, it is not just our home we are its 
conscious children, as Alan Watts has said: 
 “We did not come into this world. We came out of it, like a wave from the sea”. 
  (cited in Harper 1995) 
 
My point in this section, however, is that in spite of this enfolding and our potential 
“flesh to flesh” awareness with the World, as Merleau-Ponty puts it (cited in Wolfson 
ibid), what the above arguments for our actual complicity with the planet reveal in 
some ways is the degree of our conscious estrangement, the extent to which we fail to 
feel at one with the dynamic “dance” of evolution. In my study with the “dolphin 
encounters” this lack of consciousness of the earth and its accompanying depression 
were noticeably overcome at the simplest level by a process of play during which a 
new sense of connection with self occurs. From my Individual Textual Synthesis of 
Chris, one of the co re-searchers: 
    
“ ‘It was pretty incredible, pretty incredible really’ ….he felt that there was an 
interaction between him and the dolphin that was playful but which also amounted to 
meaningful communication…. ‘he (the dolphin) was playing maybe but certainly 
interacting.’ He concludes by emphasising the connecting factors of being immersed 
in the sea with the dolphin, its ability to make some connection with a deep part of 
him that in turn allows him to feel more fully connected with himself. ” 
(Hegarty 2007)  
 
Without some such somatic experience, (Wolfson cites Merleau-Ponty’s reference to 
“kinaesthetic sensations”. Ibid.) a “passion for nature”, to quote Swann (2010), seems 
difficult to attain. Horace Dobbs, a famous dolphinologist and one of my co-
researchers, describes this kinaesthetic energy in the study as follows: 
 
“….to be locked into that bubble where nothing else exists whatsoever, except an 
immense exuberation, exhilaration, of hurling around in the water and doing, you 
know, being in, totally in, the dolphin’s sphere as it were. It’s as if we were both in a 
ball really, of energy.” 
(ibid.) 
 
In both these examples from my research the emphasis is on this bodily experience, 
both a form of play and an experience of energy in the ocean. The way in which being 
immersed in water puts us in touch with our bodies would not be an unusual 
experience for most people. But no matter how transpersonal the subsequent 
experience becomes in most research it seems it must begin with perceptual 
experience based in the body. Most therapists would be familiar with the resistance to 
bodily feelings in many of their clients but it is not an uncommon phenomenon in the 
population of our scientific based culture as a whole. It can be a serious block, 
however, to any understanding of Gaia and indeed to experiencing the transpersonal 
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consciousness I have described above. Dufrechou comments on this aspect and its 
ecological implications as follows: 
 
“If we use experiences of deep emotions in response to nature to lead us back to our 
bodies and to nature, and in so doing lift our repressions against experiencing 
wholeness, unity and connection, we may recover a humanity capable of preserving 
rather than destroying the earth and its inhabitants, including ourselves.” (Dufrechou 
2004) 
  
It is I believe this “repression against experiencing”, a more pro-active description 
than my “lack of consciousness” above but nevertheless a lack of consciousness can 
be a repression without doubt; it is this that makes talk of Gaia and Gaian 
consciousness difficult and, for many, extremely controversial if not unacceptable. To 
lift the “repression” (Dufrechou), to find or restore the “passion for nature” (Swann) 
or to make conscious (Hegarty) all require the “participatory encounter” (Ferrer) that 
takes us beyond the Cartesian imprisonment of the subject/object split to a “flesh to 
flesh” perceptual union with the “presence of the world” (Wolfson ibid).  
 
Summary:  
 
With reference to a two-week study session at Schumacher College and a previously 
unpublished research study of my own, I have tried to outline the feasibility, the 
meaningful possibility, of a concept of Gaian Consciousness or Planetary 
Consciousness if you prefer. It seems to me that the concepts and scope of 
Transpersonal Psychology offer a discipline in which a Transpersonal Consciousness 
of this kind can be hypothesised. While I have used individual human experience to 
give examples of a transpersonal consciousness I have tried to show that because of 
our intimate complicity (enfolding) with the planet this consciousness can be seen as 
reciprocal and even shared; in this respect it can be seen as a consciousness in 
partnership with the Earth. Many of the transpersonal encounters are shown to be 
“participatory” (Ferrer 2002) in just this manner. Certainly, in this transpersonal 
dimension of expanded awareness the cognitive structures and qualia of ego 
consciousness can be seen as less important and indeed the problems associated with 
them part of the Cartesian spell, as Ferrer puts it. In this sense we can side step, at 
least to some extent, the speculation and philosophic meanderings about ordinary 
phenomenal consciousness that make consciousness studies so fraught with difficulty. 
I have not specifically discussed group consciousness or strayed into the area of the 
“collective”, which now needs further research, though I have suggested that our 
experience of this Gaian consciousness may depend on the facilitation of a 
community, as Gaia itself/herself is in many ways defined by living communities or 
eco-systems.  I have suggested, also, how this Gaian consciousness may have links or 
networks or even fields outside of our particular multi-celled organism, and further 
research may connect this with collective forms of consciousness. Finally I have tried 
to show that a prerequisite of our experiencing our complicity with the Earth is an 
awareness of our own bodies and their potential kinaesthetic union with the planet. 
  
I would like to give the last word (indeed a final word of warning) to James Lovelock. 
In his autobiography he tells of his attendance at the Global Forum, Oxford 
University, as long ago now as 1988: 
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“ Later that morning, Mother Theresa gave a talk, and in it she chastened us over “our 
concern for the Earth”. We needed, she said, “to take care of the poor, the sick and the 
hungry and leave God to take care of the Earth”. …. I waited for her speech to finish 
then rose and said, “I must disagree with the reverend lady. If we as people do not 
respect and take care of the Earth, we can be sure that the Earth, in the role of Gaia, 
will take care of us and, if necessary, eliminate us.”  
(Lovelock 2000) 
 
In this “strong version” of Gaian theory, the consciousness I have discussed will not 
disappear but will continue in some other form of partnership maybe; we will simply 
have failed in perhaps one of our primary missions in the Cosmos.      
 
        
A. J. Hegarty c. 2011 
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