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“The principle task of civilisation, its actual raison d’etre, is to defend us against nature.”  (Freud (1961): 15)
“Nature is an incomparable guide if you know how to follow her” (Jung (1975): 283) 
How do we follow nature, how do we relate to nature, when we have grown up in a culture which has set itself against nature? 
This paper explores stories from the journeys of three women in recovery from eating problems. Each story highlights the complexities of our relationship with inner and outer nature in our modern lives.  
Nina: I’m so hungry I could eat the world

After some months in therapy, Nina
 brought the following story from the cartoon film “Madagascar”:
 ‘A zebra, who has always lived in the zoo in New York, is dreaming that he is running free in the wilds of Africa. When he wakes up, he excitedly tells the other animals about his dream, and suggests a plan to escape. While some animals like this idea, the lion is rather attached to his life in the city, performing each day, being given steaks to eat. He feels important and he imagines that his life in the zoo is easier than living in the wilds.  
Eventually they do all agree to escape and see what life might be like in Africa, their native land. After many adventures they are washed up on the island of Madagascar. As the lion runs free his hunger and his instinctive knowledge of hunting is awakened. But here there are no large mammals for him to eat. To his horror, he keeps seeing his friends as pieces of steak. One night he is dreaming of hunting and wakes only to find his mouth around the zebra’s bum. He is so distraught by his wish to eat his friends that he goes off into the bush to lock himself in a cage, away from hurting others. The zebra comes to find him, and tells him not to worry – he says they will all help him to find a solution.’

Tears pour down Nina’s face as she tells me, “I feel just like that lion - I’m so hungry I could eat the whole world - then I’m just terrified of never being satisfied, just going on and on - so I lock myself away from everyone and everything.” 

I feel very moved as I listen to Nina – the agony of a starving woman who cannot find satisfaction, who is so terrified of her all-consuming hunger that it must be kept behind bars. I also hear a story about creatures trapped in an easy urban life, whose dreams remind them of their hunger for their native wild land. It’s a story that is poignant for humans today, and we return to these themes many times as the different layers of meaning unfolded. 

Nina has been bulimic for many years. When I ask her if she knows the difference between physical and emotional hunger, she tells me she feels cut off from the neck down. She is confused and out of touch with her body, not knowing what she wants, how much, or when. 
Sessions are filled with endless dramas with barely a moment to digest anything that I offer. It is no surprise that Nina feels starving. She was left on her own for long periods of time as a child, during which time she turned to food for emotional nourishment, as well as developing a rich and elaborate fantasy life. 
When we met, I warmed to Nina immediately. She is intensely creative with a wonderfully childlike and fresh appreciation for the world. She is also very emotional, and lurches from excited highs to desperate lows. She formed a strong attachment to me (unusual for a bulimic woman, who is typically ambivalent and hard to hold onto) and this gave me faith that she may well pull through, despite her extreme difficulties. However, I knew that her recovery would take a number of years of working intensively together more than once weekly. 
Discovering the Animal Self
In the early stages of therapy I search for the instinctive, intuitive part of Nina who knows what she needs. I call this her ‘animal self’.  Her connection with this healthy part of herself has become severely disrupted by her early experience. It is also buried beneath layers of cultural conditioning that has told her that she cannot trust her body. 

I encourage Nina to name the range of different hungers inside her, and to find ways of responding to her different needs. I ask simple questions, such as: What is your stomach saying? How do you feel about your body?  We explore her eating patterns, finding out what happens in great detail, before during and after a binge, so that her feelings can begin to surface from beneath the layers of palliative eating and vomiting. 
I discover that Nina gets a great deal of pleasure from running and cycling, as well as walking in wild places. I ask her what happens to her when she spends time outdoors. She finds the rhythm of running or cycling to be comforting.  She notices that when her body is engaged in a rhythmic way, she thinks differently. What may have seemed a pressing and insoluble problem can often solve itself because, she says, her mind is free to roam without goal. 
She notices how her moods shift outdoors - she loves the woods and the open heath. The beauty and the smells of nature spark her imagination. She feels inspired and renewed; she describes walking across the heath on a misty morning, watching the light stream through the trees, catching a glimpse of blue as the kingfisher darts across the ponds. We talk about how these moments bring meaning to life, how a kind of “ordinary ecstasy” can move us to tears, and make us feel part of something much larger, part of the great mystery of life. On arriving home she realises that her appetite seems more regulated when her body is looked after, and she is less likely to binge. 
As we explore what happens outdoors, we find useful metaphors for the psyche.  Early on in the therapy she realises she can use her acute sense of ‘smell’ to sniff out what to do in situations, like an animal following a scent. She has a strong gut instinct, but she tends to blindly act on it, rather than being able to stop and reflect. She is very good at picking up emotional atmospheres, sensing who is to be trusted, which piece of work to go with, and so on. 

Nina’s animal self is alive and well; it has simply been kept behind bars, not trusted. She is like the lion coming out of the zoo cage, finding the freedom to roam. For so many years she has tried to make decisions with her thinking mind about what to eat, when to stop, what to do in life. Gradually she explores how to use instinct, intuition and sensation together with her thinking mind – a potent mix of bodymind. 

In this way, Nina is learning to trust her animal self, her own nature, as a guide. But there are many obstacles to this: the inner world is filled with many old voices, fearful of trusting herself, confused, terrified of trusting her relationships with others for fear of being hurt, and habitually turning to the quick fix of food for comfort. It is a long and painful healing journey.
Returning to Native Lands 
Not long after Nina brought the story of Madagascar, she had the opportunity to return again to her father’s land and culture. She had visited her father as a teenager and this was complicated; he turned out to be a corrupt man whom she could not trust, and eventually she decided she could not continue any kind of relationship with him. Yet when she returned to his land, she found foods which suited her body, and a wholly different attitude to body image. 

Nina grew up as a tall child with a large frame, inherited from her father, surrounded by her mother’s family of small people, in a culture obsessed with being thin. She always felt big and clumsy, both physically and emotionally. When she returned to her father’s land, she found herself surrounded by big, strong women who were proud of their curvaceous bodies. Being outside of the box of western culture, Nina began to realise the many pressures that had led her to try and lose weight, and she decided to stop dieting. She began to love her body. She realised that if she simply followed her hunger and fullness signals, her body would settle at a ‘right weight’. Inevitably binges are still triggered, but this happens less and less. 
Nina is slowly re-incarnating! In other words, she is coming back into her body, after many years of cutting off from unbearable feelings that she could not digest as a child.  She is moving from a relationship with food to a relationship with life. How has this happened?

Central to this deep change has been the human-human therapy relationship which has given Nina a stable experience of maternal holding, a safe place in which she can explore her hungers and digest her feelings. But it is also her life experiences - her strong relationship with wild nature, and her return to her native land – both explored and digested in the therapy relationship - which have greatly helped strengthen her connection with her animal self.

We Live in a Giant Eating Problem
The story ‘Madagascar’ reminds us of our hunger to return to the source, to the origins of things. The root of the word ‘nature’ is to be born. Psychotherapy helps us to return to our origins of early experience, to make sense of where we have come from in human terms. But there are many other origins to be explored: what of our place of origin – the land of our birth, the lands of our father and mother, of our ancestors, and of our species?

Spending time in wilderness, from which we have all emerged, can offer a very powerful experience of reconnecting with our ancient past. Jung suggests that we must get to know the 2 million year old self who is still present in all of us, who knows how we are all interconnected, who knows how to read nature as we might read our dreams. It is in these moments that we drop back into what really matters in life. The clutter of consumerism falls away, and we are left with the simple tasks of “chop wood, carry water”. In Jung’s words:
“Whenever we touch nature we get clean….People who have got dirty through too much civilisation take a walk in the woods, or a bath in the sea…..they shake off the fetters and allow nature to touch them. It can be done within or without. Walking in the woods, lying on the grass, taking a bathe in the sea, are from the outside; entering the unconscious, entering yourself through dreams, is touching nature from the inside and this is the same thing; things are put right again. All these things have been used in initiations in the past ages. They are all old mysteries, the loneliness of nature, the contemplation of the stars, the incubation sleep in the temple”(Jung (1984): 142)
But our relationship with nature is in crisis. In our long and complex history, western culture has set itself against nature. We consume the earth, frantic for material wealth, imagining this will provide us with security. Underneath our consuming of the earth lies a great hunger for nature – a hunger to find our own human nature which can guide us through life, as well a hunger for relationship with the rest of nature. We live in a giant eating problem! Is it surprising that we witness an increasing epidemic of eating problems and other addictions within this context of consumer society? 
These ways of thinking about our relationship with nature are being articulated by the movement of Ecopsychology (see Roszak et al (1995) for an anthology on this subject). There are many practitioners in different parts of the world who recognise the healing powers of nature and who understand that the self is inextricably linked to the web of life. Indigenous cultures have always known this.
We’ve had a hundred years of psychotherapy, a radical project which sets out to explore human nature, to listen to, and learn how, we live with our nature. Yet it fails to recognise our relationship with ‘outer’ nature, remaining caught in the split between inner and outer, between human and non-human. As Searles writes in 1960:
“The nonhuman environment….is…. considered as irrelevant to human personality development ……..as though human life were lived out in a vacuum – as though the human race were alone in the universe, pursuing individual and collective destinies in a homogenous matrix of nothingness, a background devoid of form, colour, and substance.”  (Searles, (1960): 3) 

We are all nourished and shaped by the web of life, as well as our human relationships. In turn, as in any mature relationship, we must be aware of, and concerned for, the other. What do we feel about the damage we are doing to our environment? Rather than consuming the earth, we must find out about our relationship with nature.
In the following stories I will describe how these difficult and painful issues have entered into the therapy relationship, and the struggles I have had in knowing how to respond.

Clare:  ‘It’s Your Green Agenda’
Clare brings a dream: she is standing in the middle of lush rainforest as termites destroy the trees. Finally, she is left alone, all the forest has been consumed and its inhabitants are extinct.

We spend most of the session following Clare’s associations. She starts by making a link between the consuming of the trees and her own eating problem. The feeling of emptiness in the dream reminds her of her experiences of abandonment in childhood, left alone with a suicidal mother after her parents divorce. On an internal level the dream describes an apocalyptic wipe out, you might say, where everything in the world has been consumed; Clare was left alone with the earth.
I had been seeing Clare, a woman in her early 30’s, for several years at this point, so my knowledge of her family history was detailed. I had witnessed her recovery from many addictions -  eating, drinking, sex, work – as she gradually peeled off the layers to re-member her vulnerable self. Food had been her only friend in childhood.  
As I listened to Clare, I was aware of my association to her dream: it brought to my mind the clear-cutting of rainforests. If we do not manage to turn around our environmental crisis we face a collective apocalyptic wipe-out. But Clare made no mention of this and I was unsure whether to raise it.

Since I had worked with Clare for some years, and she had talked on many occasions about various political matters, I eventually decided to share my thoughts. But she responded by telling me that I was bringing my green agenda into the room. I felt accused of bad therapy practice, of intruding upon ‘her’ world with ‘my’ concerns. I felt angry, and, in my swirl of intense feeling reactions, I could not find a satisfactory response. My thoughts ran along these lines: “The green agenda belongs to all of us. What about our western cultural agenda that is in the room the whole time? It’s this agenda that we really need to be concerned about….. this is the real work against nature …..” 

Clare’s comment had clearly roused me! For this reason, I decided it was best to sit and reflect on this. I wondered about her angry statement and my angry response: was she defending against her own guilt about the damage we all so to our world? Was I trying to push something before she was ready to hear it? Session time was almost up and I decided to let it go with no further comment, feeling uncertain how to respond. After all, I had been trained to interpret outer world issues in terms of the inner world.
Some Reflections on working with inner and outer world issues
This was some years ago now, before climate change had hit the headlines. Thinking about our environment was not yet part of mainstream culture. With hindsight, I have some thoughts about this interchange which might have helped to open things up. 
Firstly, I needed to recover my thinking in the face of quite intense feelings. The enormity of the global crisis, and all our feelings that arise in response, makes it difficult for us to think about the damage we are doing. It provokes a minefield of emotions. Our guilt can be so overwhelming, that it is easily projected out onto those who are trying to take environmental responsibility. (See Randall (2005): for discussion of this) 

Following this, I now wonder whether voicing my association to Clare’s dream had made her feel accused by me of some environmental crime. As she recovered from her eating problem, and she became more successful in her work, she began to fly abroad for every holiday. Was she replacing one form of bingeing with another? Perhaps she felt guilty about this? Instead of owning this, she then projected her feelings into me, saying it was ‘my’ green agenda. In turn, I identified with her projection, feeling angry and guilty for bringing ‘my’ association into ‘her’ therapy space. What if I had made the following comment: 
“I wonder if your dream is saying something about our collective desire to consume as if there was no tomorrow?” 
I am acknowledging, here, that we are all caught in something together, which challenges us all to think about our hungers. Perhaps this might have been easier for Clare to digest?
There are several points arising out of this session with Clare. Firstly, our ‘here and now’ feelings about our global crisis are not displaced from the past, nor displaced from the personal. These feelings need airing and unpacking as much as any other feelings about human relationships. 

Secondly, the meaning within Clare’s dream is multi-layered; it speaks to her eating problem and her inner world, as well as to our collective problem with consuming.  Each process mirrors and gives insight to the other, potentially healing to self and world at the same time.
Thirdly, sensitivity to this complex process within the therapy relationship, through timing and context, is crucial. Kleinian analyst Hannah Segal writes about similar dilemmas regarding the danger of nuclear weapons during the 1980’s, pointing out the complexities of weaving together inner and outer world issues in therapy:
“Even when patients do refer to nuclear issues, psychoanalysts remain faced with an ethical and technical dilemma. On the one hand …we must not collude with the patient’s denial of any external situation that we may guess at from the material and that the patient does not bring out in the open. On the other hand, we must also be very wary of imposing on the patient our own preoccupations and convictions……If we do our job properly in dealing with the patient’s basic defences, the relevant material will appear, because, in fact, below the surface, patients are anxious, even terrified.” (Segal, (1988): 56)                             
The following exchange is more recent. It reveals how our awareness of our environmental crisis has become more conscious within the last decade.
Rosie: ‘We’re completely fucked’
My client Rosie came into therapy because of relationship difficulties. She revealed after some weeks that both she and her partner spent their entire leisure time drinking heavily and taking drugs. She denies this is a problem and tells me it is the norm amongst her peer group of 30-somethings. 
We explore the issues for some weeks, delving into early experience, parental and sibling relationships, childhood and teenage trauma, and current relationship issues. There are plenty of troubling experiences to be unpacked, yet I remain puzzled by Rosie’s story. Her ‘wipe out’ behaviour is quite extreme and I cannot find the despair and rage, within her personal story, to match. 
In a moment of wild thinking I ask, ‘What do you feel about the future?’ ‘We’re completely fucked’, Rosie replies. I swallow a gasp at the almost casual way she assesses our demise and I ask her what she means. She explains that we humans do not stand a chance, as we consume and pollute the earth, causing climate change and widespread destruction; our future looks so very bleak. After we explore this further, I tentatively ask if she thinks there is a connection between this and her drinking. ‘Oh definitely’, she replies ‘why not drink and do drugs? There’s no future. We might as well go out having a party’.

My first comment to Rosie is to acknowledge what a profound statement she has just made: ‘we’re completely fucked’; this must have a huge impact on how she views her world, her life, her future. However, Rosie seems surprised that I should take this so seriously; she comments that people of her generation take this granted, and have done for some time. Initially, she does not seem to feel anything much about the statement she has made.

I add that it’s mind-blowing to think of a whole generation of 30-somethings who might be carrying inside them an image of a ‘dead’ future. No wonder there is mass wipe-out behaviour in the form of binge drinking, drug taking and so on. How do we begin to have a conversation about these things? How do we dare articulate our feelings if we imagine that we cannot work this through and make things better?

I invite Rosie to talk some more about her mixture of feelings about this complex situation. She feels angry with governments for not implementing policy, she feels hopeless about our capacity to change the way we live, she feels fearful about what might happen and when, she feels grief for those innocent creatures and peoples who have been so displaced and maltreated. All these feelings lie unexpressed inside so many of us.

 Most poignant was the way in which Rosie sees our fate as sealed and concludes, ‘we may as well party’.  I asked what she might do in response to a terminal diagnosis, and we talked for some time about the different ways in which people respond to the approach of death; while some may watch TV, or drink for the rest of their days, others may use their time as an opportunity to sort out unfinished business, to live fully in the present, to spend time with those they love, in places they love. In this way, for some, the awareness of death can bring radical awakening. 
I raised the question as to whether our fate is actually sealed. Yes, we are hanging by a thread, but the system is so complex, things may turn in unexpected directions. A glimmer of a smile appeared on Rosie’s face; she ended the session by saying that she would need to think about these things some more. We did not return to the bigger picture for some time.

Bringing Inner and Outer Nature Together

In the following sessions, some interesting parallels appeared between ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ nature as Rosie talked more about her eating problem. She described how her thinking becomes jammed in the lead up to a binge. She goes around the same issues, unable to find a way out. Frustration then reaches fever pitch: a binge takes over and thinking stops. The food becomes a palliative drug, blocking unpleasant feelings as well as providing comfort.
It soon became evident, as we explored the internal drama, that an internal bully criticised her severely after every therapy session.  This voice claimed she was unable to speak coherently, told her it was self indulgent to come to therapy and drove her into long working hours with impossibly high standards. 
Rosie was also caught in a military style exercise regime, waking at 5am every morning in order to run and swim. There could be no letting go; to expose her vulnerability in the face of this inner bully was very difficult. It was only when she was in my company that she could find a part of herself who could stand up to that voice. 
 Rosie searched for the maternal holding in food that her mother had failed to provide; her rigid regime of exercise and work also provided tight structure.  If she missed just one day of exercise she feared she would become an amoeba-like jelly, incapable of anything.

This bully-victim internal dynamic is all too familiar within our culture. We are taught to respond to vulnerability by getting on and ‘doing’. ‘Being’, and feeling compassion for the wounded parts of ourselves, is seen as self indulgent. Our ‘nature’ is greedy we are led to believe, and it must be kept under strict control; desire and instinct lead us astray. Diets are about implementing regimes, they are not about listening to hunger and needs. But when hunger is not met it grows, it gets split off, and it can feel like an alien monster gnawing from inside. 
Recovery involves listening carefully to what each part the self is saying. Like Rosie, so many people have spent a lifetime of overriding their bodily signals, trying to dominate and control their poor bodily nature with years of diets, and this takes time to unpick, to know which internal voices to trust.
Gradually, as she becomes more able to stand up to her internal bully, Rosie begins to follow her intuition, her instincts and her senses which lead her on long walks across the country. She discovers a passion for surfing. She is more in touch with her feelings through developing a relationship with water.  She is more grounded and centred through spending time in the wilds of nature. Her soul is fed by this experience. 
In these periods of time her eating problem falls away. Her rigid regime of exercise softens as she feels held by nature - an experience of connecting with the archetypal mother. Arising out of this feeling of being nourished comes a natural wish to give back. Rosie is put in touch with her despair for what is happening in the world on quite a deep level, and she decides to join a green campaign group. 
Inevitably, the process of healing is not smooth. When Rosie returns to her hectic work schedule in the city, she returns to food for comfort. The vicious circle is back! She is thrown off balance. But her trips into the wilds of nature, as well as her journeys into inner nature, help her to keep finding her centre in her busy life. She dreams of building a less hectic life and no doubt this will happen the more she is able to learn how to follow nature. 
Some Final Thoughts
When we eat too much, or when we get caught in the grip of consumerism, we are longing for emotional nourishment. Therapy helps us to move from food to human relationship. But we need to move beyond this, to recognise our profound need to relate with the rest of nature; we are all hungry for a relationship with land, with place, with our bodies. This is nature hunger. 

Following nature in our modern lives is complex; we emerge from a culture fighting nature for thousands of years. Trusting ones body after years of dieting takes courage and practice. Like learning to walk, we fall over many, many times before managing to find our balance. 

Spending time outside, whether it be in our back gardens or in the wilds of nature, is profoundly healing, and this can be a powerful ally in helping us to recover a relationship with our own nature. It also makes us aware of our need to take care of our environment, as part of healthy development.

If therapy is to extend its practice from being human centred, to recognise our relationship with nature ‘out there’, we need a concept of self that describes how we are embedded within the web of life. Indigenous cultures have always recognised this, and their language to describe the self can inspire us to think outside the box of our culture. Take, for example, the words of Native American, Jeannette Armstrong of the Okanagan tribe of western Canada:

 “We survive within our skin inside the rest of our vast selves….Okanagans teach that our flesh, blood and bones, are Earth-body; in all cycles in which the earth moves, so does our body…Our word for body literally means ‘the land-dreaming capacity’….The Okanagan teaches that emotion or feeling is the capacity whereby community and land intersect in our beings and become part of us.” (Roszak (1995): 320-1)  
If we are able to re-conceive the self as interconnected with body, soul and land, we might just be giving ourselves and clients the tools to recreate a life where self, nature and culture are reconnected, and where we can begin to live more lightly on the earth. 
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