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ABSTRACT
As is customary, what is rocketing to the forefront in the contemporary consideration of ecological, social and economic sustainability is hard science. 

Such science is vital in the quest for prospective sustainable ecological and community development, of course. 

However, it tends to be characterised by broadly rational logical pragmatic approaches and strategies. 

Consequently, it is crucial that responses and methods associated with ecological and community sustainability remain relevant and flexible in aspect, particularly as applied and promulgated in the broad communal context. 

There is a latent entrenched tendency for rational pragmatic principles to be applied through rigid approaches and methods. 

Any primary operating principle which would be relevant in the context of sustainable ecological community development would have to be a form of reasoned analysis which is inherently flexible and fluid.  After all, the whole notion and ethos of sustainability connotes an aspect of sensitivity to change over time, in such a way that the original form, essence or source is sustained and remains evident. 

Reliance of any pristine pragmatic form of rationality remains antithetical to such a fluid flexible sense of sustainability.  
Moreover, it is essential to consider clearly and cogently the key ethos for the application and substance of harmony as a universal principle for sustainable ecological and communal development.

How such an ethos may be realised, considered and observed from the aspect of “Building Social Movements and Networks” is my theme. 

However, I will refer also to “Cultural Movements and Networks” in this, focusing around distinctively local initiatives and research in the broad global context. 

My credentials are broadly in the field of sociology.  I am not a scientist, and therefore will not discuss any presumed “hard science”.     

COMMUNAL ECOLOGY, ETHICS AND RESPONSIBILITY

The primary principle for Gilbert Keith Chesterton in the context of rationality was that reason itself depended on faith, as he famously affirmed: 

“Reason itself is a matter of faith.  It is an act of faith to assert that our thoughts have any relation to reality at all” – (ostensibly from Chesterton’s Orthodoxy, 1908).

Therefore, this broad analysis figures prominently as a form of pervasive experiential paradox for Chesterton. 

“Everybody takes it for granted that universal and ordinary arrangements, historic institutions, daily habits, are reasonable … 

“They are themselves paradoxes; paradox is built into the very foundation of human affairs” – (quoted from The Man Who Was Orthodox, 1903).

Rationality, in itself, cannot be applied to prove anything of relevance unless it is realised as vital in an explorative aspect of incremental, often tentative, endeavour. 

Correspondingly, the whole aspect of logic as a primary operating principle in the derivation of reason appears as an essentially paradoxical criterion, likewise subject to relevant flexibility and sensitivity. 

“The commonest kind of trouble is that [‘the world’] is nearly reasonable, but not quite.  Life is not an illogicality; yet it is a trap for logicians” ! 
(from Chesterton’s Orthodoxy, 1908: 282). 

Given all these concerns and others, the principle of resonance is also crucial in the quest for sustainable ecological and communal development.  Resonance infers a suitable blend of the foregoing elements, such that chronic contradiction and positional rigidity is avoided. 

Indeed, resonance is inherent in the “harmony” stated in the overview statement of our conference outline, envisaging ways to: “… encourage creative responses to questions of how we live in harmony with our planet”. 

In these times of rich cultural diversity, characterised by openness particularly to Eastern facets in the contemporary Australian socio-cultural context, ‘harmony’ becomes a basic universal principle.  Yet such universality remains contentious.  Recently, I noticed a prominent advertising poster in a respected busy thoroughfare of Sydney’s Central Business District bearing the bold message –   “Harmony is overrated”. 

It seems common for those who hold predominantly rationalist pragmatic, or perhaps positivist, interpretations to consider the whole aspect of ecological advocacy as a rationalist enterprise. 

“Let’s deal with the issues, then all the other elements will fall into place”, might be the mantra of such an ideological mindset. 

Meanwhile, the reality that deeply profound values form the entrenched basis of such issues is often rarely or glibly acknowledged from such a rigid position. 

The now famously iconic Millennium Development Goals, drawn from the United Nations (UN) Millennium Declaration of 2000, notably through the auspices of Immediate Past UN Secretary General, Kofi Annan, have been generally ascribed as the guiding contemporary principles for the broad movement to address ecology and climate change. 

However, further, we would be well advised to recognise the human condition in the broader sense, which the UN Charter (1945) and Declaration of Human Rights (1948), among many other conventions, were established to address. 

Accordingly, “Everyone has duties to the community in which alone the free and full development of his [and her] personality is possible” states Article 29 (1) of the UN Declaration of Human Rights. 

There are at least two key aspects to this venerable pronouncement:  1) we have “duties to the community” – not just that we might contribute to community development, but it actually behoves us to so contribute – each and all of our distinctive contributions being vital in the whole context; and  2) “our free and full” personal development depends on each such contribution. 

Our “personality” is the evident impartation to others of who we are and what is our place – our significance – as respective persons, or how we appear to others, and how they perceive us, in the most holistic and/or comprehensive sense. 

Community development, in its most pervasive, comprehensive, inclusive sense, depends on each and all of these respective personal contributions, through their implicit significance and relevance. 

It is common for aspects of human development and behaviour to be considered according to spheres and/or categories of interaction.  Thus any person may be considered to interact in the context of their relationship to themselves, their family, their social realm, for instance.  Further, their relationship(s) may be considered through such contexts as work, friendship, and/or communal dimensions. 

Many people further discern and/or designate a spiritual realm and/or experience.  Further, communal life facets may be distinguished through social, cultural, and/or political dimensions. 

Rarely are these dimensions and/or facets of existence and experience realised as fundamentally discrete realms, although people tend to proceed with their lives as if these were so discrete. 

Abraham Maslow famously cited a “hierarchy of needs” (1954; cited in DeVito 1985: 389) as representative of the dimensions through which people prioritised their behaviour. 

“Physiological” and “safety needs”, were considered to be the basic fundamental elements.  Once people could feel secure and stable, through an evident sense of personal and social structure, along with survival needs, they would seek a sense of “belongingness”, based on “friendship … interpersonal acceptance” and mutual “love”.  

This would support the cultivation of “self-esteem”, through such elements as “self-evaluation, self-respect … achievement, competency” and “reputation”, among other vital features and thence to “self-actualisation” towards “self-fulfilment”.       

However, wants are as vital in the realm of human endeavour and development as needs, as my substantial research in this context reveals (Mell 1988). 

Accordingly, “wants” are distinct from “needs”, although the extent to which any given want or need manifests as such in anyone’s life or experience depends on the propensity and situation of each respective person.  The important inherent principle is that wants are different to needs. 

The reality of wants, distinct from needs, enables the phenomenon of intent to be confirmed.  Intent coalesces with various influences, including values, pressures, attitudes, beliefs, interests, personality, character and behaviour (Mell 1988: Plate II, Diagram A), to form the decisions people apply in their life and experience (Mell 1988: 15-17). 

As intent derives from the interaction of volition and desires, this culminates in the reasoning people apply to justify their place in whatever comprises their situation(s), there is therefore an essentially personal element to intent (Mell 1988: Plate III, Diagram B). 

The rationale derived from intent is formed through the respective influence of morality and ethics, discerned through conscience and convictions respectively.  This culminates in the complex motives through which people arrange and proceed with their lives. 

All these elements comprise the criteria through which decisions proceed, culminating in response, action and behaviour. 

This whole process prefigures the vital significance of the ethical dimension of reality and experience, through the elucidation of convictions.  These foregoing criteria indicate the qualitative dimensions of human phenomena (Mell 1988: 48-49). 

What I have cited as social edict comprises the more potentially determinist intervention of mandatory elements perpetuated through convention, such as “codes of moral conduct” (Mell 1988: 49). 

How can all these elements be observed to relate to ecology and community development ?   

Well, in 1987 the famous European Brundtland Commission released a report on global environmental concerns which culminated in the Beyond Interdependence (MacNeill ed.: 1991) findings of the international Trilateral Commission. 

This report “… stressed the need for economic and ecological global resource interdependence”, as I cited in an October 1997 seminar presentation entitled The Political As Personal.  

Correspondingly, in a November 1992 submission entitled Motives and Social Justice, in part as a response to the Trilateral Commission report, ”… I emphasised the need to consider values and resource issues relative to ecology and the economy” (Mell 1997: 9).   

“There was thus an associated need for those concerned to apply behaviour and decision-making which would enable their personal motives, these being outcomes of this situation, to be expressed as social motives …  

“Any decision-making process couched in the context of issues became a bargaining process, however, which brought [forth] … the imperative for people to work through, distinguish, and reality-test their basic ‘needs’ from their expectations … and certainly to regard these as distinct entities … A further distinctive element to be then considered and worked through [in this] being the ‘wants’, and hence the motives, of the parties concerned.” (Mell 1997:  ) 

Because, “ ‘… bargains can be thought of as an exercise in negotiated policy reform.  They force everyone to ask:  ‘How much are we willing to give up in the short run to realise our environmental objectives, and what do we want in return ?’ “(MacNeill 1991: 84). 

Moreover, I then responded to an article by the journalist, Michael Stutchbury, in a February 1992 edition of The Australian Financial Review, advocating that “… a decision-making process entitled ‘ecologics’ (‘ecology + logic’), based on ‘rational justice’ should apply in [the] marketplace … I included the dimension of ethics as crucial… to enable values issues to be considered [in this context], and have extended the term [‘ecologics’] to become ‘ethcologics’ “(Mell, November 1992 in 1997: 11) 

Around this time, the Australian Greens political party developed what I described then as “a comprehensive ethical manifesto as the guiding tenet of its policy and practice”, designed to address the then prevalent perspective of an inherent “dominant ethic of greed is good” in Australian politics and social development (Mell 1997: 12). 

Prefigured through this manifesto was the perspective that:  
“An approach to ethics that is based on our ability to think rationally and critically about our values, combined with empathy and concern for others, could become the most powerful force for change the world has yet seen … Reason plays a role in ethics too.  It is because we can reason that we can put ourselves in the positions of others” (Brown and Singer 1996: 54-55, 56). 

Written jointly by Australian Greens leader, Bob Brown, and prominent philosopher/ ethicist, Peter Singer, my review of this manifesto became the context through which I decided to interview Peter Singer on 20 June 1997 for a Sociology Masters degree assignment I carried out for my studies then at Macquarie University. 

Proceeding from the observation that even “economic rationalists purport to apply ‘reasoned’ analysis”, I enquired:  “Therefore, could it be said that reason alone, and/or the espousal or embracing of it, would surely not be a sufficient basis for ethics as a way of life ?” (Mell 1997:  Appendix Item One).

Peter Singer’s response was: 
“Yes, reason alone is not sufficient as a basis of ethics.  You would have to start from desires, or preferences, or sympathies – something that you care about.  Reason alone wouldn’t gain that … But reasoning can then enable you to work with it, and apply it … We do need a source of meaning for what we do in the world” (Singer with Mell, 20 June 1997). 

Consequently, in my subsequent coursework essay, I posed the dilemma of whether or not “Australians particularly … reflect enough on the meaning of their lives” and whether or not they “tend to do so in ways which lack [substantial] coherence and meaning” (Mell 1997: 14). 

Meanwhile, “the aspect and influence of values” figured as “the guiding theme” of the celebrated ecologist Fritjof Capra’s work. 

“There are solutions to the major problems of our time, some of them even simple.  But they require a radical shift in our perceptions, our thinking, our values” (Capra 1996: 4).  

Through his advocacy of a “systems thinking” approach, Capra “… emphasises the interaction and interdependence of organisms in the living world and the integrated ‘network of relationships’ which is thereby the outcome of this situation, and constitutes reality. 

“According to [Gregory] Bateson, the pattern of nature is ‘a language of relationships’ “(Mell 1997:  [Capra 1996: 172, 173]). 

Moreover, wants ultimately coalesce into intent, as the elemental catalyst through which motives can form and be expressed. 

Clearly, the aspect of “will” is vital in this transitional context, as Australian ecologist, Charles Birch, affirms. 

“Willing is purpose or determination.  Willing and knowing are important.  Their importance to me is the feeling of creativity they engender” (Birch 1995: 5). 

Accordingly, “Motives and intent can be considered as crucial catalysts of analysis … for motives are fundamental to character formation, [just] as they are also relative to how people express themselves.  The wants and needs people espouse can culminate in their expectations of themselves and others.  Values would also be inherent and involved in this process, and values clarification approaches and principles could assist in this endeavour (Mell 1997: 19 [November 1992; June 1993]) … 

“Therefore there would be the need for people as distinctive ‘organisms’ within the organismic context of their environment(s) to progressively reorganise and reorient themselves continually to each changing set of circumstances and situations.  Doing this would effectively and comprehensively require the sort of process of ‘autopoeisis’ – or ‘self-making’ – [Humberto] Maturana has proposed, and which echoes [William] Powers’ ‘organismic reorganisation’ process and associated espoused principles” (Mell 1997: 20).   

Each and all of these basic elements form social, cultural and (inter)personal perspectives evidenced throughout my subsequent research, as applied in the communal ecology context. 

Concurrent to my academic research reviewed here, with several earnest colleagues from 1993 I established and coordinated an International Year of Community Proposal Project, through the auspices of the United Nations Association of Australia. 

In February 1997, a developmental project arm of this initiative was launched in a spirit of great anticipation, entitled simply The Community Project.

The Marrickville Council Chambers, located in the heart of inner metropolitan Sydney, was the designated venue for this launch, while the project proceeded thenceforth through the legendary Marrickville Addison Road Community Centre. 

The project was officially launched by then Marrickville Council Deputy Mayor, and now NSW State Member of Parliament, Carmel Tebbutt.  Launch keynote speaker was prominent social researcher, Dr Hugh Mackay, and Unfolding Futures Co-Director, Maria Maguire, conducted a memorable associated workshop to initiate the project process. 

What culminated from this initiative was a collaboration of Community Project team contributors and associated participants with the resources of then Addison Road Centre (ARC) based socio-cultural research and creative performance troupe, Culture Lab International. 

Basically, this vibrant collaboration took the form of ideas, perspectives and values clarification, mostly original in nature and aspect, around ethical concerns, channelled into the Culture Lab context as the foundation for public performance initiatives.  This comprehensive contribution constituted what Culture Lab Founder Principal and Director, Willem Brugman, termed an holistic “dramaturgy”, as a perennial Community Project resource filtered progressively into the Culture Lab context. 

Many of the communal theatre project initiatives from this collaboration, which proceeded along with other contributory sources, were directly ecological and environmental in nature and aspect.  For instance, comprehensive endeavours were pursued to preserve the historic indigenous Maroota Peninsula walking trail in the north-western Sydney region from projected extinction through sand-mining activity, while the recent Rites of Spring performance later galvanised environmental advocacy at the gateway to the NSW Western Plains area. 

Today, I feel honoured to announce our Equanimity Mate ! – Ten Years On (Mell: January 2008) Community Project/ Culture Lab Collaboration Heritage Project Review for the first time at a public conference.  This tracks through the collaborative process and endeavour of this bountiful collaboration since its inception in February 1997. 

The full documentary record of this collaboration is extensive, of course, and will be officially launched at Sydney’s Marrickville ARC, probably on the weekend of July 5-6, 2008.  Anyone is most welcome to attend. 

This heritage project documentation also includes extensive overviews of my Honours Masters thesis research with the University of Western Sydney on this project (incorporating interview material); and of my extensive independent associated research for the Sydney-based State of the World Forum of the Academy of the Word teaching arm of the Catholic Church; and for the Continental Philosophy Group.    

Sociologists, Richard and Maria Maguire, co-founders of their Unfolding Futures consultancy through the auspices of the Institute for Cultural Affairs, recognise the inherent potential synergy where facets of community, society and economy remain consistent with the continuity of nature and (inter)personal development. 

“One of the great gifts of the past ten years [from 2006] is the increasing number of efforts to envision and create a society and economy which prospers by living equitably together in harmony with nature, providing refreshing and positive options instead of the old ‘economy versus environment’ and ‘winners versus losers’ language that still affects public discourse today.” 

Correspondingly, the universality of ecology permeates our respective values and value systems. 

“A growing number of people in Australia and around the world realise that there is no economy without ecology.  Our environment is fundamental to all aspects of life.” 

The comprehensive annotated literature review the Maguires present on Readings related to Economic and Environmental Sustainability (2006: unpublished) quoted above reveals the substantive situation of values as pivotal in the context of global imperatives. 

How are we to orient our lives from a personal perspective through such cultural, social and ethcological concerns ? 

More particularly, how are we to respond as we face the sheer pervasive influence of all these entrenched elements ? 

Hence, what is our responsibility in this complex volatile context from the personal and mutual interpersonal aspects ? 

Indeed, how can we validly assess and evaluate equitably our ability to respond as our personal and mutual interpersonal responsibility in all this ? 

These are pertinent considerations which, not long ago, were analysed and configured through the sociological lens of famous self-confessed latent critical theorist, Michel Foucault. 

Broadly, Foucault considered that institutions – organisations, corporate bodies, and the like – along with their associated practices and conventions, could and did serve as repositories of power and exploitation in themselves.  Consequently, these sources of power shaped the lives of people collectively and personally. 

However, Foucault also canvassed and explored ways through which people as individuals could apply respective responsive “technologies of the self” (Foucault 1988) to orient their life trajectories in particular ways and forms.  Indeed, they were obliged to do this as their particular responsibility in the modernist realm which constituted “care of the self” (Foucault 1988: 226ff). 

Accordingly, Clive Hamilton, traces the European “Third Way” in broad social and political developments through “three cornerstones” of this ideology: “… the idea that government should promote equal opportunities for all while granting special privileges to none; an ethic of mutual responsibility that equally rejects the politics of entitlement and the politics of social abandonment; and, a new approach to governing that empowers citizens to act for themselves” (Hamilton 2006: 13-14). 

Accordingly, Hamilton’s analysis of this Third Way orientation is blunt and bleak.  
“Unlike social democracy, and even more unlike democratic socialism, the philosophy of the Third Way was not based on any critical analysis of modern capitalism, or any alternative vision of society.  In fact, it appeared to be defined by this absence, and a corresponding emphasis on managerialism.” 
(Hamilton 2006: 14)
Consequently, “… advocates of the Third Way shied away from discussion of the motive force of political and social change – that is, the sources, forms and distribution of power. 

“Traditionally, socialists understood power to derive from ownership of capital, and oppression, injustice and inequality to arise from the struggle between capital and labor … [whereas] the world of the Third Way was characterised by complexity rather than conflict.” 

(Hamilton 2006: 14-15)
Ostensibly, “… talking about complexity served as a means of avoiding discussion of conflict” (Hamilton 2006: 15). 

Thence, the notion of a “messy plurality” tended to replace the perspective of “class division” in politics, while resort to “ideology” was considered “old-fashioned”. 

“In Australia, as in Britain, politics has made the transition from ideas to personalities.  The spin doctor has replaced the policy analyst; the party platform can be found buried beneath the media strategy.”  

Further, “In the UK, as in many countries at the moment, theory lags behind practice … governments claiming to represent the left are creating policy on the hoof.  Theoretical flesh needs to be put on the skeleton of their policy-making”, Anthony Giddens observed.
(Hamilton 2006: 17-19) 

As interpreted by Hamilton, a particular implication followed:  “Usually, the skeleton that holds up the body would correspond to the theory and the policy would flesh it out, but the meaning is clear: we know what we want to do, but we lack a justification for doing it.” (Hamilton 2006: 15-19) 

However, my perspective is that Giddens’ self-appointed project was to contribute, indeed, to the provision of substantial “theoretical flesh” as the groundwork for such social and political policy.  Such a project seemed to be the basis of Giddens’ earlier major work, New Rules of Sociological Method (1976). 

Whereas, in a further development from Foucault’s legacy, while he also acquiesced in the pre-eminent realities of “technologies” in the “care of the self”, Giddens seemed to envisage a greater innovative imaginative propensity for people as individuals to use these technologies in the construction of their aspirational trajectories, despite the ubiquity of universal complexity. 

However, while “… incomes have been rising rapidly, aspirations have been rising faster still”. 

Nevertheless, 
“… injustice and discrimination continue to exist.  The threat to identity today derives from … the market itself”, with “consumers … at the point of making a purchase … subliminally asking themselves … Who am I ? [and] Who do I want to be ?  These questions of meaning and identity are the most profound questions humans can pose”.
(Hamilton 2006: 27, 34, 37)  

Whereas, “Products and brands can never give real meaning to human lives”.  
Yet, “… shopping has become the dominant response to the meaninglessness of modern life. 

“The shift in the 1960s from a politics of inequality to a politics of identity involved a new focus on the cultural and social domain, rather than on underlying economic forces … “

“The social movements gave everyone the opportunity to ask: ‘What will I do with my life ?’ “ 
(Hamilton 2006: 38, 40, 43)

Through “… individualisation … the requirement to create one’s own self” was realised the quest to “write one’s own biography’ instead of having it more or less drafted by the circumstances of one’s birth.  
“[This] new imperative arises in a society saturated by the outpourings of the mass media … individuals must now scan the world to decide with whom or what they wish to identify … we have come to accept that we are each of us responsible for our own lives” (Hamilton 2006: 43). 

Thus, “… because we live in an ‘individualised’ society … any ‘communitarianism’ (‘social homogeneity’) … is inescapably utopian” (Hamilton 2006: 44).
Clearly, while “products and brands”, along with elements of the “mass media”, remain influential, people tend to shape, morph and mould persistently their life trajectories through diverse elements, given their respective circumstances and situations, just as this process has applied in all ages throughout time.   

Correspondingly, “The problems of the [political] party structure are manifestations of a wider malaise – ideological convergence, individualisation in society, the withdrawal from politics and the withering away of solidarity,” Hamilton observes. 

Hence the 1995 Merck study, Yearning For Balance found “the value system that dominates their society is wrong” and “ ‘materialism, greed, and selfishness increasingly dominate American life, crowding out a more meaningful set of values centred on family, responsibility, and community’ “. 

Hamilton explains essentially how this proceeds.  “There is an inexorable process of converting wants into ‘needs’, while this results in and reflects a ratcheting up of expected standards of living … [with] expectations always … in advance of incomes”. 

Whereas, “A shift to a society based on a downshifting ethic, and the associated rejection of consumption as the basis of life style and self-definition, is the only way to gain an authentic identity and protect ourselves from severe environmental decline”. 

(Hamilton 2006: 51, 54, 58).

Consequently, 
“Most Australians, including those caught up in consumerist lifestyles, feel the prevailing system is warped.  They believe Australia has become too selfish and superficial, that people have lost touch with … self-restraint, mutual respect and generosity … 

“Like all humans, what modern Australians want above all is for their lives to have purpose … [and] They can find affirmation and value in being part of a community”. 

Therefore, “A new progressive politics would build on [substantial] values and goals … and set out to create social structures that support them – workplaces that provide fulfilment, communities that cultivate closer relationships, a culture that promotes true autonomy”. 
(Hamilton 2006: 60, 61, 65) 

However, Hamilton’s claim that the “ratcheting up” of “expectations” proceeds from the conversion of “wants into needs”, tends to diminish the patent relevance of generational factors. 

The babyboomers, being the foremost implicated generational group in this context, tended to generally suffer chronic disillusionment of their aspirational expectations during the 1980s, subject to the general severance of their career and life trajectories.  Further to the 1970s era, career development could no longer generally remain continuously consistent throughout time, as previously.  This eventually rendered the prospect of relevant and resonant life journeys as substantial significant contributions to the universal human context a remote circumstance for many – perhaps most – babyboomers (cf Digance and Muller 1998: Australia’s Baby Boomers – The Challenges of Their Spiritual Journey). 

This constrained the prospect of those concerned cultivating any substantial “authentic identity”. 

Fortunately, there is a remedy for concerns of authentic identity and (inter)personal fulfilment to be realised holistically as contributory to the universal human context. 

This is through the process of “hermeneutics”, the phenomenon of understanding derived through interpretation, with the meaning and significance of any given situation discerned through the continuous aspect of existential experience. 

The outcome can be applied and formed out through the whole context of human endeavour, each person realising their place(s) in the broad trajectory of humanity and universal development – or perhaps “progress” from a modernist perspective. 

Through their consequent association and connection with the broad human trajectory of life, each person can appreciate their distinctive contribution(s) in the whole context.  

As formally derived, the theoretical aspect of “hermeneutics” can be cited as “an intellectually coherent tradition evolving under the impulse of its own inner logic”, according to Professor Francis Watson of Durham University, UK.  Each of six key hermeneutic theorists Schleiermacher and Dilthey, Heidegger and Bultman, Gadamer and Ricoeur, were recognised as contributing a “carefully cultivated … coherence” through which each of their respective interpretations realised its place in the whole context (Watson 2007: 2). 

For Friedrich Schleiermacher, “understanding” was the foremost phenomenon in this context, implying the citation of specific “texts”, through which “readers conform themselves to the reality” therein implied.  Through this means “the reader is addressed by the utterance of an other”.  

Whereas, Wilhelm Dilthey construed hermeneutics as the means to consider predominantly the way “understanding” applies in the human context.  “One ‘explains’ a natural process, while one ‘understands’ a person, and this interpersonal understanding extends to the cultural artefacts in which personhood is externalised and expressed”. 

Textuality as abstraction becomes “detached” from hermeneutics through Martin Heidegger’s work, where understanding and/or interpretation constitute our “being-in-the-world”.  “More specifically, it is to find oneself confronted by the question of being, a question that discloses human nature’s fundamental orientation towards its own authentic form”. 

Eventually, through Hans-Georg Gadamer’s work, a reintegration of “hermeneutics and textuality” prevails.  
“Here, to be human is to be embedded in streams of tradition whose privileged bearers … are classical and canonised texts.  These texts present themselves to us as sites at which significant truth is to be expected, and self-presentation is the outcome … as the[se] are read and reread from one generation to another … in view of the ever-changing social and cultural horizons.” (Watson 2007: 3-4)  

An emphatic element of complexity exudes the context of writing and speech as phenomena through Paul Ricoeur’s insistence on the “distanciation” of these elements.
“Speech occurs within the immediacy of a given situation … With the passing of the situation, speech too passes away.” (Watson 2007: 10)  
But Ricoeur “importantly” exempts “the phenomenon of memory” in this. 

Because writing “endures”, this renders it somewhat autonomous from its situation for Ricoeur – it “traverses” the “spatial” and “temporal”.

Thence, “Hermeneutically … A sequence of words will always be taken to embody a communicative intent … whether they are spoken or written” (Watson 2007: 11).
Whereas, “According to Gadamer, we are who we are by virtue of the traditions we inhabit” (Watson 2007: 15).  
We each respond to the reality of tradition(s) “variously”, and cannot “escape” tradition, “as it is a mark of our finitude that we are particular and universal beings”. 

Texts can “initiate a dialogue with their readers, the object of which is ‘truth’ mediated through the text”, and “in each new context” this culminates in “the ‘fusion of horizons’ of text and reader”.  Therefore, “Text and community each has its own form of agency, the one initiatory, the other responsive” (Watson 2007: 16). 

Moreover, “To engage in dialogue initiated by the text is already to acknowledge that earlier interpretation is no longer adequate” (Watson 2007: 16). 

Therefore, it is crucial for the generalised awareness and/or realisation which is interpreted as “understanding” to emanate through a universal communal aspect, through which the particularity of (inter)personal authenticity and/or fulfilment can be substantiated and sustained. 

However, as Schleiermacher wrote in his “first thesis” on “hermeneutics”, delivered in 1819:  “Hermeneutics as the art of understanding does not yet exist in a general manner; there are instead only several forms of special hermeneutics” [1].  
Despite Gadamer’s substantive work to establish a coherent consistent hermeneutic ethos, generalised sporadic particularity of interpretation remains entrenched.
Paradoxically, as always, there remains a deeply embedded conundrum in communal interpretation and communication, as evident now as it was for Schleiermacher:  

“ ‘The art of speaking and of understanding stand opposite each other and [yet] correspond to each other [3] … Hermeneutics and rhetoric are intimately related in that every act of understanding is the converse of an act of speaking, requiring one to grasp the thought [and the sense, essence, intent and/or sentiment] which underlies the statement’.” [4.2] (Watson 2007: 19)      

Back in 1962, Aldous Huxley released a visionary novel entitled Island, which I maintain was probably intended as a reformist antidote to his much earlier essentially bleak traumatic iconic work, Brave New World (1932). 

Periodically, the phrase “brave new world” is glibly trotted out to label our contemporary socio-cultural and political dilemmas and malaise.  Whereas, many of the universal principles explored in Island would be just as pertinent as a prospective communal humanitarian antidote to this malaise as these were when they appeared, aside from the now palpably misguided though presumably sincere resort to drug imagery and exploration in Huxley’s work. 

Huxley envisaged “Mutual Adoption Clubs (MACs)”, which comprised essentially sets of extended communal families based on a common collective model.  As they proceeded through early life to adulthood and maturity, people could choose the extent to which they would become involved in any given family context. 

Given the persistence of the generalised nuclear family model in its various forms, along with wariness of intentional community models in the Western context, perhaps this model is ultra-altruistic.  

However, I consider the vital Mutual Adoption Principle (or MAP) inherent here as an orientation criterion which remains viable in any socio-cultural context, based on what can surely be retained as a Mutual Adoption Ethic.  Thereby, as universal citizens, each and all of us could be admonished to appreciate, assist and care for each other to whatever extent feasible.   We could seek to become progressively “responsible” in this endeavour, incrementally and perpetually further cultivating our “ability to respond”, through a deep sense and quality of what I have cited previously as mutual maturity. 

Thus the cogent beneficent elements of Huxley’s work in this respect could remain richly relevant and resonant in their meaning and significance. 

Meanwhile, dynamic Community Development New Thinking, Social Movement and Network Interaction, has been emphatically realised through The Community Project/ Culture Lab International collaboration, described and documented comprehensively through the Equanimity Mate ! – Ten Years On Overview and Review.  

This initiative remains a timely substantive record of what can be achieved in the broad local context through vibrant communal agency interactivity around a deep rich relevant and resonant project theme and/or catalyst. 

(   Thank you   (
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