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The purpose of this thesis is to develop an alternative to the conception of the Self as homo 

oeconomicus lying at the roots of the dominant economic ideas which are leading to the global environmental 

crisis. I argue that the (self-)conception of the Self influences decision-making processes about 

environmental ethical dilemmas in the everyday life. The question is then what conception of the self is more 

likely to encourage sustainable individual lifestyles. The dominant economic conceptions of the Self as 

independent and self-interested, and of its environment as objectifiable resources are confronted to 

intercultural and interdisciplinary perspectives. First, the notion of embodied self in interdependence with 

its environment and others through empathy-like-intersubjectivity and embodied cognition is explored with 

the tools of cognitive sciences. Second, the understanding of the self as a performative dialogical 

construction is shown to be a powerful tool for the development of environmental self-construals and 

narratives.  

Obstacles to the theorization of sustainability are contributing to complexifying environmental 

individual decision-making. The intrinsic uncertainties, the problem of spatial distance and the problem of 

temporal distance are weakening the emergence of empathy and dialogue between the agent and the victims 

(human or/and natural). Based on the works by Watsuji Tetsuro and Augustin Berque, I propose a conception 

of a relational individual living in a global shared historical milieu which, I argue, can provide solutions to 

some of these problems. For the relational individual, the self is embodied, relational, situated in a milieu 

and continuously creating itself. Ethics emergence from the cycles of exchanges between the self and its 

milieu, as a way to foster adaptability and survival of the human individual and its contribution to the world. 

Taken as a stage of environmental decision-making, this conception of an embodied and relational Self 

provides the ground for an Ethics of Sustainability through the recognition by the Self of its essential intrinsic 

relation with its historical milieu.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

持続可能性の倫理に向けて―環境に関する意思決定の基礎としての身体

包含的自我 

 

ドロズ ライナ 

 

キーワード：環境倫理；身体包含的自我；環境的意思決定 

 

本論文の目的は、地球環境危機をもたらしている支配的な経済諸観念の根底にある、経済人と

いう自我観に対する代替案を提示することである。自我観は日常の生活における環境に関する

倫理的ジレンマについての意思決定過程に影響している。そのため、どのような自我観が個人

の持続可能なライフスタイルをよりいっそう促進するかが問やれる。独立かつ利己的という経

済学的自我観と、客体化可能な資源という経済学的環境観が目下支配的であるが、これらは

文化横断的・学際的な諸観念と対立する。第一に、共感による間主観性と身体包含的認知を通

じて、環境および他者と相互依存関係にある身体化された自我という観念が、認知科学の方法

によって探究される。第二に、自己理解は、行為遂行的な対話的構築として、環境的な自己解

釈と語りの発達のための有効な手段であることが示される。 

持続可能性の理論化に対する障害は、環境に関する個人の意思決定を一層複雑なものにしてい

る。その障害とは、内在的な不確実性、空間的距離の問題、時間的距離の問題であり行為者と

被害者と受ける人間または自然の間の共感をよび対話の可能性を低くする。本稿は、和辻哲郎

とオギュスタン・ベルクに基づき、グローバルに共有されている、地球という歴史的風土に住

む関係的個人という概念を提案する。そして、この概念は、上述の問題のいくつかに解決策を

提供することができると論じられる。関係的個人にとって、自我は、身体化された、関係的な、

風土に属した存在であり、絶えず自分自身を構築し続ける。倫理は、人間の適応能力と生存お

よび世界への貢献を促進する手段として、自我とその風土との間の交換のサイクルから出現す

る。環境的意思決定の段階として捉えることにより、この身体包含的で関係的な自己の概念は、

自己の歴史的風土との本質的な内在的関係の認識を通して、持続可能性の倫理に基盤を提供す

る。 
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0. Introduction 
 

The severe global environmental crisis that our societies face today requires changes in everybody’s 

day-to-day behaviours. Ethical guidelines sensitive to intercultural differences and exchanges are 

needed to guide action in our globalized world. However, decision-making processes are embodied in 

the individuals’ identity and conception of the self. For example, roots of the capitalist model of over-

consumption may be partly found in the Western conception of the self as homo oeconomicus. The 

literature on environmental ethics is still widely based on a Western background assuming rationality 

and concepts of rights or responsibility, and the effort to overcome the pervasive conception of homo 

oeconomicus has been insufficient (Afeissa, 2007; Debourdeau, 2013; Elliot, 1995). Nonetheless, some 

of East Asian conceptions of the Self and morality may provide alternative ways to design 

environmental ethical guidelines adapted to sustainability. 

I will argue that the (self-)conception of the Self influences decision-making processes about 

environmental ethical dilemmas in everyday life. A conception of an interdependent integrated Self, 

which can be found in the East Asian background may lead to more sustainable decision-making and 

lifestyles. I will address the issue of environmental ethical agency with special attention to the 

conception of the Self present in several East Asian traditions of thought, and in some 

phenomenological movements, which are already the result of exchange of ideas and influences 

between the East and the West, such as the Kyoto School of philosophy. 

As global environmental problems require interdisciplinary collaboration, I will also look at the 

conception of the embodied Self present in contemporary cognitive sciences. Thus, I will navigate at 

the crossroad of these different traditions of thought, try to bridge them and show a tendency towards 

the elaboration of a conception of the Self adapted to the contemporary global environmental and social 

challenges we are facing.  

The title of my thesis, “Towards an Ethics of Sustainability: The Embodied Self as a Basis for 

Environmental Decision-making”, refers to three key notions which will be taken from different 

perspectives and manipulated to orientate them “towards an Ethics of Sustainability”. First, the notion 

of the Self is at the core of the argumentation, and this for two reasons. On the one hand, I think that 

the misleading interpretation of the self as homo oeconomicus is one of the roots of the current global 

environmental crisis. On the other hand, individuals -selves- are at the centre of environmental decision-

making; thus at the centre of sustainable changes of behaviours. If we understand better what is the Self, 

we might be able to create one self behaving sustainably and happily. Figure 1 shows how the notion 

of Self will be explored through the six chapters of the thesis. The notion of homo oeconomicus is first 

presented as a severely problematic basis for dominant economic ideas. Some alternative ideas 

contradicting this theoretical economic notion of the self are thus shown in Chapters 2 to 5 around the 

notions of embodiment, constructionism, contexts and relations. Finally, in Chapter 6, I will develop 

my own idea of relational individual based on the elements presented in the other chapters.  
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 Self Ethics and relation Environment 

1. Dominant 

economic ideas 

Homo Oeconomicus Dualism Objectifiable resources 

2. Embodied Embodied Empathy and cognition Interdependence 

3. Construal Construal, story-telling Performative dialogue Green narrative 

4. Environmental 

Decision-making 

Context of personal 

values 

Training  Rational decision-

making and biases 

5. Watsuji Human Betweenness Historical milieu 

6. Personal 

contribution 

Relational individual Medial ethics Global shared historical 

milieu 

FIGURE 1: TABLE OF THE 3 KEY CONCEPTS THROUGH THE CHAPTERS 

The two other key notions are the environment and the relation, or the ethics. The link between 

relation and ethics will appear clearly in Chapter 5 and 6. Following the changes of interpretation of the 

notion of Self in each chapter, the notion of environment and the relation linking the environment to 

the self must be re-explored too. Figure 1 presents keywords to help the reader to follow the evolution 

of the three key notions of Self, Environment and Relation while reading and navigating through the 

chapters. 

Figure 2 shows the general line of argumentation of my thesis. In Chapter 1, I will set the stage of 

the problem, discussing how problematic are the concepts of homo oeconomicus and of the environment 

as objectifiable resources with social and natural sustainability as a horizon. In Chapter 2, I will explore 

contemporary findings and theories in cognitive sciences and philosophy of minds to clarify how the 

self is embodied and how cognition and empathy-like-intersubjectivity are articulated at a basic level. 

More precisely, I will develop my discussion around the concepts of the Ecological Self and the 

Interpersonal Self by Ulrich Neisser. In Chapter 3, I will explore the commonsensical perspective on 

what is the construal self as constructed through the imagination and performative narratives. I will 

briefly focus on green consumer narratives. Chapter 4 is the pivot chapter as shown in figure 2. It 

addresses the extremely complex question of individual decision-making. First, I will show some 

obstacles one faces when trying to solve consciously and rationally an everyday life environmental 

dilemma. Then, some synthetic theories of internal partially unconscious decision-making processes 

and biases will be presented. Finally, I will address the difficult question of freedom –essential for 

ethical decision-making– with the help of the idea of training spanning through time. 
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FIGURE 2: GENERAL SCHEME OF THE ARGUMENTATION OF THE THESIS 

If we change the interpretation of the Self, the conception of the environment will also have to 

change, and this will be the object of Chapter 5. I will shed some light on the relation between the 

“embodied Self” or “relational individual” and its environment as a milieu, with support from the 

Japanese phenomenologist Watsuji Tetsuro. Finally, Chapter 6 will present some classic problems of 

theorization of sustainability, and show how the ideas developed in Chapters 2 to 5 can provide some 

fruitful insights and solve some of these obstacles. In this final Chapter, I will also defend a conception 

of ethics as medial, based on practices and flourishing of the self.  

 

  



4 

 

1. From homo oeconomicus to the contemporary global 

environmental crisis 
 

In this first chapter, I will present the problem, the context and the target of the argumentation 

deployed in this thesis. This chapter is divided into five subchapters. The first one describes how the 

conception of the self as homo oeconomicus lies at the roots of the contemporary global environmental 

crisis (section 1.1.1). This is the first reason why the conception of the Self is at the core of any Ethics 

of Sustainability. The second reason is that citizens and consumers are the key decision-makers when 

it comes to sustainability. Their behaviour can cause of a worsening of the conditions of the global 

environmental system; but it can also be the motor of a positive change towards sustainable lifestyles. 

And at the origin of the behaviour of an individual lies her self-conception of the Self and her ideal Self. 

A conception of the self as homo oeconomicus inscribes itself in relation to a conception of the 

environment as objectifiable resources (section 1.1.2). From this perspective, the relation of the self to 

its environment is hierarchical and utilitarist (section 1.1.3); and the relation of the self to others is also 

understood in the realms of rational calculating self-interest (section 1.1.4).  

The second subchapter is addressing the context of cosmopolitanism of the contemporary global 

social system and how it contributes to increase individuals power and responsibilities (1.2.). The third 

subchapter is setting the target lying at the horizon of the reasoning developed in this whole thesis: 

social and environmental sustainability (1.3.). Subchapter 4 is clarifying two premises present behind 

the curtains (1.4.). Finally, subchapter 5 explains the methodological approach of my work (1.5.). 

 

1.1. Contemporary global environmental crisis 
The scope of the current global environmental crisis has been widely recognized for some decades. 

This crisis spans at local, regional and global level in the environment, and at individual, community, 

societal and global levels from the perspective of human beings. The current environmental crisis 

impacts also different temporal scales (cf. section 4.2.3.): present (direct exposure to air, land, water 

pollution for most of the world population), short-term future (such as the next decades), mid-term 

future (such as the next century), and long-term future (in the case of global warming and radioactivity 

pollution).  

Particular examples of the acuity of the current environmental crisis are available in the news 

in the everyday life, and in global transdisciplinary scientific reports published regularly, such as the 

IPCC. I will not discuss the mechanisms underlying this environmental crisis. The key point here is that 

our actions have serious effects on the environment, at all the temporal, spatial and human levels 

distinguished above. The consequences are such that it may unbalance the global climatic system and 

jeopardize the sustainability of human species, letting apart the sustainability of the existence of other 

living beings. It is now generally accepted that past and present anthropogenic causes are responsible 

for this global crisis.  

Finally, globalization is playing a fundamental role in spreading environmental degradation (cf. 

section 4.2.2.). Overconsumption in rich areas is made possible by severe pollution in far poorer areas 

(which means that rich consumers do not have direct contact with the consequences of their way of 

consumption). Pollution is itself moving across boundaries, such as the haze problem in south-east Asia, 



5 

 

or ocean pollution. The most obvious example is the climate change originated by greenhouses gas 

emissions in areas and times both current and far remote in space and time, which has now and will 

have severe consequences in other areas. The world is now clearly interdependent, and every action of 

one individual will have an impact on others and the global environmental balance.  

1.1.1. Homo oeconomicus and consumers 

As mentioned in the introduction of this chapter, there are two reasons why the conception of 

the Self is at the core of any Ethics of Sustainbility. The first reason is that the conception of the self as 

homo oeconomicus lies at the roots of the contemporary global environmental crisis. The mainstream 

conception of the Self underlying capitalist theories of economic growth and consumption known as 

homo oeconomicus is based on self-interest, rationality, and separation and independence from the 

environment. This conception is thus clearly problematic in grounding a sustainable ethical way of life, 

as it has already widely been criticized, in political sociology, as much as in environmental ethics by 

the deep ecologist Arne Naess and the ecofeminist Val Plumwood. Economical ethics also underlined 

the insufficiency of the presuppositions of homo oeconomicus, as human beings do not only act to 

optimize their utility (or profit), but act in the frame of a sociocultural system imposing rules defining 

what is allowed and what is forbidden, and how to behave towards others and towards the rules 

themselves (Droz and Lavigne, 2006, 58). This conception of homo oeconomicus is thus a dangerous 

“fiction” (Berque, 1996, 39). In short, here are two reasons why the research for an alternative to homo 

oeconomicus is crucial and urgent. First, because the conception of homo oeconomicus is neither 

corresponding with our phenomenological experience as emotional construal beings, nor with the 

cognitive sciences’ findings about the embodiment (cf. chapter 2). Second, because if we built ourselves 

with the conception of homo oeconomicus as the horizon of true ideal of being, we will hardly be able 

to move on towards sustainable individual lifestyles.  

The second reason why to be interested in the Self is that citizens and consumers are the key 

decision-makers when it comes to sustainability. Different players such as businessmen, government 

officials and scientists will have different roles facing the environmental crisis efficiently. But whatever 

is their social role, all of them are basically citizens and consumers. Likewise, an important 

businesswoman will also be a daughter, friend, mother, sister, she might like hiking and reading… in 

short, before being a famous businesswoman, she is a human self. Nowadays, most of us are consumers 

in the global economic system and thus play a key and fundamental role by their choices of consumption 

driving this system. As I wrote in the introduction, individuals’ behaviour can cause of a worsening of 

the conditions of the global environmental system; but it can also be the motor of a positive change 

towards sustainable lifestyles.  

1.1.2. The environment in the contemporary mainstream economic 

For a long time, the environment has been understood in mainstream economic exclusively as 

a resource. This is still largely true, even if the term of “resource” now includes non-material aspects. 

The concept of “ecosystem services” has also grown in importance, but it still connotes that the 

“environment” have to “serve” human purposes. The environment is thus hierarchized as inferior to 

human welfare. Ecosystem services commonly include supporting services such as stabilization of the 

ecosystems and nutrient cycles, regulating services such as water storage and purification or climate 

regulation, provisioning services which echoes the concept of resources (agricultural, genetic…), and 

finally cultural services which refers to the immaterial social interpretation and use of the environment, 
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for arts, education, recreation, or else. In section 5.2.1., I will discuss the logic of dualism lying behind 

this hierarchized conception of the environment as resources.  

Confronted with severe cases of pollution and depletion of local environment, economists 

started to introduce the idea of environmental externalities into their classical cost-and-benefit 

calculations. Externalities are the “collateral damages”, or the unwanted consequences of an action on 

people or, in our case, the environment. To “internalize” an externality means to account for it into the 

cost-and-benefit calculations, so to be prepared to pay the cost of resilience from the damage. For 

example, in a case where the river has been polluted by the industrial activities of factories, the so-

called environmental economics will try to establish the cost that the factory should pay to local people 

who lost a part of their way of subsistence (clean water, fish, and other “ecosystem services” provided 

by a clean river). To internalize externalities beforehand would then discourage enterprises to pursue 

activities which would force them to pay for the negative consequences. The environment here remains 

to be understood as an “objectifiable” (through abstract calculation and empirical measurements) 

resources that can be traded with money. In the example above, the question that it may be advisable to 

stop discharging polluting products into the river is not mentioned. The debate is centred on how much 

money the enterprise should pay as a compensation for the damage to local communities, and maybe to 

the government. Of course, the government might represent “future generations” and “endangered 

species”, but obviously the fee asked will not cover the “cost” of the disappearance of a specie, nor will 

it cover the “cost” of desertification or acidification of a previously fertile soil (because then the factory 

would have to stop its activities).  

Other solutions are presented by economists to integrate environmental issues into their 

calculations such as so-called solutions to market failures. However, the dominant paradigm of the 

environment as separated from human beings completes the conception of homo oeconomicus and is 

still mainstream. To correspond with the rational premise of this conception of the self, the environment 

is described as a resource whose cost-and-benefit analysis can objectively define its value. Finally, to 

complete the exigence for self-interested all-powerful self, the environment is presented as existing for 

the sake to be used by humans. This representation has been strongly influenced by the monotheist 

religions of the Book (such as Christianism, Islam and Judaism) in which nature has been given to 

human beings as a resource. However, it is mainly at counter-current from most of other local traditional 

beliefs which bent in the confrontation with global mainstream economic propaganda. 

1.1.3. What is conceived as “good” in the current mainstream economic? 

As we can suspect from the previous description of how environment is perceived as a resource, 

“good” in mainstream economic is usually economic profits, and ultimately Pareto optimality. Pareto 

optimality is achieved “if no other feasible allocation could benefit at least one person without any 

deleterious effects on some other person” (Tientenberg and Lewis, 2009). This understanding of “good” 

is thus absolutely anthropocentric and temporally limited. “Deleterious effects” is also still very vague. 

Finally, Pareto-efficiency can work only if the system (and the possible consequences of the different 

actions) is exclusively known, which is not the case in our highly complex world (see 4.2.1.). This 

question is, of course, extremely complex and widely debated, but debates about what could be the goal 

for mainstream economic are mainly staying in the realms of the paradigm of homo oeconomicus and 

its objectifiable environment. The enterprise of this thesis is precisely to question these two premises 

lying at the foundation of the paradigm. That is why instead of going into further details about the 

discussion of Pareto optimality, we will question directly the conception of the self and the environment. 
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1.1.4. Interpersonal relationships 

The historical context can help us to understand better the flourishing and power of today’s 

conception of the self as homo oeconomicus. It is legitimate to wonder how a conception of the self as 

independent and separated got rid of other obvious aspects of the individual such as social networks 

and emotions. In short, what happened to interpersonal relationships? The historical contextualization 

of the idea will also help us understand what are its positive and seductive aspects that drove people to 

adopt it. 

For a true world economy to come into being, with vast amounts of commodities, capital, and 

technologies travelling around the globe, laws, and practices had to become more predictable 

and universal. Standardization and impersonal relations were the key conceptual changes. 

(Pomeranz and Topik, 2006, 1993) 

Pomeranz and Topik write these lines about modern markets and then goes across the various 

chronological changes which allowed this “world economy” to develop until today’s situation. To 

stimulate efficient trading on long distances, global standardization was necessary, as the metric 

revolution. Not only weights and heights, but also time (stimulated by the railroad transportation) and 

money became commodified in the nineteenth century (ibid. 214; 194-195). Until then, measurements 

were anthropomorphic and flexible.  

In this world of markets, the social Darwinist notion of “survival of the fittest” became 

challenged as “invention depends on not just the need and the idea, but the willingness of consumers to 

apply the idea” (197). Thus, the self-conception of consumers’ own needs became manipulated by 

marketing strategies to stimulate demands in new commodities. This supported the reinforcement of an 

anthropocentric view of the world to satisfy human needs and wants, with the destructive environmental 

consequences that we know. The metric revolution also indicates a shift from local anthropomorphic 

usages to a system “based on impersonal and unvarying astronomical calculations” (206) as the metre 

is one ten-millionth of the distance along a meridian from the equator to the pole. This revolution was 

led by the French Revolution and linked to the idea that all people were equal before the law. To make 

people equal and able of free judgement and independent will, it teared them away from their social and 

natural web of relationships by emphasizing self-interestedness, egoism and autonomy of the individual. 

This became one origin of the contemporary global multi-level environmental crisis with the conception 

of the self as homo oeconomicus and of the nature as natural resources and factors of production. 

Similarly to the power to uniformize social roles, the power to define measurements and norms 

has always been a political key. From the drawing of maps during the European colonialist period, to 

the definition of measures and scales around the metric revolution, control of information and 

communication continued to be the ultimate weapon to gain power as free trade spread across the globe 

in the new modern world market. Transportation developed and soon huge amounts of commodities –

such as grains– were available in places where people never had eaten them. Food is the most basic 

material good in the everyday life, and is heavily charged with cultural and social context. The challenge 

became then to convince new consumers to change their ancestral food diet for grains to make them 

buy imported – cheaper – grain. One key step in this evolution of the global grain market has been the 

connection forged in India between rice and wheat. 

With urbanization people did no longer produce their own food (and thus lost a unique way of 

learning interdependency with nature through agriculture), and the food sold in supermarkets became a 
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must; “the far-off became familiar through advertising, while the nearby became unknown” (224). 

Package became a key element of commodities, as the provenance warranties, the marketing tools and 

support for the development of brand names. Impersonal commercial relationships of trust to a familiar 

brand name replaced personal relationship between producer and consumer (229-232). As freshness 

lost its ancestral prestige, cleanness became an obsession due to insistent marketing turning people to 

feel dirty, as long as they did not buy soap and other products. A prolongation of this obsession can be 

seen nowadays in societies such as Japan and Korea, where marketing convinced people – especially 

females – that they are ugly and unrespectable unless covered by makeup and so-called “beauty” 

products. Interestingly, these strategies are often based on the stigmatization of the other, transforming 

interpersonal trust into imposed impersonal standards. Moreover, wide cross-cultural contact between 

consumers through brand names and international marketing campaigns came along with globalization 

and international trade market. Countries were then thrown into an international competition of images 

to win the favour of public opinion. One of the responses to this depersonalization of relationships is 

the development of a new pride as a nation, necessary to hold together people whose interpersonal 

relationships had become looser and looser.  

The success of science depersonalized knowledge and withdraw the individual subject under 

“universal” laws. With the withdrawal of the subject came the withdrawal of ethics from the production 

of knowledge, reinforced by the influence of Hume’s is-ought guillotine (for a development of this 

aspect, see Berque, 1996, 21-22). Hume introduced the idea that it is impossible to find what should be 

(ethics) in what is (sciences). Sciences and knowledge became objectifiable and universal, while ethics 

became either universal systems grounded in rational principles (such as Kant), or particular personal 

spirituality. Ethics became a matter of personal choice while sciences stood all-powerful beyond it. 

Nonetheless, this process of depersonalization also brought the ideas of universal human rights, of 

individual freedom of choice, or of universal individual accessibility of knowledge. These ideas set the 

ground for the global social system that we know today. 

 

1.2. Global social system and cosmopolitanism 
We just saw how puzzling the loss of “direct” interpersonal relationships is. However, nowadays, 

for the first time in human history, technologies of communication are allowing us to be interconnected 

anytime all other the globe. A natural disaster in Nepal will be known in the hour to the rest of the world. 

A few hours later, donations from individuals and communities all other the world will be raised and 

converge towards the affected area thanks to the global humanitarian networks. Individuals are not 

confined anymore to their family, their community or the state, but everyone is part of a global 

community. The concept of “Earth citizens” or “global village” illustrates clearly this new cosmopolitan 

aspect. Of course, this global social system is still limited by access to technologies of communication 

in remote or poor areas, by difficulties to communicate between different cultures, languages and values, 

and by isolation (voluntary, social, religious, under State control…). However, it is now common to 

develop friendship across oceans, and to feel closer to some people in another continent than to the 

neighbour next door. Global cultural exchanges are flourishing now more than ever before. This has 

many consequences: global solidarity, inter-cultural collaboration and cosmopolitan identity. 

Communication between geographically distant areas is no more limited to the ruling classes or national 

diplomacy, but is accessible to – almost – everyone. It also implies a weakening of the local structural 

hierarchy and boundaries. Access to information has always been used to reinforce a superior social or 

national status; a brief look at the European competition about the secrecy of maps during the 



9 

 

Renaissances provides a good example. Today, information is accessible to almost everybody, 

diminishing the power of the historical ruling class. This happens, of course, more often in democracies 

and generally also implies a weakening of statism, for the emergence of a possibly more egalitarian 

cosmopolitanism.  

It is important to note here that cosmopolitanism or global community do not imply a 

standardization of cultures and systems of values. On the contrary, global cosmopolitanism opens a 

space of freedom and creation in which diverse cultural spheres can better express their respective 

(autonomous?) identities. In this flexible world of moving ideas, ethics becomes the arbitration between 

different system of values, which take place inside every individual, between individuals and between 

societies and cultures. Ethics is thus no more dictated unanimously by a religious institution, the state, 

or the social norms, but it appears more like a choice or a compromise between different competing 

systems of values.  

 

1.3. Environmental and social sustainability 
An environmental goal that would be more or less consensually good to achieve is sustainability. I 

understand sustainability as the functional integrity of the global system. That means to use the system 

in a way and at a pace that allows its self-regeneration (according to the definition of Thompson (2007, 

8)). For example, this perspective rejects clear-cutting of forests supplanted by a plantation of one single 

species, as it can lead (depending of the species, of course), to an acidification of the soil destroying the 

native flora and unbalancing the whole ecosystem for several hundreds of years. Another example is 

agricultural practices leading to desertification. Any practice leading to desertification of a former fertile 

soil is clearly not “using the system in a way and at a pace that allows its self-regeneration”. This also 

excludes from the label of environmental sustainability most of modern intensive agricultural practices. 

What I mean by “social sustainability” is a political system, or a social organisation which may be 

stable and peaceful. From my perspective, such a social sustainability has to be bottom-up and based 

on values of diversity and tolerance. Any top-down system would lead to abuse and manipulation. Such 

an oppressive system would give rise to revolt from the victims, that is, instability and potential violence 

(Geczi, 2007). Nowadays, the less worse political system in my knowledge is direct democracy, with a 

strong local empowerment. Different alternatives are being experimented today, such as decision-

making by deliberation of a randomly selected group of citizens, but this is not the place to discuss them. 

However, as far as I can picture it, such a stable system would exclude any imposition of religious 

beliefs, group stigmatisation and discrimination (racism, sexism…), and information control or 

propaganda. According to Amartya Sen, “social sustainability” is composed of six main dimensions: 

equity of capabilities, diversity, social cohesion (or interconnection), quality of life (fulfilment of the 

basic needs), transparent democracy (participation), and maturity (personal responsibility and growth) 

(2013, 6-20). The coupling of social and natural sustainability create the ideal horizon of this paper. 

Yet, as said before, in our globalized world, with the weakening of statism and the emergence of 

the concept of earth citizens, cosmopolitanism is getting stronger. Each individual would have a right 

to express her opinion at different scales of actions: local, regional, “national”, and global. This is 

already the case through consumption choices and boycott. This social sustainability characterized by 

freedom of speech and opinion, of flourishing and development of the individual is the ideal in which I 

am developing my reflection. This understanding of sustainability is thus directly questioning the ideal 
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of development as implying growth and materialism. Aiming his criticism to the contemporary state of 

Western cultures, Morin writes (1999, 19): 

Development itself has caused more problems than it solved, and has left prosperous Western 

societies in a deep crisis of civilization. Development conceived exclusively as a techno-

economic progress, including durable development, is in the long term unsustainable. We need 

a more rich and complex notion of development which is not only material but also intellectual, 

emotional, moral… 

Morin suggests an idea of development that fosters a self-cultivation encompassing emotional 

intelligence and ethical growth. He is joined in his approach by Henry who accuses the “barbarian” 

economic and scientific development to take its roots at the very core of life. According to him, this 

“illness of life itself” is tottering our values and, in the end, the very possibility to live in the everyday 

(1987, 6). The critical review of our lifestyles and values necessary to change towards more sustainable 

behaviour is whirling around our conception of the Self. Sustainability is thus starting with self-

development and care, and with the preservation (or the creation) of conditions making this flourishing 

of the Self possible (cf. 6.3).  

 

1.4.  Possibility of a prudent positive change 
The spectacle of the global environmental – and social – crisis may paralyse more than one into a 

posture of worried pessimism. Such a negative perspective often leads to inaction or headlong rush 

towards more materialism and economic growth. To avoid such a slippery slope, we need to embrace 

the positive premise of the possibility of a prudent positive change. 

1.4.1. Positive change possible 

If we are to think about sustainability, we are already admitting a positive premise, that is, there 

is hope: we, human beings, can change towards the better. In doing so, we also need to reject 

determinism, and assert free will and agency. This sense of agency is needed to operate in life. Every 

day, we are postulating a sense of sustainability of the Self in order to organize our lives. We are acting 

by considering ourselves as agent making decisions, in a certain measure, independently from external 

causes. This is a common empirical feeling. 

This sense of agency is closely related to free will. We have a capacity to decide what we want 

to do and what we want to become. Human beings are “masters” of their actions and decisions. This is 

a prideful assertion, because it relies on the power of the human Self, which is not granted, as we will 

see in Chapter 4, sections 4.3 and 4.4. 

Moreover, the idea of “being in control of our actions and decisions” reinforces the concept of 

“responsabilisation” and morality. If we were determined by external causes, there would be nor 

possibility to assign values to actions and/or decisions, neither to assign blame for avoidable actions. 

Without entering in compatibilist debates, in a determinist conception of the world, morality does not 

make a lot of sense. Indeed, a “sustainable” ethics requires a philanthropic posture of trust in future and 

in humanity, and maybe a kind of self-disinterest... or another conception of the Self integrating the 

relation in it essentiality (Droz and Lavigne, 2006, 143).  
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1.4.2. Precaution and complexity 

A basic ontological premise is the existence of the external world through space and time, 

independently of my own personal existence. We can assume that the world is existing even when we 

do not perceive it. That is that we acknowledge the existence of spaces which we have never been in – 

external to my past or present experience –, but that we know they exist through communication with 

other human beings, and I also acknowledge the possible existence of a world beyond the reach of 

contemporary human direct and indirect experience. I assume that the world – that is, every physical 

element outside of my own body – was existing before the moment I became aware of myself, and that 

the world will continue to exist after my death – my body being decomposed and its atoms becoming 

parts of other things.  

These ontological aspects are linked with epistemological aspects of the limitedness of our 

knowledge located in a short temporal and spatial scale. Both as an individual and as a global society, 

our understanding of the global system and long-term balance is extremely limited. At an individual 

level, consumers are facing today an extreme complexity in ethical consumption decision-making. Each 

consumer’s action will have an impact on a temporal and spatial scale far broader than what she1 can 

conceive. Access to a lot of information is now possible through internet; however, finding and 

understanding this information in order to be able to make ethical consumption choices necessitates 

time and commitment.  

In his sixth principle of Deep Ecology, Arne Naess maintains that the knowledge we have today 

of the natural global system is positively complex, in opposition to negatively complicated (1973). This 

complexity must be taken as a richness, just like biodiversity, and should not be an excuse to postpone 

ethical choice-making. This “problem of knowledge” covers three aspects braking the societal 

adaptation and mitigation (see section 4.2.1): access to information, possibility to refuse to believe in 

future threats (climate-scepticism), and voluntary ignorance. 

As Jonas notices too, projection in the future has always been part of the essence and the 

obligation of each action (1990, 59; Theis, 2008). Uncertainty is an obvious component of any choice-

making process, and has led to develop the common value of “prudence” (prepared tinned food to 

overcome long winter-time). In the current environmental political debates, the importance of 

mitigation is underlined as the only way to give us the time to adapt to the severe ecological changes 

(Jamieson, 2005, 263-283). These ideas can be synthesized in the principle of precaution based on the 

scientist paradigm of uncertainty and mixed causality: a causality is supposed between the planned 

human activity and the damage (Ewald, Gollier and De Sadeleer, 2001). This assertion of the 

limitedness of our understanding of the world is humble as it underlines the insignificance of the Self.  

 

1.5. Interdisciplinary and intercultural approach 
As I mentioned in the very beginning of this chapter, I will adopt in this paper an interdisciplinary 

and intercultural approach. I intend to justify it through three axis. First, an intercultural approach in 

this quest of the conception of the Self is justified by the context of cosmopolitanism, accelerated 

intercultural exchanges and weakening of statism. The aim is not to present the potentially more 

                                                      

1 For the sake of gender-neutrality, feminine pronouns are used in place of generic. 
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sustainability-friendly conception of the Self, but to shed light on existing alternative(s), and to their 

convergence towards a relational self. Of course, this research will not be exhaustive, but may allow us 

to envision one possible cross-cultural pathway. 

Second, interdisciplinarity is already omnipresent in tackling environmental challenges. On the one 

hand, subjectivity alone cannot grasp the possibilities of actions in the reality as they are conditioned 

by technology and scientific knowledge. On the other hand, objectivity alone (science and rationality) 

is ethically blind. The Self is the place where the “is” is displayed into possibilities, and where the 

“ought” is born and take the rudder to pick up one of the possible is and toggle it into reality through 

actions. In this research, I will not adventure myself into concrete cases of environmental policies. But 

even staying in the inquiry of the Self at the crossroad of ethics and environment, I need to take into 

consideration recent discoveries in sciences about what is the Self (if there is one!). Neurosciences 

brings enlightening insights about what is happening into the brain and the body, and thus embodied 

the Self. Cognitive sciences offers theories of how the self is developed through childhood and although 

the life. Moral psychology is interested in moral reasoning and thus should be considered when 

researching about the Self and ethical decision-making processes (Doris, 2010). Findings in sciences 

are fundamental to elaborate philosophy, and a good basis to start cross-cultural dialogue. The 

anthropology of ethics, developed in the last three decades, is also a key discipline as it is interested “in 

the construction of a moral self, in the mechanisms of individual management of moral status, and in 

the conditions under which the moral subject practices its agency and reflexivity” (Massé, 2015, 9). It 

also offers indispensable background knowledge to transcultural studies and cross-cultural exchanges. 

Eventually, phenomenology will play a fundamental role into this research, as it overcomes the conflicts 

between different norms and practices and recentres ethics into experience and the concrete context of 

moral value judgement (Massé, 2015, 142). In the end, boundaries between disciplines are often blurred 

and unclear, and that is why a philosophical approach might help to grasp these issues in their 

complexity. 

Finally, ethics is the ability of arbitration transcending disciplines caring about facts, as ethics is 

concerned about values. Concretely, in the global society, environmental agreements are made 

internationally, and thus are referring somehow to intercultural ethics (often deliberately kept vague). 

In sum, “we are in this together”, and this “we” is intercultural and interdisciplinary. Let’s see towards 

what conception of the Self is converging some flows of this “we”. 

 

1.6.  Conclusion 
This first chapter has presented the problem (the global environmental crisis and homo 

oeconomicus), its context (global social system and scientific perspective), and the general direction 

towards which we are aiming (social and environmental sustainability). The interdisciplinary and 

intercultural approach and the presupposition for the possibility of a positive change have also been 

defended here (1.4 and 1.5). The dominant economic perspective on the three key concepts of self 

(1.1.1.), environment (1.1.2.) and ethics (1.1.3) was discussed. The ethical perspective of dominant 

economic discourse has been contrasted with the idea of ethics as the arbitration between system of 

values (1.2.). The conception of the environment as objectifiable resources has been confronted to the 

goal of environmental sustainability (1.3.). Finally, next chapter, the conception of the self as 

independent and self-interested will be confronted with the more radically opposed perspective of 

cognitive sciences and neuroscience. 
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2. Embodied self and contemporary cognitive sciences 
 

If we are to establish a conception of the self answering better to today’s challenges, we first need 

to acknowledge the findings of contemporary cognitive sciences about the self. Indeed, a constructive 

criticism of the conception of the self must consider the contemporary scientific findings about the self. 

A phenomenological approach is also necessary to complete the “objective” or external approach of 

cognitive sciences. As a matter of fact, phenomenology, as the study of structure of consciousness and 

Self “from the inside”, is complementary to cognitive sciences that research the same object, but “from 

the outside”. For decades, cognitive sciences have been actively inquiring the field of consciousness, 

agency, and self. In this chapter about the embodied self, I brush around what Thompson and Varela 

call the “three theses of enactive cognitive sciences” (Varela et al. 1991, Thompson, 2001): 

(1) Embodiment of the mind in the whole organism embedded in its environment. 

(2) Emergence and self-organization of the processes spanning and interconnecting the brain, the 

body and the environment. 

(3) Dynamic Self-Other Co-determination as a basis for embodied cognition 

Nowadays, several authors are working in the same movement towards an “EEE” understanding of 

the self: enactive, embodied and ecological. This chapter attempts to give a short glance in some of their 

work. Two sets of questions can be distinguished. The first consists in questions about the (1) 

mechanism of consciousness, self-reference and agency, and about how these aspects of the self 

relates to the brain and to the body. Elements of responses are to be found with the help of neurosciences, 

psychology and behavioural sciences (among others). Researches usually focus on adult human beings 

and make wide use of patients suffering from so-called abnormalities such as schizophrenia. A unique 

case is sometimes used to support one theory of the self or the other. The second set of questions 

addresses the (2) emergence and development of the self. The wide field of developmental psychology 

approaches these questions from various perspectives and focus on the development of the self from 

birth (or from embryo) to death. The idea behind developmental psychology is that the self evolves and 

changes over a lifetime. These researches usually reject the seducing philosophical idea of an essence 

or a fix, stable and imperishable character of one self. Both sets of questions will intersperse this chapter.  

I have drafted the figure 3 to get a general understanding of the state of cognitive sciences researches 

about the self and how they relate to some widely spread philosophical ideas. Of course, I do not claim 

to be exhaustive nor to propose a fully coherent system. However, I hope that Chapter 2 and figure 3 

and can help in grasping some tendencies and problems emerging in this active and quickly developing 

field. I do not aim here to present undeniable “truths” (sciences are made of networks of theories), but 

to sketch some commonly accepted facts that any philosophical (or ethical) theory of the self should 

address convincingly before going further. I claim that these general “facts” are also elements, 

sometimes trivial, that anyone, to a certain extent, will need to consciously acknowledge when defining 

oneself and taking actions on the world. Obviously, it is possible for one theory or individual to reject 

some of them, but then, philosophical justifications would be required. The underlying idea is that the 

conception of homo oeconomicus is not taking these trivial elements into account, and thus is lacking 

credibility until further relevant justification is given. 
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The first blue column of figure 3 refers to a minimal understanding of the self, when memories, 

identities, and any possible fabrication has been washed away (or has not emerged yet). This minimal 

self, also sometimes referred as consciousness or subject, is at the core of vivid philosophical debates. 

As environmental ethical decision-making calls for a more complete understanding of the self, I am not 

discussing it directly, but I mention it as it plays an important role in the debates of philosophy of mind. 

The second red column refers to the self as it exists in relation with others; the interpersonal self. The 

last green column corresponds to the self as it exists in interdependence with its environment and nature.  

  The upper white part of figure 3 refers to the embodied self; the object of this chapter. I called 

it “basic level” in the figure as it does not involve any linguistic construction or story-telling yet. In this 

chapter, I first skim the idea of embodied self which – can – include the minimal self (or minimal 

subject), the interpersonal and ecological aspects of the self (the latter being especially relevant in 

establishing an environmental ethic).  

The lower orange part of figure 3 refers to the construal self on a narrative level. In chapter 3, in 

order to meet a more commonsensical or practical understanding of the self, I will address this idea of 

construal self (joining, by the way, the underlying presupposition of developmental cognitive sciences) 

and narrative self as a common way to make sense of ourselves over time and to draw an identity. The 

different aspects of the self (minimal, interpersonal, ecological, construal…) are not hierarchically 

organized, nor one is subsumed or controlled by the other. In short, chapters 2 and 3 can be seen as the 

two sides of the same coin. 
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2.1. Embodied Self 
 The body is our interface with the world and the environment. It is impossible for the self to 

have access to the world without the intermediary of our body. Moreover, most of our thoughts are 

composed by words, which we learnt from the external world and the interactions we had and have with 

other people. Thus, the formulation of cogito ergo sum by Descartes already presumes the knowledge 

of a language, knowledge learnt from childhood through interactions with other subjects. These are 

necessary for the survival of the infants. Nowadays, most authors consider the idea of a disembodied 

Self as a mere fantasy (Cassam, 2011, 140-154). However, it does not exclude a sense of “minimal self”. 

The embodied Self2 refers to the Self as existing inside or through a body. Look at your hands. You just 

moved them in front of your eyes, and maybe you leant the head. You are thus inside your body, which 

is always there when you experience something, before any objectivation of it is possible.  

 We are concerned here by the self in that it is a key point in decision-making and agency, and 

thus in the elaboration of a sustainable lifestyle. From this perspective, it is the self-conception of the 

self which is a pivotal point. Thus phenomenological approach and insights are especially relevant to 

complete the cognitive sciences, and all along this paper I have recourse to phenomenologists such as 

Merleau-Ponty and Watsuji. The agency is, indeed, always the agency of a “lived body” supporting 

somatosensory processes and necessary for the perception-action coupling (but maybe not to life, if it 

is possible to live without being an agent, as in a state of coma or persistent vegetative state). In other 

words, the sense of agency is always relational (Engbert, Wohlschlager and Haggard, 2008). 

 Finally, it is important to identify a commonsensical approach (Gillihan and Farah, 2005, 77; 

Vogeley and Gallagher, 2011, 128). In the literature on the subject, three aspects of the self are 

commonly distinguished: physical (body and face), psychological (autobiographical memory, 

conceptual knowledge about oneself…), and agent (combining both aspects). It is worth mentioning 

here that in this perspective, narrative, minimal, pre-conceptual and reflective aspects are amalgamated. 

Indeed, from a common-sense perspective, autobiographical memories, body, emotions and sensations, 

identity, and agency are all more or less mixed up in the melting pot that is the self. However, this 

conception is not devoid of interest as it nourishes an intuition about a continuity or at least an 

interdependent relation between these elements and between the brain, the body, and more conceptual 

aspects of the self. This is precisely the acknowledgement of this interdependence that we are seeking 

to put into light here, as an inescapable setting for a relevant conception of the self and for ethical 

decision-making. 

                                                      

2 Some authors (Legrand 2006, Thompson and Henry 2011, 230; for the opposite view, see Cassam, 2011) suggested a 

distinction between “embodied” and “bodily” self as follows: embodied Self takes the body as an object belonging to a 

subject of experience (essentially mental); when bodily Self holds that the body constitutes the subject of experience. Thus, 

in one sense, a bodily Self would refer to a strongest thesis than an embodied Self for which the body can be merely an 

object. If we accept this distinction, an embodied Self contains already an internal otherness and ipseity, as the body is an 

object distinct from the mere mental self. I will not here argue for or against any kind of physicalism. Indeed, it is possible to 

accept the conception of the Self as bodily subject while refusing to reductionism to materialism, as Merleau-Ponty did 

(1945). 
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2.1.1. Minimal Self 

 The idea of minimal self refers to the pre-reflective, pre-linguistic, pre-conceptual 

consciousness of oneself as immediate subject of experience (Gallagher, Zahavi, 2005). The subject is 

thus implicitly, tacitly and immediately experienced. At this “basic” level, there is not yet – need for – 

any continuity through time. Neither is there any possibility of constructed conceptual personal identity. 

As Strawson puts it, the minimal self is “a bare locus of consciousness, void of personality” (1999, 492; 

2011). This phenomenological sense of minimal self depends on brain processes and on an ecologically 

embedded body (Northoff 2013; Gallager 2000), but one does not need to be conscious of it to 

experience this basic sense of self3. It is sometimes referred as “core self” (Damasio, 1999), which 

always relates to a “proto self” representing unconscious bodily states (Vogeley and Gallager, 2011, 

127). This sense of minimal self is what is left when everything else is excluded, the unfading light of 

consciousness. I will broach here two aspects present at this first minimal level: the sense of ownership 

and the thesis of immunity to error through misidentification. 

2.1.1.1 Sense of ownership 

 The inflationary sense of ownership of one’s own body is a crucial part of this minimal self. 

This is the feeling of belongingness, or mineness of my body moving, regardless of whether the 

movement is voluntary or involuntary. It does not require conceptual nor reflective understanding; it is 

simply there as a basic body awareness. It is thus a first-order experience (phenomenological), which 

does not depend on judgement or constructed thought (Vogeley and Gallagher, 2011, 119). According 

to the taxonomy of Bermundez (2011, 161), we can refer to body-relative information of first person 

conscious (the proto-self mentioned above being unconscious) and nonconceptual. First person 

conscious conceptual body-relative information refers to an affective body image from another level of 

understanding of the self. 

One of the most famous empirical research on the sense of body ownership is the experiment 

of the Rubber Hand Illusion. The experiment consists in watching a rubber hand being stroked 

synchronously with one’s own unseen hand, leading oneself to feel the rubber hand as “mine” and 

attribute it to one’s own body. The experiment leads to doubt of the trustfulness of one’s own body 

experience, but more importantly to the exploration of its components. According to Tsakiris (2011, 

183), the experience of ownership of the rubber hand consists of three distinct dissociable conditions of 

ownership, location and agency (the coupling ownership-agency (Vignemont 2004; Tsakiris 2011, 186) 

is to be approached later). In order to understand better the rubber hand illusion, Tsakiris proposes a 

neurocognitive model of body ownership as an interaction between current multisensory input and 

internal models of the body. This model is based on three comparison of touch referral, posture and 

visual form with a “pre-existing body model” which is constantly updated. Without entering into 

empirical neuroscientific details, the important thesis here is that the sense of body-ownership does not 

merely derives from stable mnemonic representations, but can instead be updated and checked by 

multisensory integration (Tsakiris, 2011, 198). However, the idea of a pre-existing body model is 

severely debated and is not consensual. What is important to raise here is that there is a 

                                                      

3 Minimal self: “Phenomenologically, that is, in terms of how one experiences it, a consciousness of oneself as an immediate 

subject of experience, unextended in time. The minimal self almost certainly depends on brain processes and an ecologically 

embedded body, but one does not have to know or to be aware of this to have an experience that still counts as a self-experience” 

(Gallagher, 2000, 15) 
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phenomenological difference between the experience of someone else’s hand and oneself own 

experience, a difference which can be explained by a sense of body ownership and proprioception (de 

Vignemont, 2004). Nevertheless, it is crucial to note that this sense of body ownership, despite being 

quite commonsensical, is open to criticisms as our qualitative perceptions are not always reliable 

(Anscombe 1962, Bermudez 2011).  

2.1.1.2 Immunity to error through misidentification 

One version of the immunity principle (IEM) reads as follows: When a speaker uses the first 

pronoun (“I”) as a subject to refer to herself, she cannot make a mistake about the person to whom she 

is referring (Gallagher, 2000, 2011, 5, Westen e all, 2007, 685). In this formulation, language is still 

problematically playing a central role. Indeed, inspired by Wittgenstein, IEM has been developed by 

Sydney Shoemaker and is usually understood as a property of judgements (and thus second-order). 

However, the key point is that it is impossible to misidentify ourselves. For example, the 

proprioceptively based judgement “My hands are joined” cannot be mistaken only because the person 

whose hands I know to be joined is not me (Cassam, 2011, 141). As the first-person experience is 

immediate and non-observational, it does not involve a perceptual or reflective act of consciousness. 

IEM can refer thus to a primitive form of self-consciousness including interoception and movement 

sense related to the basic thesis that “introspection cannot provide information about anybody other 

than me” (Bermudez, 2011, 167). 

The most common objection raised against IEM is that these claims “exaggerate the epistemic 

privileges of introspective knowledge” (Cassam, 2011, 151). As for the case of bodily self-awareness, 

interoception is not infallible nor incorrigible. Recently, IEM thesis has suffered from severe attacks 

from neuroscientist, psychologist and philosophers. Nevertheless, it still reflects an intuitive self-

perception on a very basic level, and this very intuition is already giving important support to the 

minimal self. 

The discussion on the minimal self has so far mainly focused on the first set of questions linked to 

mechanism of consciousness, self-reference and agency. It is now the time to move to the other set of 

questions interested in the emergence and the development of the self. 

 

2.2. Ecological Self 
 To structure the remaining part on the “basic” level of the self, Ulrich Neisser’s distinctions 

between ecological self and interpersonal self is useful. Here I start to explore the ecological aspect of 

the Self following Neisser’s idea influenced by ecologically oriented developmental cognitive 

psychology. According to Neisser, the “ecological self” is the “self perceived in terms of its ongoing 

relationship with the local physical environment” (1991, 203). Grounded on the idea that knowledge 

primarily derives from perception instead from representation, the ecological self is a basis, as it is 

“active and perceptible even when no one else is present” (1991, 205). Neisser reject any form of 

essentialism of the self considering it as a single unified entity. In the opposite, he follows the cognitive 

structure hypothesis according to which the self is a “schema/system/model/theory/mental 

representation” including most of individual’s self-belief and developed through its lifespan (199). He 

based his ideas on the development of the infants through interactions with their environment 

(ecological self) and with the other human beings around them (interpersonal self). The research on the 

emergence of the self in infants is crucial as it helps us to understand the self in adults, too. Before going 
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further on the two keys aspects of the ecological Self that are interdependence/subsistence and 

emergence/perception, it is important to clarify the difference with the homonym concept present in 

Deep Ecology. 

2.2.1. Deep Ecology and Expanded Self 

If both Neisser and the Deep Ecology use the words “ecological Self”, it is important not to 

confuse them, as they are completely different. To clarify this approach, I will briefly draft Deep 

Ecology’s conception of Ecological Self as developed by Arne Naess and John Seed. Naess wrote: 

“I am protecting the rain forest. (…) I am part of the rain forest protecting myself. I am that part of the 

rain forest recently emerged into thinking” (Seed, Macy, Fleming and Naess, 1988, 36). The ecological 

self is also referred as “expanded Self” and proceed from the central tenet that human beings are 

dependent on the natural world and part of it, as well as other living organisms. Deep Ecology rejects 

any claim of superiority of human species over other species in the natural world. The realization of the 

intimate dependency to the environment would lead the individual to adopt a strong ecocentric 

perspective, and to “expand the self” in an identification process with “others”, including other human 

beings, other animals, other living beings, ecosystems, and finally, the whole biosphere (Bragg, 1996). 

The founder of Deep Ecology, Arne Naess, places the “relation” as essential for an entity to be itself. 

Organisms are knots in the biospherical net or field of intrinsic relations. An intrinsic relation 

between two things A and B is such that the relation belongs to the definitions or basic 

constitutions of A and B, so that without the relation, A and B are no longer the same things. 

(Naess, 1973, 95) 

It is impossible for A to exist as such, independently from its relation with B. This perspective is 

breaking the Western classical scheme of agency. Human beings are no more agents acting on a passive 

natural environment, but are an integrated part of it. Biosphere egalitarianism is another fundamental 

principle of Deep Ecology: every living being has an equal right to live and flourish. Arne Naess is 

directly criticizing the conception of human, and Self rooted in contemporary modern capitalist society 

and originated in Christian tradition placing Human – and especially man – as a ruler and a master 

above the rest of the living being. This conception of “ecological self” brushes past essentialism and is 

openly embracing a spiritual-ethical tendency, which is clearly not the case with the more pragmatic 

and developmental conception of Neisser. 

2.2.2. Needs: Interdependence, subsistence 

 Two other criticisms can be addressed to the extended self of Deep Ecology. The first one is 

the dissolution of responsibility. If the self is “dissolved” in the environment, this may lead to a 

disappearance of agency, and thus responsibility. This relates to the debates around free-will, agency 

and ethical decision-making. The second critic has been addressed by the ecofeminist Val Plumwood 

under the term of indistinguishability account. According to her, Deep Ecology recognizes rightfully 

the wrongness of the dualism separating human from nature (see section 5.2.1.), but its answer is a 

process of unification; “a metaphysics that insists that everything is really part of an indistinguisable 

from everything else” (1991, 13). By doing so, Deep Ecology is falling into a kind of atomism ignoring 

differences which are, in fact, a fundamental part of everyday life. This process of unification leads to 

a critical ignorance of distinctive particular needs. Jean Grimshaw presents it in a very concise way 

(1986, 182-183): 
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It is important not merely because certain forms of symbiosis or “connection” with others can 

lead to damaging failures of personal development, but because care for others, understanding 

for them, are only possible if one can adequately distinguish oneself from others. If I see myself 

as “indistinct” from you, or you as not having your own being that is not merged with mine, 

then I cannot preserve a real sense of your well-being as opposed to mine. Care and 

understanding require the sort of distance that is needed in order not to see the other as a 

projection of self, or self as a continuation of the other. 

This last critic touches a key point of the self-other relation. We will see later the conception of self-in-

relationship proposed by Plumwood to address these problems, but a key idea here is that each organism 

has different needs which cannot be uniformized. And to go to an even more basic level of 

understanding ecosystems; each individual is dependent on its environment for subsistence.  

So to state the obvious, every human being is fundamentally dependent on food, air, water, soil, 

temperature… for basic survival. The ecology of protracted “extero-gestation” specific to the human 

species leaves the infants completely dependent on their carers to survive for several years. Human 

dependence is protracted and “engages explicitly conscious others” who are interacting between each 

other through a web of beliefs and symbols (Rochat, 2011, 60). Adults individuals are also fully 

dependents on their environment for all somatosensory and perception-action processes. This aspect is 

blushingly evident, but it needs to be acknowledged when elaborating a conception of the Self. It is 

surprisingly often forgotten or ignored in the elaboration of an ideal conception of the self as rational, 

independent and separated. It is worth noticing that often essentialism about the self leads to disregard 

the obvious interdependence of the self to its environment. Indeed, abstract thought such as rational 

reasoning can play an important role in limiting comprehension (Fishkin, 1984). In other words, 

intellectual intelligence can sometimes become an obstacle to emotional intelligence (Rolls, 2007). To 

conclude, any relevant understanding of the self will need to acknowledge the aspect of embodied 

dependence on the natural environment on a very fundamental level. 

2.2.3. Environmental Affordances and Point of Observation 

Carrying on the idea that knowledge primarily derives from perception, it becomes critical to 

identify the point of observation (PO). The environment is always perceived from a specific point of 

observation. Awareness of the bodily subject as one’s point of view on the world is, according to 

Cassam, one of the three conditions for bodily awareness; the two others being the immunity to error 

from misidentification (IEM) and awareness to be the bearer of one’s sensations and mental states (2011, 

148). Gibson developed the idea of PO and affordances in order to understand the mechanism of 

perception as a basis for knowledge (1979). The affordances of the environment are “what it offers the 

animal, what it provides or furnishes, either for good or ill”, at the scale of human existence, relatively 

to the action capabilities of an agent, but independently from its perception and its changes of needs and 

goals (Gibson, 1979, 127). The environment constantly affords to the agent a host of possibilities 

(Neisser, 1991, 201). Affordances have three fundamental properties. The existence of an affordance is 

(1) relative to the action capabilities of a particular actor and (2) independent of the actor’s ability to 

perceive it. Third (3), as the needs and goals of the actor changes, the affordance itself does not 

(McGrenere and Ho, 2000, 1). For example, a ladder does not appear to a human agent as two sticks of 

wood, but as a possibility to climb on it to reach further heights. Affordances are thus objective as they 

do not depend on interpretation or value, but they are subjective as an actor is needed as reference. Our 

environment is literally covered by affordances, created by the actor-environment mutuality. 

Affordances are action possibilities given to us by our environment.  
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The point of observation (PO) also refers to the egocentric reference frame (Vogeley and 

Gallagher, 2011, 123) into which we inevitably evolve. From this PO we apprehend our environment 

in function of our immediate needs, and we perceive affordances without having to learn or infer them 

(Bermudez, 2011, 169). This is already true for babies and human infants who are born ready to use the 

affordances provided by the environment (Neisser 1991, 202). In the same vein, Adolph writes (2007, 

867): 

we don’t have detailed, rich, internal representations of the features of the world, but rather that 

our representations consist (at least in good part) of prescriptions of how to obtain such 

information by exploring our environment.  

The importance of the PO is notable as it implies a complete different perspective than the Ecological 

Self from Deep Ecology. Indeed, I think that the Self can difficultly be ecocentric, as it is primarily 

emerging form a PO, and as such situated. Of course, this does not reject the possibility that our 

construal Self should tend to ecocentrism as a normative or ethical question. However, we can say that 

at the basic level, the self is not ecocentric, but is always strongly situated in its social and natural 

environment. 

The ecological self of Neisser is thus embodied and enactive, from the very start. Moreover, 

cognition as access to knowledge about the world is fundamentally embodied, too (see section 2.4.). 

This bring us to the question of the emergence of the self.  

2.2.4. Emergence: lantern consciousness 

As the emergence of the Self in infants can shed light on the construction of the self in adult 

decision-makers, it is crucial to explore it. It is what Alison Gopnik is doing in her book The 

Philosopical Baby. According to her, the three domains known in philosophy as epistemology, 

aesthetics and ethics have their counterpart in babies’ mind as truth, imagination and love, which are 

“inextricably intertwined”, as the ability to find the truth “depends on the capacity to imagine and to 

love” (2009, 244-245). We will focus here first on the epistemological level only, that is how newborn 

access knowledge through inner and outer social and natural environment. There seem to be three main 

ways babies access knowledge: by experiments (babies are happy when their experiments succeed) (87), 

by imitation, and by communication. They learn about our interactions both in the natural world and in 

the psychological world.  

Access to knowledge seems impossible without consciousness, and consciousness itself is 

closely related to attention. The metaphor of the spotlight is used to describe the effects of endogenous 

attention in adults. The attention of adults has been through a habituation technique, and they learnt to 

control their attention by their internal agenda and intrinsic interest of external events. This ability to 

concentrate oneself on a specific object leads to inhibit the distractions and to a stronger ability to focus. 

On the contrary, babies have what Gopnik calls “lantern consciousness”, a “vivid panoramic 

illumination of the everyday” (129). Unable to focus attention on one object, they absorb all information 

they receive from the world without any discrimination4. Unable to control and guide their inner 

attention, their consciousness may be more like a wandering exploration.  

                                                      

4 "So rather than determining what to look at in the world, babies seem to let the world determine what they look at. And rather 

than deciding where to focus attention and where to inhibit distractions, babies seem to be conscious of much more of the 
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Gopnik suggests that adults can experience a similar state of consciousness in two cases: travel 

and meditation. Indeed, when we travel, we face a lot of new or unexpected events which catch our 

attention, without orienting deliberately our “spotlight” of attention on them. This amount of surprising 

new information makes the traveller feel more alive and exhausted. This is a state of very flexible open-

mindedness to any new possibilities. Open awareness meditative practices also distribute attention as 

much as possible. It is important to distinguish between “open awareness” state and “flow” state, when 

we are so intensively focused on something that we lose ourselves (and the rest of the world). An 

example of flow is playing music, losing consciousness of oneself, but also of time and space, or even 

not being aware of one’s fingers moving. Gopnik argues further: "Instead of thinking about one Big 

Explanation for Consciousness we should be looking for little explanations for all the many different 

kinds of consciousness – endogenous focus and exogenous openness, self-conscious planning and 

unself-conscious absorption, spotlight and lantern" (132). She continues in favour of a coincidence 

between the texture of our conscious experience and the unconscious epistemological processes, as “if 

we change the way we think, we also change the way thinking feels to us” (163). 

This description of a state of un-differentiation and disorganization with respect to perceiving 

the world finds echoes in Daniel Stern’s book (1991) in which he writes that the infants access the world 

via multiple sensory channels that are all open at the same time, actively or passively (mentioned in 

Rochat, 2011, 64). In his article about what it is like to be a newborn, Rochat review evidences of a 

minimal and perceptual sense of self already from the last trimester of gestation, as the self-perception 

and experience of their own body in action is already organized and meaningful (2011, 66-67).  

Rochat writes that infants perceive their own body in perception and action as “bounded, 

organized, differentiated, and substantial, but also situated (e.g. in the early detection of reachable 

objects) and containing (e.g. food ingestion and digestion, early transport of suck-able objects to the 

month)” (2011, 70). Furthermore, the lantern-consciousness implies a deep and direct dependency of 

the self to the environment. Newborns are thus filling the criteria of ascription of the ecological self; 

the behavioural expression by a bodily agent of environmental awareness for action and usage of the 

affordances.  

This level of self in infants is still atemporal. As we can distinguish exogenous and endogenous 

attention, memory can also be controlled from the outside instead of the inside (Gopnik, 139-141). 

There are two types of memories: vivid experienced memories; and knowledge of facts devoid of 

emotions. These vivid memories can be controlled and created from outside of ourselves, by 

suggestibility. Created memories are characterized by an absence of clear sources, or source amnesia. 

A child does not seem to have an inner autobiographical memory, understood as causal relationship 

linking her past, current and future selves; and that makes her very vulnerable to suggestibility. 

Autobiographical memory is closely related to the ability to tell a coherent narrative. Imagination also 

plays a probably less desirable role in the construction of the line of stories of autobiographical 

memories. The source amnesia of children and their suggestibility is putting under question the value 

of their testimony in court of law. The development of autobiographical memory is also linked with the 

                                                      

world at once. They aren't just picking up information about the specific objects that are useful to them - they are picking up 

information about all the objects around them, especially when that information is new." (2009, 119). 
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one of “executive control” abilities (management of our desires in the time-line), as both seems to be 

interdependent. Indeed, as Gopnik writes (2009, 148): 

Executive control is our ability to suppress what we want to do now because of what we will 

want in the future. (...) Executive control requires me to care as much about my future self as 

my current self. 

In adults, this executive control, or will-power is extremely strong, and even seems to define who we 

are by negotiating our past self and future self. Indeed, “owning our past” allow us to envision and care 

about our future self, and to take action now in its benefits, even if this future self is different from the 

current self (Gopnik, 198). Adults are constantly negotiating between current, past and future selves, 

preventing the current self to commit a pleasant action, which consequences in the future will be 

detrimental to the future self.  

However, as autobiographical memory and executive control are so different for young children, 

their internal experience of consciousness should be different (Gopnik, 150). This might converge with 

theories from other authors according to which consciousness cannot be identified as a precise point, 

instead, it develops over time and then unfold or deploy itself over a movement (Umilta, 2007; Deleuze, 

2006). The idea of a dynamic Self (or consciousness) creating itself in constant movements is also 

present in constructionism (Chapter 3) and Japanese phenomenology (Chapter 5). Before exploring it 

further, next subchapter discusses how other human beings play a crucial role in the emergence of the 

one’s own Self with Neisser’s conception of the interpersonal Self. 

 

2.3. Interpersonal Self 
 In both the ecological Self and the interpersonal Self, a relationship is perceived by and 

constitutive of the Self; with its environment and with others. In contrast with the ecological self, the 

interpersonal Self, according to Neisser, exist only in presence of a partner (1991, 206). The 

interpersonal Self refers to a continued mutuality or an ongoing exchange with a partner. The body is 

also our interface with the world, the environment and others. Facial expressions are extremely 

important to establish a relation with others (e.g. people with facial disabilities tend to become socially 

passive), and this importance of the face and body language reveals the dependence on the embodied 

Self to communicate with others (Cole, 2001). Moreover, as human infants directly depend on their 

carers for their survival, success in relationships with others is essential. We will here explore first the 

concept of intersubjectivity, then the neurological evidences of how the brain is designed for 

interpersonal relations, and finally we will try to outline what empathy is. 

2.3.1. Intersubjectivity 

The neuroscientist Georg Northoff argues that as the body is located in the environment, it 

creates an interface between one’s own self and other’s selves called “embodied subjectivity”. He 

explains that more than an interface, there is an “internal otherness”; the other is within the self, or 

alterity (e.g. other) within the midst of ipseity (e.g. self)” (2011, 744). Several authors, inspired by the 

state of human infants, speak of “primary intersubjectivity” as involuntary and affective (Northoff 2014, 

Neisser 1991, Vogeley, 2011). Furthermore, according to them, the brain has a neuroscocial 

organizational structure “by default”. Northoff describes the relation between the self and the 

environment in these words: “a simple movement is part of the basic, prior, and foundational 

intersubjectivity spanning between the brain, the body, and the world” (2001, 765-766). 
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Northoff distinguishes two forms of intersubjectivity. The cognitive form describes a mediated 

and indirect access to other’s selves, while the affective form describes a direct and immediate access. 

The affective form of intersubjectivity is characterized by a shared emotional feeling: empathy. In 

opposite to emotional imitation, when experiencing empathy, one is aware of the origin of the shared 

emotion. Then, empathy is based on perception-action coupling (somatosensory process) but can be 

involuntary (affective approach) or the result of a voluntary effort (cognitive approach). These 

considerations lead Northoff to develop his concept of empathy-like-intersubjectivity.  

Epistemology too seems to be linked with empathy-like-intersubjectivity. According to Gopnik, 

the acquisition of knowledge depends directly on the capacity of infants for empathy, so to speak, on 

intersubjectivity. She adds that in the interactions with babies, the adults’ sense of a strong separate self 

dissolves. Thus, adults create with the infant a sphere of intimacy in which reign intersubjectivity and 

empathy. Infants learn to understand others emotions and expressions and their own thanks to this 

emotional mutuality. Empathy derives naturally from the lantern-consciousness and from the survival 

need of babies to understand psychological interactions in order to be cared of. Besides, as internal 

consciousness is largely determined by the external stimuli, infants fail to make a difference between 

intentional and unintentional actions and directly live the shared emotions as their own. So, they live 

real or imaginary caused emotions with the same intensity and, through imitation, they also live other’s 

emotions directly. For example, when seeing a smile on an adult’s face, an infant will likely imitate it 

in order to understand it. The emotion is thus appropriated through the process of imitation. This 

recognizance of the similarity between the feelings of others and one’s own is one necessary condition 

to develop empathy (Gopnik, 2009, 204-206). Then, in order for empathy to express itself efficiently, 

acknowledgement of the differences in needs and wants is necessary. This acknowledgement that you 

might want something different from what they want is attained by one and half years old, using 

counterfactual reasoning to get to know what would make other people happy. The emergence of the 

Self is thus marked by the process of imitation and self-other co-determination as way of accessing 

knowledge. 

2.3.2. In the Brain 

 Imitation is an essential part of the development of epistemic and social capacities. Among the 

recent neuroscientific researches seeking to a better understanding of imitation and the self, the work 

of Gallese is especially intriguing. Inspired by his discovery of “mirror neurons”, he developed the 

“shared manifold hypothesis”. Mirror neurons are neurons in the brain which are activate when one 

execute one action as well as when one is observing another individual doing the same action, and even 

when one imagine doing the action. These neurons are thus mirroring the activities of others in one’s 

brain. Imitation is thus embodied, spanning from the body, to the brain and the mirror neurons: “action 

observation implies action simulation” (Gallese, 2013; 2001, 37). Performed immediately with the 

speed of a reflex action, imitation happens non-reflectively thanks to a functional neural architecture 

aiming to simulation. Vittorio Gallese opposes the standard simulation theory characterized by an 

explicit cognitive processing, with the embodied simulation which is a non-conscious, pre-reflective 

mechanism of automatic sharing (Northoff, 2011, 759-761; Boulanger and Lancon, 2006, 500). From 

this point, he distinguishes two types of personal identity. Gallese calls the first “i-identity” referring to 

the self as independent, solipsistic and individual. The second, “s-identity”, refers to the intersubjective 

identity identifying oneself as part of a larger community. From this perspective, self and other are 

“extensions of the same underlying “correlative and reversible system self/other”” (Gallese, 2003). 

Gallese’s idea of s-identity may complete, on a neuroscientific level, the conception of interpersonal 
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Self. The Self would be interpersonal as sharing a “manifold of intersubjectivity”. Mirror neurons 

enable, with the body and the brain, “supramodal intentional, emotional and sensitive shared spaces” 

(Northoff, 2011, 762):  

This shared manifold in this threefold sense allows us to constitute a “we-centric space” with 

self-other identity or s-identity, which first and foremost makes social cognition and subsequent 

self-other distinction, like i-identity, possible.  

Northoff thus echoes the hypothesis of a shared manifold when arguing for this neural supramodel. This 

shared manifold of intersubjectivity allows us to constitute an intersubjective identity identifying 

oneself as part of a larger community (s-identity), which makes social cognition and distinction with 

the self as independent and solipsistic individual (i-identity). These findings, combined with researches 

on newborns of developmental cognitive sciences, suggest that human infants are born with the 

mechanism allowing the experience of the equivalence between action-perception and action-execution 

(Rochat, 2011, 75). Moreover, empathic experience would depend on “pairing, coupling” with the Other 

(Depraz, 2001, Thompson 2001). In short, neurosciences findings indicate intersubjectivity to be a 

“basic organizational feature” of the brain (Gallese, 2001). 

2.3.3. Empathy: the core dyad 

Agreeing with our above conclusion that “individual human mind is no confined within the 

head, but extends throughout the living body and includes the world beyond the biological membrane 

of the organism, especially the interpersonal, social world of self and other”, Evan Thompson develops 

his two keys points called the “core dyad” of empathy (2001, 2). Empathy is (1) a precondition for 

science of consciousness and (2) biological evolved capacity of human (and mammal) species. The 

phenomenological first point, referring to empathy as a condition of possibility for our access to an 

“objective” mind as a scientific object, presupposes emphatic cognition and rejects the problem of other 

minds. The second point rest upon cognitive sciences studies including other mammalian species such 

as apes.  

 Empathy has been widely discussed as a possible foundation for ethics, from Hume to Rousseau. 

More recently, inspired by developmental cognitive sciences, Depraz distinguished four 

complementary levels of empathy (2001): 

(1) The involuntary coupling of my lived body with the lived body of the Other (based on 

perception-action). 

(2) The imaginative transposal of myself to the place of the Other 

(3) The interpretation of myself as an Other for you 

(4) Ethical responsibility  

The first coupling refers to the passive pre-reflective intersubjectivity we discussed before and is thus 

supported by the i- and s- identity theory of Gallese. The second involves an active, conscious and 

possibly voluntary effort to access the other’s mind (Boulanger and Lancon, 2006; Thompson, 2001). 

The third level is more abstract and rests on the interpretation of the Other through communication and 

language. Finally, ethic on the fourth level is understood as a responsibility towards an Other who feels 

emotions. From this standpoint privileging emotions, ethical responsibility involves affection and 

empathy for an Other who feels emotions. This understanding of ethics as a movement spanning 

between empathy, imagination, and communication converges with the idea of imagination-love by 
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Gopnik. A parallel can be possibly made with the three ways infants access knowledge according to 

Gopnik. Access by imitation can be related to the first level, access by experiment to the second one (as 

a imaginative experiment), and access by communication to the third one. As we focused in this first 

part on the basic level of Self preceding language and reflection, the development of Depraz’ 2-4 levels 

of empathy will be done in the next part. 

 

2.4. Embodied cognition 
A conception of the self rests on a conception of cognition as embodied, too. Wilson distinguishes 

six aspects in which our cognition is embodied (2002, 625-626). The relation between the self and its 

environment is bidirectional, as “it affects us as we affect it” (Adolph, 2006, 868). Cognition is thus (1) 

situated, as it takes places in bidirectional perception-action coupling. Then, cognition is (2) time-

pressured in the real-time interaction with its environment, compressed in the “now”, as we shortly 

saw with Gopnik’s lantern consciousness. Thirdly, as our information-processing abilities are limited, 

cognitive work is (3) offloaded onto the environment (Rhee, 2010, 133), as shown by the idea of 

affordances. Fourth, as demonstrated several times here, the cognitive system (4) includes the 

environment, as the information flowing between the brain and the environment is so dense that it 

cannot be separated and extracted as a single unit. Then, cognition is oriented (5) for action. Finally, 

cognition is (6) bodily and embodied as it is intrinsically linked with sensory-motor processes of the 

body.  

 Self and cognition are thus fundamentally embodied, and there is no independence of brain 

from environment. Both are social and situated, and conscious experience (or mind, or conscious self) 

arises from a web of relations between brain, body, and external environment. Still, the brain has “some 

control over the relative importance of theses relations insofar as it can internalize some of them and 

externalize others” (Adolph, 2006, 875). The conscious self based on neural events thus plays a key 

role in “orchestrating the relation web as its organizing center” (875).  

 

2.5. Conclusion 
In this chapter about the Embodied Self I brushed around an understanding of the self as enactive, 

embodied and ecological (“EEE”). First, we saw that a minimal self might already include the sense of 

ownership of one’s own body, as it supposed that it is impossible to misidentify ourselves (IEM). 

Second, in our discussion of the self in terms of its ongoing relation with its environment, Neisser’s 

notion of ecological self was brought up. The self is ecological as it is in constant interdependence with 

its environment for subsistence and survival. The environment is always perceived from a point of 

observation, by a self who is oriented for action, not for “passive” perception, as shown with Gibson’s 

concept of affordances. Third, the self as existing in relation with others, the interpersonal self, has been 

approached through the idea of empathy-like-intersubjectivity. From Northoff’s neuroscientist 

perspective, the brain has a neurosocial organizational structure, as there is a state of primary 

intersubjectivity between the self and others, as shown in the example of mirror neurons.  

Thus, according to the dominant ideas in cognitive sciences, the mind is embodied in the whole 

organism embedded in its environment. Cognition itself is embodied, as it is situated and includes the 

environment. Embodiment is especially indubitable as during the whole process of emergence of the 

self, infants are in direct dependence on their environment and on others. This dependence goes as far 
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as their cognition or access to the world is hardly decided by themselves, as shown by Gopnik’s notion 

of lantern consciousness. Finally, embodiment of the self seems to be interlinked with a primary 

empathy-like-intersubjectivity, which may offer a fertile platform for the emergence of ethics.  
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3. Construal Self  
 

On the “basic” level, three aspects of the self have been distinguished: the minimal self, the 

ecological self and the interpersonal self. However, none of them had continuity through time, but exists 

in the “now”, in the perception-action coupling; in the present event of consciousness. Moreover, when 

we refer to oneself, we usually do not refer to the embodied self, but to a personal identity, or construal 

self. We explore now how the self is building an identity through this orchestration of the web of 

relations. In this chapter, we attempt to answer the questions of how the personal identity in the common 

sense is constructed through narratives and imagination, and how this account of a construal self 

provides, with the basic aspect of embodiment, an answer to the problem of impermanence. 

 

3.1. Impermanence 
The problem of continuity through time -or impermanence- of the self is an ancient one. Without 

going far back in time, Hume has been influential with his interpretation of the self as a “bundle of 

sensations”. The self is composed of a succession of events of consciousness. As soon as we adventure 

ourselves further than the level of the single event of consciousness experienced in the present, we face 

several difficulties. Indeed, what is giving to the self its “unity” or “continuity”? Am I the same person 

today as I was yesterday, or as I will be tomorrow? During unconscious sleep or coma, is the self still 

pertaining? Does it disappear? In the end, is the self nothing more than an illusion forged with scraps 

of memories and sensations? Many different answers have been given to these questions over history. 

3.1.1. No Self Thesis 

Recently, the analytic philosopher Metzinger argues for an illusionary self in his book “Being 

No One” (2003). Metzinger articulates three reasons why postulating the existence of the self (and the 

necessity of its existence) is so intuitive (2011, 293-294). First, he points out that our mental architecture 

makes it impossible for us to conceive the no-self hypothesis. Indeed, the very action of thinking already 

depends on mental agency and cognitive control (and thus selfhood). Second, when we should use “I” 

as an indicator of the process of the intermittent chain of events, we use it as a designator of a thing – 

the self. This aspect is pervasive in language and in thought. Third, Metzinger refers to the evolution-

shaped structure of our brains, which leads us to interpret a “functionally grounded phenomenal 

necessity” as a metaphysical one. This latter point finds support in neuroscience, as in Northoff’s work 

where the “ever-adapting” self is taken to be a structure or a function (2001). However, the fact that 

postulating an existent self is “intuitive” does not imply that it really exists. On the contrary, for 

Metzinger the self is simply an intuitive illusion. 

In a completely different context, recognizing the problem of continuity through time and 

taking this aspect of “impermanence” as a key, Buddhist philosophies have been working on the thesis 

of the illusionary self for centuries (Dreyfus and Thompson, 2007; Garfield and Graham, 2009; Martin, 

2009). The strong thesis of Buddhist Reductionism starts with postulating the no-self thesis and then 

goes on assuming that “the person is a conceptual fiction, something that is only conventionally and not 

ultimately real” (Sidertis, 2011, 298; 2009). Arguing for an “empty self”, the doctrine of anätman seeks 

to get rid of the illusion of a permanent unchanging self and accept the truth of impermanence. Albahari, 

directly inspired by Buddhism, also argue that we should train ourselves towards a “consciousness-
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without-self-illusion” which correlates with highly advanced cognitive capacities in trained meditation 

practitioners (2006, 161; Zahavi, 2011, 321).  

 From Metzinger’s analytical philosophy theory to the more phenomenological religious dogma 

of Buddhism, the thesis of the illusionary Self is defended by many. And indeed, the aspects of the self 

we have explored so far (minimal, ecological and interpersonal), do not offer us any argument to give 

to the self a consistent and lasting unity, but our commonsensical persisting intuition. Dwelling on 

Metzinger’s and Albahari’s works, Dan Zahavi argues that they committed the mistake of assuming 

that “a self – if it exists – must be some kind of ontologically independent invariant principle of identity 

that stands apart from and above the stream of changing experiences” (2011, 324-325). Indeed, drawing 

on Western philosophical and religious traditions of substances and souls, Metzinger presumed the self 

to be a “process-independent ontological substance” existing in isolation from the rest of the world 

(2003, 577, 626). Under this assumption, no self can be found. That is to say, no independent, permanent 

and unchanging entity or soul does exist. Unsurprisingly given its cultural and religious context of 

emergence, this problematic understanding of the self seems to be one of the pillar of homo oeconomicus. 

Indeed, the concept of homo oeconomicus was popularized John Stuart Mill in the 19th century in his 

work on political economy. The concept flourished in a European context strongly influenced by 

Christianity and Cartesianism, and by the quest for a self as an independent ontological substance. Thus, 

in our contemporary context, agreeing with Zahavi and most cognitive scientists, I think there is no 

problem assuming that such a self does not exist. But that does not mean in any case that no self exists.  

 Inspired by Sartres and Husserl, Zahavi argues that an understanding of the structure of 

experience is necessary to reach what is the self (325). The phenomenologist Husserl claims that there 

is no need for an ego to unify the events, as the stream of consciousness is self-unifying by intra-

experiential laws (1984, 364; Zahavi, 2011, 321). In a similar vein, Zahavi defines an “experiential core 

self” with perspectival ownership (the mineness of experience). According to this perspective, the 

diachronic unity of the self is not threatened by “alleged interruptions” such as coma and sleep, because 

“the identity of the self is defined in terms of givenness rather than in terms of temporal continuity” 

(328-329). The mineness of two experiences does not depend on a non-interrupted stream of 

consciousness, nor on their temporal relation, but on “whether they are characterized by the same first-

personal character”. For Zahavi, the simple fact of the basic and pervasive reflexivity and pre-reflective 

self-consciousness in our experiential life warrants “the use of the term “self””. He writes (332-333): 

[we] will never encounter the experiential core self in its purity. It will always already be 

embedded in an environmental and temporal horizon. It will be intertwined with, shaped, and 

contextualized by memories, expressive behaviour, and social interaction, by passively 

acquired habits, inclinations, association, etc. 

Such a pure experiential core self would then involve an abstraction and would be “unable to 

accommodate or capture all ordinary senses of the term “self”” (333). Zahavi’s approach is thus 

rejecting the necessity of the existence of a permanent unchanging self, and of the epistemological 

access to a weaker “pure” experiential core self. His perspective is indeed quite common among 

philosophers of the narrative self and philosophers of the personal identity (e.g. Campbell, 2011). The 

former being the object of the next subchapter (3.2), let’s take a brief look at personal identity. 



29 

 

3.1.2. Personal Identity 

 Addressing the problem of continuity through time, Sydney Shoemaker proposes to base the 

persistence of existence on relation (2011, 356). In a Lockean reinterpretation, he distinguishes thick 

(relational) properties and thin properties. Mental properties are thick properties and then reach 

persistence through time thanks to their relations. Thus, “the existence of a persisting thing is constituted 

by the existence of a set or property instances united by relations of synchronic and diachronic unity” 

(357). As Shoemaker assumes physicalism, the body plays an important role as being in intimate 

relation with the subject through physical bodily goings-on (perception-action…) and mental states 

(360-361). The criteria for personal identity are then, for Shoemaker, bodily continuity and 

psychological continuity. 

 Also following the Lockean tradition, Derek Parfit addresses the problem of numerical identity 

through time (1984). For him, the criteria for personal identity is a constitutional reductionism, that is, 

a person is “reducible but not identical to bodily and psychological events” (Gallagher, 2011, 16). He 

argues that personal identity depends on the context of existence and conception of the individual (2011, 

420). The work of Parfit is especially interesting in that he is concerned with the implications of our 

conception of personal identity on responsibility and ethical issues. Indeed, to assign responsibility to 

an agent for her acts of yesterday, we need to be sure that she is the same person. The question of 

personal identity through time seems thus crucial to assignments of praise or blame. How can we be 

held responsible if the self is ever-changing and memories falsifiable, constructible and forgettable? 

Quasi-memories and imagination and their impacts on personal identity have been widely debated (e.g. 

Bermudez, 2011, 172).  

 In what some authors call the “post-Parfit” era, most philosophers have moved their focus from 

concerns about phenomenological continuity towards embodiment, agency and “characterization 

identity” (Radden, 2011, 548; 2004). Radden writes: 

Although persons are not reducible to their embodiment, they are necessarily embodied, and 

the continuity of the first-person perspective provided by that embodiment is what makes them 

persons. […] And embodiment is required for the sense of identity and personhood in which 

we reflect about what we intend to do, and then act. The body is required for “practical identity”, 

oneself understood as a doer (2011, 549).  

According to her, embodiment itself can thus provide a solution to the problem of continuity through 

time. She uses the notion of characterization identity to refer to identity politics and conceptions of 

narrative self. It echoes the idea that continuity and identity are assured by the construction of a 

“character” agent of own’s life; a hero in one’s own life story. Let’s now move to this narrative or 

construal self.  

 

3.2. Constructionism of the Self 
The title of this chapter is “construal Self” instead of “narrative Self”, because what is crucial in 

our quest is how we construct who we are. The construction can be narrative or episodic or else 

(Strawson, 2004), but my central thesis here is that embodiment cannot be denied when constructing 

our self. All the elements we saw in chapter 2 about the Embodied Self are undeniable fundamentals 

from which we have to elaborate our self-conception of who we are. It follows that any theory of the 

self which does not acknowledge its interdependence with its environment, its ever-changing and 
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adapting aspect, its interpersonal aspect and so on is irrelevant. To borrow narrative terminology, we 

need to acknowledge our embodiment when constructing our self-story.  

The construal self is how oneself understands and explains oneself (Northoff, 2001). As Neisser 

writes, “our assumptions about ourselves form a “web of beliefs”, drawing their meanings from one 

another and providing each other with mutual support” (1991, 198). This level of the self is thus no 

more basic as it involves more or less voluntary fabrications. We are interested here in the construction 

that each of us built to make sense of our succession of events of consciousness, memories and future 

aspirations. This construction is highly complex and only limitedly understood, involving unconscious 

elements and very often incoherence between contradicting beliefs coexisting in the construal self. It 

can also involve understanding of what is good for oneself and how oneself should behave. Finally, 

many authors speak of “multiple selves”, as multiple identities taking over each other depending on the 

social context, such as permutable social roles (Rosenberger, 1992; Radden 2011, 547-570).  

Construal Self refers thus to constructionism understood as cognitive processes within the 

individual. Of course, these processes are influenced by constructivism or social construction (Gergen, 

2011, 635). Several aspects are central in the construal of the self, such as language (performativity and 

narration), imagination, access to knowledge (spotlight consciousness), social role (itself embedded into 

socio-political tensions) and relation to nature. Expanding on Wittgenstein’s work, Gergen advocates a 

relational rewriting of the self as a discursive action and performance relationally embedded (2011, 

646-650). These aspects will be approached in this chapter. 

3.2.1. Narrative Self 

The conception of the Self as a narrative has gained in popularity during the last decades. One 

famous supporter of the narrative self is D. Dennett. According to him, we tell ourselves (and then to 

others) a story about who we are and what we do to make sense of our series of experiences (Dennett, 

1992). The conception of narrative self is often referring to questions related to the meaning of life, the 

normativity and evaluation of one’s life, and finally the agency (and thus assessment of moral 

responsibility). Inside this vast corpus of literature, two different views can be distinguished 

(Schechtman, 2011, 395). First, the hermeneutical view -whose most famous defenders are Taylor 

(1991), Ricoeur (1990) and MacIntyre (1984)- is defending the claims that (1) the lives of selves are 

narrative in structure; and the more normative claim that (2) the sense of self must be narrative.  

Second, the narrative capacity view (Schechtman) or psychological narrativity thesis (Strawson, 

2004) refuses to focus on a life-story in which the self is playing one character. In the opposite, it claims 

that narrative structures, tools and logics are used by selves when describing and explaining their own 

behaviour (Schechtman, 2011, 398). Some authors such as Nelson, describe how infants built a more 

and more consistent narrative of themselves through their development. The fact that narrativity occurs 

in the most basic aspects of human development serves as an argument to defend the narrative capacity 

view of the self. Other authors focusing on the agency argue that it is the ability to tell a story about our 

actions that makes the narrator (thus the self) an agent susceptible to be assigned ethical blame or praise 

(Velleman, 2006; Schechtman, 2011, 400).  

Several objections have been addressed to both the hermeneutical and the psychological thesis. 

On the one hand, per Strawson, these conceptions of a narrative self result in a dilemma, as the 

hermeneutic ethical narrativity thesis is too demanding; and the psychological narrativity thesis is trivial 

(Strawson, 2004, 407-409). Exploring his own personal phenomenomenal experience, he notices that 
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his self is not narrative, but episodic, and that the absence of logical narrativity does not bother him (nor 

prevent him of being who he is). It seems problematic to consider narrativity as an essential or ethical 

part of the self. Aligning with Zahavi, he argues that narrative is not required for selfhood. Instead, the 

meaningful experience and the complex interactions with others are “at most enrichments of an already 

existing self” (Schechtman, 2011, 410). On another side, Lamarque critics the necessity of 

meaningfulness of life often waved by supporters of the hermeneutic narrative view (2007). Indeed, as 

Strawson remarks that lives can be composed of episodes, Lamarque notices that succession of events 

in lives are usually accidental or coincidental; surely not always filled with clear goal-reaching 

continuity.  

Certainly, the imposition of an understanding of narrativity as an ethical norm of conceiving 

oneself is problematic. Indeed, if one wants to conceive her own life without narrative while not 

committing any harm, it is hardly justifiable to blame her. There is neither hardly any link between the 

narrativity of one’s own life and the harmfulness of one’s actions. However, psychological narrativity 

is a very common way people explain and understand themselves. Of course, this narrativity is not a 

perfect continuity, but instead a series of performative choices of memories and identifications to 

concepts. From now on, when referring to the narrativity of the Self, I thus embrace the psychological 

narrativity thesis. 

3.2.2. Example of green consumer narrative 

To understand better the importance of the psychological narrativity in the construction of an 

identity, a concrete example is useful. It shows how the narrative is constructed in a dialogue between 

oneself and others. Before exploring further the importance of language and memories, let me introduce 

an example of green consumer narrative in the field of environmental psychology that will be useful to 

illustrate the next steps. Indeed, if we are to be concerned with individual environmental decision-

making, an analysis of green consumer narratives seems relevant.  

Taking a Foucauldian approach to power, ethics and the self, Moisander and Pesonen analyse 

the narratives of sustainable ways of living and how the self and the other are constructed and invented 

as a green consumer (2002). They focus on practices of the self that narratives refer to (2002, 330). As 

with the constructionist approach of language presented above, everyday life common discourses are 

inherently political and constitute “interpretative procedures for making sense of the world, and hence 

constitute the conditions of possibility for subjectivity and agency” (331). They conducted their study 

on two fronts: non-active role-playing with university students (construction by others), and interview 

of some people living in an eco-community.  

The narrative of green consumer built by “others” encompass two main tendencies of 

discourses. According to a first empowering discourse, the green consumer is (1) an “autonomous, 

prudent and well-informed choosing individual” who acts as a powerful market actor. This refers to the 

socially acceptable green consumer who believes in small good and responsible deeds to make a 

difference, independently of what others might think. A second ironical discourse (2) marginalizes the 

green consumer as a person questioning mainstream economic values, tolerant towards others but strict 

with one own self, seeking for happiness in “inner independence from the prevalent materialistic values 

and modern institutions” (ibid, 335).  

The narrative of eco-communards themselves is centred on two axes. The (1) process of re-

orientation and renunciation of careerism and materialism through gradual personal development is a 



32 

 

first step. The hermeneutic understanding of the narrativity can be found here, when even if everything 

was “externally well”, the life before this reorientation is described as “meaningless” (ibid, 336). 

Joining an eco-community was part of this gradual process. New practices of the self are explored and 

life is reorganised around other objectives, for example, growing vegetables as an activity involving the 

idea of self-flourishing. Another step is the belief in (2) “resistance by not resisting”. This belief is 

supported by the idea that the world will change when people themselves will have changed. Thus, one 

has to start with oneself. Reflecting on and changing oneself become then the most fundamental act of 

resistance (in the Foucauldian perspective). This reassessment of oneself and its relation with nature 

leads to a refusal of a purely instrumental perception of nature, and a reinterpretation of this relation 

with aesthetic and spiritual dimensions (ibid, 335-340).  

Moisander and Pesonen conclude that the practices of the self of eco-communards seek to 

transform themselves into ethical subjects including self-reflection, self-education, and a style of 

consumption “that can be characterised as conscious in a number of ways” (ibid, 340). The process of 

personal and spiritual growth seeks to harmonize with nature and oneself (intrinsically non-violently) 

and to share this quest with others inside a community of like-minded people. The political act of 

resistance is thus first of changing oneself towards one’s ideal, resisting mainstream discourses of 

consumption. The narrative of green consumer is thus elaborated in dialogue between the “green 

consumers” themselves and others; in a performative imaginative dialogue. 

3.2.3. Dialogue and speech acts 

Most of our thoughts are covered by pieces of language articulated in a way enabling the 

composition of stories. Language is performative, as a vehicle for speech, text and thoughts. 

Performativity refers to the fact that speech does not only describe reality, but defines and creates it. 

Speech acts, as theorized by Austin and later Searle, are not only describing a given reality, but also 

changing the social reality they are describing. For example, when marrying, the words of the husband 

and the wife are changing the social reality of their lives, and of the lives of the one around them. More 

extensively, gender is also socially constructed. Being a woman or a man is not (only) biologically 

defined, but more importantly socially consolidated through speech acts and behaviours.  

Yet, language is social and performative. Thus, as language plays a key role in the elaboration 

of the self, the self is also social and performative. As in our last example, one is becoming “green 

consumer” relatively to others and to external aspects (e.g. mainstream lifestyle of over-consumption). 

The narrative of environmentalist is constructed in this political dynamic of power relations and 

resistance to a socio-economic system. By telling the story of a spiritual individual living in harmony 

with nature and by recognizing oneself in this identity, “eco-communard” is becoming a reality. The 

“green consumer” narrative is thus strongly performative. 

The strength of performativity is currently widely explored in neuroscience studies about the 

impact of meditation on the brain as “plasticity of the mind” (Lutz et al., 2007). Some practices of 

meditation have been proven to lead to concrete important changes in the brain and how it functions. 

Without approaching here the important changes that our conception and practice of the self brings on 

the brain, several authors speak of a “relational” self socially constructed (Gergen, 2011, 645). To use 

narrative terminology, we are co-authors of our self:  

 we are not composing the stories of our lives in a vacuum, but in a world where there are others 

with their own stories about themselves and about us. If narration is going to produce meaning 
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in the way it must for selfhood, we need somehow to negotiate the multiple narratives in which 

we are involved (Schechtman, 2011, 405). 

In other words, the self is “dialogical”. The aspect of dialogue is also very present in the Moisander and 

Pesonen’s study, as the sustainable narrative is built through the dialogue between “in-group” eco-

communards and the perception of “green consumers” by others; non-green consumers. Hermans 

describes the self as positioned in space and time in a dialogue with others (2011, 670-677). “Dialogue” 

is stronger than communication, as the later can be monological. On the contrary, Hermans 

distinguishes his “dialogical self” from both monologue and inner speech in four points.  

First, a dialogical self is multivoiced. Dialogue develops itself between spatially different 

voices from different social or cultural origin only when their differences are acknowledged.  

Second, selves address each other verbally and employ “collective voices” talking through 

one’s speaker voice. In the case of environmentalists, these “collective voices” are present in social 

media and newspapers, but also in old tales and educative materials. Addressivity and collective voices 

influence the content (as gender, marriage, or the label “organic”) and the organization (hierarchy; 

exclusion or marginalization of “extremist” environmentalism) of specific positions in the self. This 

positioning will then determine which “label” oneself choose to embrace as fundamental for her identity.  

Third, the other is “conceptually included as other-in-the-self” (Hermans, 2011, 675). For 

dialogue to occur, alterity of the other and his differences need to be respected and valued. The so-

called “green consumer” is perceived as an “other” by the outside group. But if the outside group is 

marginalizing and rejecting the “green consumer”, refusing to listen to her (and vice-versa), no dialogue 

can occur. On the contrary, once the differences of non-environmentalists and environmentalists are 

acknowledged, the diversity of their perspective can be valued and a fruitful dialogue can emerge from 

their encounter. Through this exchange, the alterity of the other will mutually be integrated into oneself 

and nourish one’s own identity.  

Finally, the dialogical self is embodied in non-verbal forms through performances of specific 

body-language patterns. Performance involves continuous innovation in the creation of one’s own 

identity in dialogue with others. Performance and embodiment are especially clear for communal 

environmentalist, as their lifestyle (local agriculture, art…), clothing (“ethical”, fair-trade, self-made) 

and behaviour are strongly impacted by their identity, and by how others perceived them.  

The conception of the self as social and dialogical may seem threatening as it rejects the idea 

of a stable essential identity received and only slightly changeable. As Hermans writes, the dialogical 

self is “intrinsically uncertain because it is never complete at any moment in time and is always in need 

of a different part of itself, in order to arrive at some clarity in its relation to itself and the world” (ibid, 

674). Indeed, recognizing the alterity of the other implies certain identity costs as it is challenging a 

stabilized self-identity. For example, when an average capitalist consumer meets a communal 

environmentalist, there are great chances that the former feels threatened. Indeed, the behaviour, clothes 

and discourse of the environmentalist are all a kind of criticism of the “average” capitalist consumer. 

To fully embrace the flexibility of the dialogical self, a certain tolerance for uncertainty is required 

(ibid, 677). 
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3.2.4. Imagination and counterfactual thinking 

Innovation is essential in elaborating one’s identity and to differentiate oneself from others. 

Imagination is not only necessary to constitute hypothesis to experiment, but also to understand the 

variety of other’s real minds. For Oatley, (2001, 391), imagination is “the type of consciousness that 

makes narrative possible. It offers us stories of possibilities and of people not currently present in 

situations that are not directly visible.” Hermans, among others, points out the importance of 

imagination in the development of a dialogical self as children spend much time conversing with 

imagined interlocutors (2011, 667). Imagination enables performativity and the creation and invention 

of reality.  

Imagination supports the development of empathy and the understanding of others. By 

watching faces and bodies, we imagine what might happen in other’s minds and we learn to innovate 

an appropriate empathic response. On another level, counterfactual thinking and imagination are 

essential to grasp alternatives and allow us to make choices and act on the world, because thinking about 

possible worlds is a fundamental part of understanding causation. Taking action and intervene in the 

world topple our vision of a particular future into reality. Recognition of the prominent role of 

imagination in ethical choices and actions is essential and surprisingly empowering. As Gopnik writes, 

the simple fact to know that "this sense of possibility isn’t an illusion”, that “the human world really is 

rich with magical potential in a very concrete and realistic way” is exploding the conventional reality 

and throwing us into action (2009, 240). Human beings are creators of their environments, especially 

social environment. An angry behaviour will usually induce aggressive behaviours in response. But it 

depends on oneself to imagine an alternative more peaceful response and to break the vicious circle. 

This backs the notion of “materialisation of the imagination” of Dawney (2011). She is inspired 

by the Spinozist approach to practices of the Self. For Spinoza, selves produce themselves through the 

ongoing affective interactions between embodied capacities for thought and imagination. Imagination 

itself plays a central role in the production of knowledge about the world and oneself. Dawney 

understands the imaginary as “material, embodied and affective” (ibid, 538). This understanding erases 

the rupture or boundary between the ideal and the reality as “ideas are always material and as such are 

parts of a thoroughly materialist analysis of social life. Ideas and imaginings do not cause practice: they 

are practices” (ibid, 539). Imagination is thus a central element of experience and action. Moreover, 

bodily awareness is the foundation from which imagination emerges. Imagination also helps to produce 

and make sense or construct sensory knowledge, as in the action of imagining others embodied in others 

walking bodies. Dawney uses as an example the identity-remaking and therapeutic process of long-

distance walking. During walking, body, mind, world and nature are “aligned” and offer a time and a 

space for self-transformation (ibid, 547). Natural wide spaces thus allow imagination to expand and 

bring together emotions, materiality, cognition and embodied action through movement.  

A different implication of an embodied understanding of imagination is that the conception of 

the decision-making process as a choice between imagined alternatives seems to offer a possible answer 

to Derek Parfit’s Identity Problem in the context of intergenerational justice. Parfit notes that as personal 

identity depends on when we are conceived. Then, if an action requires victims to be judged as wrong, 

environmental policy planning becomes impossible (or very difficult?) to justify in terms of classical 

logic. Indeed, our choice of environmental policy cannot be wrong if we know that it will be worse for 

no one, and whatever risky policy we choose now, if the future generations affected do not exist yet, 

nobody can be worse off by our choice. Parfit concludes that morality concerned with human welfare 
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cannot anymore be explained in person-affecting terms (1984, 120). This problem of biological 

dependency of future people will be deepened in section 6.1.5. Nevertheless, one first key to overcome 

this problem is to choose the less-worse of the possible alternatives. If ethics is intrinsically linked with 

imagination and counterfactual thought, the need for real affected people may dissolve itself, as at the 

moment when the ethical choice is made, one is always taking the decision into a particular – preferable 

– possible world. This solution proposal and others are presented more in detail in section 6.1.6. 

3.2.5. Environmental Self-Construal 

The idea that our selves are constructed by ourselves in constant interactions with others is 

nothing new. Social constructivism and post-structuralism defend this idea in the footsteps of Foucault 

(1988, 1993). In environmental decision-making processes, our representation of our relation with 

nature is crucial. If this representation is originally grounded in embodiment and in our direct 

experiences with the environment, it is also decisively influenced by literature, religion, science and so 

on (Fien, 2002). How self-construal predicts environmental concern has been recently explored by the 

new discipline of environmental psychology. Three factors are used to determine self-construal: ideals 

(value basis theory), degree of implicit connection with nature (practices), and culture (Arnocky et al., 

2007; Markus and Kitayama, 1991). It is now common to distinguish three main types of self-construal 

in relation to the environment. These three types do not exclude each other, but people usually “include 

features of all three aspects of self in their self-systems” (Arnocky, 2007, 257). The works of Arnocky 

et al. and Markus and Kitayama are examples of the use of this typology: 

1. Independent self-construal 

The independent self encompasses values and abilities promoting self-esteem and actions that 

distinguish one from others. The conception of the self homo oeconomicus discussed before is a typical 

example of this category. It emphasizes free will, internal emotions and thoughts, achievement of 

personal goals and direct communication. This self-construal is usually associated with Western 

societies, even if this association is very limited and severely challenged by globalization. 

2. Interdependent self-construal 

Usually associated – with the same reserves as before – with Asian societies emphasizing harmony with 

others and family relationships, interdependent self-construal promotes connectedness with others. This 

view leads to a flexible self focusing on external features such as statuses, roles, and relationships. To 

fit in a group and to fill a social role are considered as essential. Indirect communication is preferred 

(Singelis, 1994). An example of interdependent self-construal can be found in some forms of early 

Chinese individualism integrating the individual with forces in her surroundings, from the scale of the 

family to the whole world including nature and environment (Brindley, 2010; 2015). Also referred to 

as the integrated self, the interdependent self is in constant relationships with the surroundings, and so 

the relationship may be understood as part of the self.  

3. Metapersonal self-construal 

Metapersonal self is often found in meditative and Buddhist inspired cultures. Indeed, the ideal state 

that Buddhism defends is one of no distinction between object and subject where all things are 

experienced in unity. It emphasizes interconnection with all forms of life. The conception of expanded 

self or ecological self of Deep Ecology also fits into this category (even if in the case of Buddhism, the 

self is disappearing, when in Deep Ecology, it is expanding).  
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4. Self-in-relationship 

In addition to the usual three construals, I think the self-in-relationship advocated by Val Plumwood is 

relevant here (1993). The self-in-relationship with nature is grounded in the feeling of solidarity. Self-

in-relationship is distinct from the expanded Self and the process of identification of Deep Ecology. 

Indeed, as we saw with the indistinguishability account in section 2.2.2., appropriate care for others is 

only possible if one can distinguish oneself from others, because it is essential to acknowledge the 

diversity of needs. On the one hand, differences and distances are necessary in order not to see the other 

as a projection of self. On the other hand, distance is needed to prevent seeing the self as a continuation 

of the other and to build an autonomous identity. According to Plumwood (1993) and Karen Warren 

(1990), relationships are intrinsic to the self and “play and essential role in shaping what it is to be 

human”. Thanks to this relational account, respect for nature results in an expression of self in 

relationship. In contrast to a conception of a selfish and individualist self resulting from a process of 

independent self-construal, feelings of care and responsibility towards environment find easily a place 

in a conception of self-in-relationship. This conception of self-in-relationship may partly solve some of 

the problems of spatial and temporal distance of environmental ethics. 

 The psychological study conducted in 2007 with 205 American university students by Arnoky, 

Stroink and DeCicco is relating the three first self-construals to egoistic, altruistic and biospheric 

environmental concerns. They conclude that self-construal is directly related to environmental concern, 

co-operation and behaviour (2007, 261). If metapersonal self-construal predicts biospheric 

environmental concerns and environmental-friendly behaviours, interdependent self-construal and 

independent self-construal were found to be non-significant in predicting pro-environmental behaviours 

(Dono et al., 2010). Independent self-construal predicted egoistic concern, but interdependent self-

construal did not predict neither egoistic, altruistic nor biospheric concerns. This may be due to the fact 

that interdependent self is not altruistic towards everybody, but only towards an in-group. The result 

might be different for a conception of the self-in-relationship, as the rupture between in- and out-group 

is blurred. However, both metapersonal and interdependent self-construals lead to co-operation for the 

use of common environmental resources. 

 

3.3. Conclusion 
I have defended in this chapter the thesis that embodiment cannot be denied when constructing our 

self. As no permanent substantial Self can be found, what we commonly refers to the self is revealed to 

be a construction. Psychological narrativity -understood as series of performative choices of memories 

and identifications to concepts- plays a key role in this construction. Cognitive processes within the 

individual leading to the elaboration of a “self” have been called “construal Self”. The self is thus the 

ever-changing result of a dialogical and performative action and performance relationally embedded 

and embodied. It is built through a multivoiced dialogue with the alterity, and through a perpetual 

imaginative innovation of making sense of our past memories in order to determine our present self for 

the sake of our future self-to-be. In environmental psychology, three main processes of construction of 

oneself (or self-construal) have been distinguished (independent; interdependent; metapersonal) and 

lead respectively to different types of environmental behaviour. I suggested that a fourth type of self-

construal might be usefully explored: the self-in-relationship. Yet, in order to relate the Self clearly with 

actions, it is necessary to clarify what is environmental decision-making. This is the object of next 

chapter.  
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4. Individual Environmental Decision-making  
 

How are we making decisions? This question is debated in numerous disciplines from various 

perspectives, and its answer is still very mysterious. I research here on how decision-making works… 

which is an extremely vast question spanning from debates on free-will and determinism to ethical 

questionings. Skimming over how agency is working will obviously not bring us clear-cut and direct 

answer (if such answer exists). Nevertheless, I think it is necessary to keep these questions in mind 

when addressing ethical decision-making as they set the scene in which decision-making takes place. 

In this chapter, I first have a glance on different views on the process of decision-making (subchapter 

4.1.). Then, I approach some characteristics of difficulties that one faces when trying to make 

consciously a decision which has impacts on the natural environment (subchapter 4.2.). Third, some 

internal aspects of decision-making are brushed along with the numerous biases (subchapter 4.3.). 

Finally, we see how training about decision-making is crucial as a key to open the door of freedom 

(subchapter 4.4.). 

 

4.1. Process 
From the perspective of cognitive sciences, explicit problem solving includes generally three stages 

of (1) sorting out the givens; (2) stating the desired goal; (3) designing the necessary steps to reach the 

goal (Baars, 2007b, 296). In complex decision-making such as environmental ethical choices, the 

process can expand itself across time. A voluntary decision may thus “have to be repeated more than 

once at natural choice-points” (Baars, 2007a, 239). During the decision-making process, different 

deeper goals and contexts will move the final choice in one way or the other. Our self-conception of the 

self plays here a key role along with other interconnected cognitive contexts. Contexts are in general 

fundamental for us in making sense of the world.  

Environmental policy planning is the process of environmental decision-making at the level of 

a group. However, even in groups, almost all decisions are made by individuals, and in the society as a 

whole individuals are at the centre of environmental decision-making. That is why the parallel between 

environmental policy making and individual environmental decision-making might be relevant. In 

environmental management, the process is understood as a cycle including eight stages, as shown in 

figure 4. These can also be separated following Guo’s model DECIDE (2008).  

Cognitive 

sciences 

Decide model (Guo, 2008) Environmental management 

sorting out the 

givens (1) 

Define the problem (1) observation of present situation 

(2) problem identification 
 

stating the goal 

(2) 

Establish the criteria and constraints (3) analysis 

(4) clarification of the goal 

Collect the alternatives (5) draft of a plan of action 

designing the 

steps (3) 

Identify the best alternative (6) explicit decision 

Develop a plan of action (7) implementation (action) 

feedback (4) Evaluate and monitor the solution  (8) evaluation of results 

FIGURE 4: STAGES OF DECISION-MAKING 

Let’s take a look at environmental policy-making in order to contextualise individual 

environmental decision-making. Each of the eight steps is revealing a bunch of difficulties and presents 
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ramifications spanning beyond the local level and beyond the expertise of one single expert. First, one 

needs to observe the situation and identify a precise problem inside the web of interconnected 

interdependent relationships of the different elements of any environmental issue; social, industrial, 

relative to ecosystems, welfare... Environmental decision-making can be characterized by this high 

interdisciplinary complexity and unpredictability. After data collections and analysis by different 

experts, decision-makers will set a target strongly influenced by their respective political stances and 

ideals. From these discussions, a plan of action will be drafted. Only then will the decision be “official” 

and published, leading to the implementation of the policy. Some years or months after the 

implementation of the policy (depending on the policy itself), an evaluation of the results of the policy 

will be directed and consulted by decision-makers to eventually readapt the policy.  

In general, decision-making is frequently a never-ending cycle. Indeed, after making a decision 

and taking an action, comes the evaluation of the results and further decisions are needed for revision, 

reorientation, or confirmation of the decision in the new context. At each step, several biases can 

influence the process. Givens also changes over time, especially if we include in the givens the specific 

contexts and processors competing to get access to consciousness. Over time, a lot of decisions which 

were first result of conscious deliberation become automatic, such as the way to go from home to the 

office. In sum, inside the individual, the cycle is all but linear through time.  

 The metaphor of the sailing boat can give us a more vivid idea of the process. Let’s imagine we 

are on a sailing boat caught in a storm on the sea. The process of our problem solving takes several 

steps. First (step 1 of figure 4), we need to know the parameters (force of the wind, currents, 

characteristics of the boat) of our situation and state the possible problems and constraints. Then ((2) in 

figure 4), we need to identify our destination by looking to the lighthouse on the horizon. Based on the 

information about the problem and our constraints, we will be able to (3) draft different alternative paths 

we can take to reach our approximate destination. All these steps are made on a moving sea, with 

numerous distractions interrupting the process and changing the parameters; the cold, the sails, the fear, 

the hope, the suddenly broken rope… As soon as we decide to move the rudder on one direction, we 

have to (4) deal with the results of our action and the changes in the situation independent of our action. 

We need to find the balance between all these different aspects in order to readapt the rudder. No action 

is not an option, as not taking action itself is a decision which impacts our boat. 

4.1.1. Lighthouse: Values and Goal 

Utopia is often rescued from attacks against idealism by taking it as a lighthouse which is not 

the precise goal, but rather an essential indication of direction to orientate society or oneself. Utopia, 

like values and goals, is part of the realm of ideal (step 2 of figure 4). However, to keep this ideal in 

view is of crucial guidance in one’s ethical decision-making. 

As stated in the introduction, we assume in this whole thesis the goal of social and natural 

sustainability. The precise definition of sustainability has not been debated for the very reason that its 

details might not matter as much as the intention to aim towards it and to keep this lighthouse in mind. 

To an individual as well, one’s own values and goals in life are very likely unclear and changeable, but 

this does not prevent one from taking strong stands on matters that one cherishes. As we will see in this 

chapter, goals and values are, alike the self, contexts in which one’s decision is taken. These contexts 

can be partly conscious (or made partly conscious), but they stay most of the time in the midst of 

unconscious. 
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4.1.2. Information: Problem, constraints and consequences 

From these four steps of figure 4, (1) and (4) refer to the problem of access to information to 

assess the problem and its constraints, and to balance its possible consequences. Uncertainties and 

limited access to knowledge are a pervasive problem in the process of environmental decision-making. 

This issue is especially crucial from an ethical standpoint. Indeed, as actus non facit reum nisi mens sit 

rea, full moral responsibility cannot be attributed to somebody who was not aware of his or her actions 

and their consequences. Yet, in general, and especially in the case of environmental decision-making, 

awareness of the consequences of one’s actions is extremely difficult to assess. The problem of 

uncertainties and the difficulties related to metacognitive judgements of knowledge will be detailed in 

the next chapter. 

4.1.3. Alternatives 

To be held responsible, one needs not only to be conscious of his or her actions, but also to be 

free to act differently. The way one can elaborate alternatives (step 3 of figure 4) is thus another crucial 

part of ethical judgement. However, conceivable alternatives obviously depend on available knowledge, 

but also on reflection, on effort for innovation and on the premises founding one’s reasoning. The 

phenomenon of fixedness is widely acknowledged: stable presuppositions tend to become unconscious 

and taken for granted to the point that the possibility of entertaining alternatives to them becomes out 

of sight (Baars, 1988, 139; 152; 279). Fixedness is thus one internal huge obstacle to one’s freedom.  

Moreover, as the process of decision-making is mainly unconscious and suffer numerous biases 

such as fixedness, one’s freedom to have acted differently might be compromised. What is at stake in 

the process of decision-making is thus the very possibility of ethics. I will explore some of these 

numerous difficulties and try to navigate between determinism and nihilism towards the lighthouse of 

the thesis that ethic is not non-sensical (in section 4.3.). Before that, in next subchapter, the characteristic 

obstacles of rational environmental decision-making will be discussed.  

 

4.2. Characteristics of environmental decision-making 
When thinking voluntarily and reflecting consciously about environmental dilemmas, one will 

be confronted with three main obstacles: the inherent complexity of the givens and the fundamental 

uncertainty (e.g. highly complex and probabilistic Earth climate system); the problem of spatial distance 

(e.g. consequences of my emissions of CO2 might affect violently people and ecosystems unrelated to 

me on the other side of the planet), and the problem of temporal distance (e.g. most of the victims of 

nuclear waste disposition and depletion of natural resources are future generations). 
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4.2.1. Four types of uncertainty 

Environmental decisions are scientifically and socially uncertain and complex. Four types of 

uncertainty have been defined. While it is possible to reduce one of them, other forms of uncertainty 

will remain. Wynne describes these four categories as follows (1992; Harding, 1998, 164-170).  

First, when the system and the probabilities of its 

different failures and outcomes are well known and quantifiable, Wynnes speaks of risk. Second, the 

notion of uncertainty is used when the system parameters are known, but not the probability 

distributions (1992, 114). Harding proposes the enhanced greenhouse effect as an example, as the 

parameters keeping the Earth’s climate are well known, but the relationships between them still 

uncertain because of the high complexity of feedbacks and outcomes (Harding, 1998, 165). Third, 

ignorance is inherent to knowledge, as to understand something, simplifications are necessary, and we 

“don’t know what we don’t know” (Wynne, 1992, 114). Indeed, environmental assessments are done 

within a set of assumptions and following a specific methodology which omit, obviously, yet unknown 

parameters. Fourth, indeterminacies question the causal chains and networks themselves; that is why 

there do not appear in figure 5. Indeterminacies are omnipresent in any application depending on a 

social context, as the stability or continuity of a social context is unpredictable. Thus, indeterminacy 

can be huge while risks and uncertainties are small. 

In general, both quantifiable and deeper types of uncertainty are omnipresent and 

interdependent. The physical world is random and there is a fundamental uncertainty. Even if it is 

possible to make statistical predictions, no feature can be determined (Schrodinger, 1992). These 

uncertainties present in scientific research and in environmental management are, of course, replicated 

in everyday-life choices. Consumers face nowadays an extreme complexity. Each action can have an 

impact in a spatial and temporal scale which is far bigger than what the individual alone can think (Taleb, 

2007). For example, buying coffee beans in a supermarket in Japan may seem to be an anodyne action, 

but it supports chains of production – fair trade or not – that impact on the livelihood of workers in 

another continent, on the acidity of the soil of coffee plantations, and thus on the social environment 

and natural ecosystems of this production place distant from the consumption place. Moreover, 

transportation of the coffee beans across the globe has long-term impact due to the emissions of carbon 

dioxide reinforcing climate change. The list of consequences of this seemingly trivial action can go on 

for long. Therefore, the access to the information is a key point in the consumer’s ethical choices (while 

keeping in mind that the found information itself is susceptible to the four types of uncertainties). 

Nowadays, information and media technologies provide a great amount of knowledge to be shared. 

Internet plays a central role in the access to the information. If one search information, with the critical 

mind required, one can often find the information on the internet. Information may then orientate the 

consumers towards choices that lower their carbon footprint and other social and environmental costs 

(Boutaud and Gondran, 2009). 

 Arne Naess writes that the complexity of environmental systems (including human beings as 

part) is not to be understood as a complication, but as a richness (Naess, 1973). However, this richness 

makes environmental decision-making extremely difficult. Hans Jonas (1979) points out that in 

contemporary ethical decisions, the role of the scientific knowledge is dominating. But nobody has the 

FIGURE 5: FOUR TYPES OF UNCERTAINTY 

4 Types of Uncertainty Parameters known unknown 

Probabilities known Risk X 

Unknown Uncertainty Ignorance 
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time to inform oneself on every consequence of every consumer act (it is even debatable if this should 

be taken as a utopian lighthouse or not). In practice, to expect every individual to search and create her 

opinion after advanced researches is purely delusive. The acknowledgement of uncertainties has led, on 

the one hand, to the elaboration of the principle of less possible risk (cautiousness) widely applied in 

environmental policies (Abe, 2008). On the other hand, uncertainty is often used as an excuse not to 

believe in the worst scenario and thus to escape ethical responsibility for action, both at the level of the 

individual and at the level of the group (or nation) (Brown, 2009). 

In sum, uncertainty is reinforced by the new dimension in the scale of ethical choices that an 

individual must take into consideration in our contemporary world. The ethical choices are no more 

linked only to spatially and temporally close other human (or sentient) beings; but have impacts at the 

scale of the planet and in an almost unimaginable far future.  

4.2.2. Problem of spatial distance 

Because of globalization, most of the consumed products in developed countries have travelled 

through a long chain or production. The consumption of a product will have impacts on people living 

thousands of kilometres away. Consumers and producers will surely never meet; one can hardly imagine 

the way of living of the other. The geographical distance between the producer and the consumer has 

become extremely large. This implies a lack of direct communication and dialogue between possible 

victims of environmental and social damages and the one allowing the damages to happen by buying 

the products (as we saw section 1.1.4. about interpersonal relationships). Another critical aspect is the 

exportation of social and environmental costs, which become “invisible” to their perpetuators. In the 

case of coffee beans, an example of social costs could be poverty and the spreading of illnesses due to 

unsafe working conditions for the producers. Environmental cost may be the pollution in rivers due to 

the use of pesticides and fertilizers. Thus, consumers are not aware of these degradations, and pay only 

the price of their coffee beans, while costs to clean the river and fight against the spreading of illnesses 

is left to the producers’ country. Mass medias, alternative media and NGOs can share information to 

reduce the perception of the distance, but it hardly can substitute a direct human experience and 

exchange. 

The common strategy to “solve” direct environmental nuisance was (and still is in some twisted 

ways) to simply move it away from its victims (if the latter were socially powerful enough not to be 

repressed and ignored). For example, the noisy and polluting factories were isolated in industrial areas, 

and the wastes were buried – and hidden – outside the cities. Nowadays, as an after-effect of the 

globalization, we realise that the Earth is closed and finite. Even if we are still moving away the 

nuisances by producing, for example, in very polluting factories in China items that are consumed in 

Europe, this is not sustainable. There are no more unexplored invisible spaces where to hide the 

undesirable consequences of our mode of consumption. As Beck writes, “what we learnt from 

radioactive contamination is that there is no more an Other, we have lost our precious possibilities of 

detachment” (1986, 283, my translation). 

4.2.3. Problem of temporal distance 

Another obvious aspect of contemporary environmental issues is the temporal distance between 

perpetuators and victims. Climate change is a long-term process involving futures generations hundreds 

of years ahead of us. The environmental changes we are inducing now will influence the human society 

far after the death of the individuals who have engaged the process. Nuclear wastes will still be there at 
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a time when the human species might have evolved to be very different from what it is now. The 

temporal scale of the consequences of our current actions became the undefinable long-term. Moreover, 

the consequences themselves are subject to the four types of uncertainties (see section 4.2.1.). 

Quantifiable environmental risks are generally short-term, and uncertainty increase with the distance 

separating the predicted future from the present. Indeed, even when the system’s parameters are well 

known, the probability distributions are not, such as in the case of climate change. And even then, 

indeterminacies as for uncertainties of causal chains and networks themselves are still present. Finally, 

the case of nuclear wastes leaves us in a state of ignorance, as it is extremely difficult to picture what 

could be the situation in thousands (or millions) of years. 

Simultaneously, the way of life of individuals in developed countries has been accelerated and 

almost disconnected from the cycles of seasons and natural changes. In Japanese megalopolis where is 

concentrated most of the population, people literally spend their life in boxes (rooms, offices, subways, 

cars) isolated from the external natural environment and standardised in temperature and humidity (air-

conditioner), lightening, smells, sounds, shapes and colours. Immediate and easy satisfaction is wanted 

for both basic and luxury needs (the distinction between the former from the latter is not always 

conscious anymore). 

This is not surprising, as cognitive processes are designed firstly for immediate and secondly 

short-term survival. The capacity for long-term predictions and planning is useless when one is attacked 

by a wolf. What matters in the animal world is “instinct”, or quick, automatic reactions and adaptive 

responses to stimuli. Features described in the “ecological self” of Neisser such as the ability to use 

environmental affordances and to be in a state of interdependence with the environment are mainly 

relevant on a short-term or immediate scale. This tendency to think short-sightly is sometimes referred 

to as psychological myopia. Psychological myopia is one bias among many that affect decision-making 

processes (see section 4.3.3. for the discussion of these biases).  

This addiction to immediaticity is also replicated on a societal structural level. In his critic 

of our societies of immediate deadlines, Michel Serres notes that governmental administration holds 

power over continuity; mass media over daily; and science over possibilities of future. Together, the 

political sphere, the information business and the scientific community hold power over time; the power 

to decide of the future (Le Contrat Naturel, 1990). Yet, in democracies, governments depend on 

elections and thus on immediate short-term satisfaction of citizens; media depends on the immediate 

entertainment viewers or readers; and scientists depend mainly on government and industrial 

multinationals for their income (cf. section 1.1.1.). 

Two last aspects are crucial in environmental decision-making: the shift of references and the 

gradualness of changes. Indeed, we cannot regret the disappearance of something that we have never 

known (Blondel, 2012, 144). This shift of references makes the memories of a previous state of nature 

non-transmissible. The impoverishment of the biodiversity, for example, becomes unnoticed. Moreover, 

changes in the environment are often too gradual to be noticed without paying a special attention to 

them, especially if one is leading her lifestyle in “boxes”. Individuals are thus no more in direct contact 

with the consequences of their actions, and might even never know them if they do not pay attention. 
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4.3.  Mystery of internal process 
Even if one tries to conduct a rational logical internal reflection on environmental dilemmas, it is 

very likely that the actual process of decision-making stays very hazy and mysterious. As Baars writes: 

“Almost everything we do, we do better unconsciously than consciously” (1988, 73). It is true for skills 

such as playing piano or calculating, but is it also true for ethical decision-making? This subchapter 

aims to get a better understanding of the internal processes, how they relate with the self, and finally 

some of the unavoidable cognitive biases of individual human decision-making. 

4.3.1. Global Workspace Theory of Consciousness 

In cognitive sciences, the Global Workspace Theory of Consciousness developed by Baars 

offers some possible clues and has the advantage of including different elements intuitively related to 

decision-making. The theory suggests a “fleeting memory capacity that enables access between brain 

functions that are otherwise separated” (Baars, 2005, 46). The Global Workspace Theory is using the 

metaphor of a theatre of consciousness, with unconscious processes behind the scene and darkened in 

the audience, as represented in figure 6.  

Metaphor of the 

Theater 
 

 

Behind the scene:  

director and playwright 

 
 

 

 

 

Stage  

 

 

 

 

 

Audience in the 

darkened hall 

FIGURE 6: GLOBAL WORKSPACE THEORY - THE METAPHOR OF THE THEATRE 

Baars uses the metaphor of the theatre where consciousness is a bright spot on the stage of 

immediate memory (the neuronal global workspace), “directed there by a spotlight of attention under 

executive guidance” (2005, 46). This theatre called the “global workspace” is like a large conference 

room where specialists share information, compete and make alliances in order to get influence on the 

stage and the spotlight of consciousness. Edelman and Tononi proposed an alternative, but similar 

theory referring to a parliament in which specialized processors are debating to decide the action 

planning and get the power over the executive control (2000, 245-246). In the brain, prefrontal cortex 

might be one possible neuronal workspace, even if other cortices appear to be able to play such a role 

too (such as the posterior sensory cortices) (2003, 672).  
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In the metaphor of the theatre, the stage represents working memory. Working memory is 

constantly involved in the process occurring on the stage, making use of stored memories including 

perceptual memory, autobiographical memory, linguistic and semantic, visual knowledge, declarative 

knowledge and habits and motor skills. Working memory is a core executive function which holds, 

processes and manipulates information. 

The audience in the darkened hall (unconscious) is composed by numerous specialized 

members. Each of them understands and reacts to the speaker in the spotlight in a different way. In 

response to the clapping or booming from the audience, the actor changes direction or leave. Members 

of the audience are distributed specialized processors not directly conscious (language, face 

recognition, image generation…) (Baars, 2007, 196). This theory of distributed models questions the 

idea of a central executive system: “distributed systems are strongly decentralized – it is the specialized 

components that often decide by their own internal criteria what they will do” (1988, 42). Specialized 

processors thus operate as in a regime of market economy, which does not rule out the role of the 

government, but neither centralizes executive power in the government (often thought to be the 

executive self). Instead of a centralized executive force, numerous unconscious specialized processors 

exchange information in the global workspace to reach a gathering consensus which might or might not 

be conscious (1988, 43-45). The important role of unconscious processes is legitimated as conscious 

processes are “computationally inefficient”, “relatively slow, awkward and prone to error” (1988, 86). 

On the contrary, as unconscious specialized processors can operate in parallel and are quick and highly 

efficient in their area of specialization, it is fortunate that they retain the initiative and executive control 

in their area of specialization. 

In 1866, Helmholtz pointed out that we are only conscious of the conclusions and final decision 

per se, but we are not conscious of the neural and cognitive computations by which we reach cognitive 

conclusions (Oatley, 2007, 380). The distinction introduced by Thaler and Sunstein between reflective 

system and automatic system is a commonplace (2008). The automatic system is rapid and “instinctive”, 

while the reflective system is self-conscious and deliberate (see figure 8, section 4.4.). Obviously, when 

speaking of “decision-making”, we are referring to the process of the reflective system. However, even 

in this process operated by the reflective system, most of the process stays unconscious, active outside 

of the spotlight of consciousness on the stage, such as the specialized processors of the audience, and 

the director and playwright behind the scene.  

4.3.2. Self and intention as context 

The last actor of the Global Workspace is invisible: director and playwright trying to exercise 

executive control on the actor and the spotlight from behind the scene (Baars, Ramsoy and Laureys, 

2003, 672). Director and playwright are unconscious systems called “contexts”, which can shape and 

modulate conscious content without themselves being conscious at that time. The word “context” refers 

here only to the inner world shaping our experience, as “the physical environment affects our 

experiences and actions only if it is represented in the inner world” (Baars, 1988, 138-139). Contexts 

are needed to “bridge the gap between evanescent conscious contents and long-term knowledge 

structure” (Baars, 1988, 116).  

There are different knowledge structures such as “goal contexts” (intentions and emotions 

treated as largely unconscious goal structures), “perceptual contexts”, “conceptual contexts” (e.g. 

fixedness, see section 4.1.3.) and “self contexts” influencing from behind the scene conscious actions. 

These contexts are organized hierarchically and compete to get executive control. Goal Hierarchy is 
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temporaly flexible and responsive to external requirements. Take, as an example, a chain of hierarchical 

organized goals leading to the precise short-term goal of eating an ice-cream. The “ultimate” goal might 

be survival, under which come avoidance of pain and increase of pleasure, which leads to the goal of 

gaining social support and influence, and increase self-esteem; which is instantiated in the desire to 

comfortably exert minimal effort; leading finally to the immediate goal of buying ice cream (Baars, 

1988, 156-161). The dominant goal context, while unconscious, will still impose a set of perceptual and 

conceptual constraints on the action (258). However, when conflicts occur between different goals and 

no specific goal succeeds in getting the hegemony of consciousness, one will experience indecisiveness 

and might be emotionally strongly affected by the unconscious struggle between the competitive goals 

(292). 

In this theory, the self is viewed as “the enduring higher levels of the Dominant Context 

Hierarchy”, including both conceptual (self as knower) and goal (self as agent) contexts (Baars, 1988, 

327, italic in the original; 337). As shown in figure 7, self-systems are one part of these contexts and 

help to maintain “constancy of an inner framework across perceptual situations” (Baars, 2005, 50), in 

other words the first-person perspective. They must be contrasted with “self-concept” which refers to 

the set of belief about oneself.  

Self-system Self-concept 

Higher levels of the Dominant Context 

Hierarchy 

Beliefs about oneself and how/what oneself 

should be 

Unconscious and “opaque to direct 

introspection” (Baars, 1988, 328) 

Conscious; 

Controls self-monitoring (338) 

Highly complex, multi-layered and adaptive Oversimplified 

Described from an outer perspective 

Cross-situational context of experience and 

action 

“Objectlike analogue of the self-system” 

(331) 

FIGURE 7: DIFFERENCE BETWEEN SELF-SYSTEM AND SELF-CONCEPT 

As summarized in figure 7, the difference between the self-system and the self-concept explains 

why one can be surprised by one’s own unexpected reactions or thoughts, coming from the self-system 

and not corresponding to the ideal self-concept. One might be constantly switching between the self-

system and the self-concept, the later playing a monitoring role on the former (Baars, 1988, 330). As 

long as the set of goals and expectations within the larger self-system is acceptable to and shared by the 

self-concept, voluntary action is free from inner conflicts (341). However, when one is deeply re-

assessing oneself, the highest-level contexts might be disrupted: “if one’s fundamental assumptions 

about life break down, all actions, ideas, and experiences that depend upon these assumptions must be 

reintegrated under a new set of top-level goals” (Baars, 1988, 344). That major change is what one 

might be led to do when facing frontally and personally major environmental dilemma questioning 

one’s own lifestyle and core set of values. 

Finally, to wrap all this up, the “observing self” in William James’ terminology is the ensemble 

of the systems active in the conscious resting state and inactive in the four unconscious states (deep 

sleep, general anaesthesia, vegetative state and epileptic loss of consciousness) (Baars, Ramsoy and 

Laureys, 2003, 673). This suggests that the self is mostly unconscious and multi-layered 

(Ramamurthy, Franklin and Agrawal, 2012, 325-333). Among the multiple layers can be found the self-

concept (as the set of enduring personal beliefs and intentions), the narrative or construal self, and the 

volitional self (as the origin of executive functions). In sum, as shown in figure 6, the self could be one 
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of the contexts englobing the global workspace where decisions are taken, and it is generally identified 

with the executive system in the everyday life (2007b, 49-51). Referring to William James, Baars 

identifies the director behind the scenes with the “self as agent and observer” performing executive 

functions and having control over parts of the working memory.  

 Obviously, despite the synthetic value of the Global Workspace Theory, several problems and 

objections have been addressed. Here is not the place for an expanded discussion, but two severe 

counterarguments deserve to be mentioned. First, some people find counterintuitive the idea that one 

is conscious “only of a single internally consistent event at any time” (Baars, 1988, 115-117). Baars 

argues that if in retrospect one can be conscious of several elements interconnected at the same time, it 

is unlikely for one to be conscious of them at one specific event of consciousness. Second, the threshold 

paradox asks the question: how and “at what point does a global message become conscious”. Global 

hierarchy allowing momentary access to consciousness to specialized processors might present a 

solution, but if this solution is satisfactory or not remains debatable. Nevertheless, the Global 

Workspace Theory provides us with a synthetic viewpoint on decision-making processes including 

contexts of goals and the self as a flexible higher dominant context. This perspective can correspond to 

the ideas of embodiment and constructivism of the Self, and to the cognitive structure hypothesis on 

which Neisser grounded himself to elaborate his concepts of ecological Self and interpersonal Self (see 

section 2.2.). Finally, if mechanisms of decision-makings are still mainly unknown, biases of decision-

making have been widely studied.  

4.3.3. Biases  

Mechanisms behind the scene of decision-making inside the individual are thus still extremely 

mysterious. In fact, it might be easier to describe the limitations of decision-making than the mechanism 

itself. Indeed, biases are pervasive in any decision-making. Thaler and Sustein discuss choice 

architecture and “nudges” (biases) as omnipresent (2008, 252): 

Seemingly small features of social situations can have massive effects on people’s behaviour 

[…]. Choice architecture, both good and bad, is pervasive and unavoidable, and it greatly 

affects our decisions.  

This choice architecture can be done on purpose, such as how items are ordered in supermarkets, or 

unconsciously. The cognitive contexts in which we are deciding can also be understood as biases, if not 

the fact that they are maybe the very core of our identity and perspective on the world. Let’s look at 

some biases which make us especially prompt to error or misjudgement.  

A first bias has to do with (1) metacognitive judgement of knowledge. Most feelings of 

knowledge rely on one’s prior beliefs, standpoint and past experience. Tverksy and Kahneman call 

“anchoring” the fact that the capacity to conceive alternative or to imagine yet unknown information 

relies heavily one’s standpoint and past experience. For example, someone who has already been 

exposed daily to middle levels of air pollution will estimate the smog floating upon the megalopolis she 

is visiting much lower than someone used to clean mountain air. This aspect is used by Baars as an 

evidence of the primordial role of contexts. He refers to “priming effects” when conscious experiences 

improve receptivity to related conscious experiences (1988, 139-142). These priming effects are also 

linked with the problem of the shift of references described in the end of section 4.2.3.  



47 

 

According to Koriat and other numerous studies, the metacognitive judgements rely on 

unconscious and “nonanalytic” heuristics. This means that the feeling of knowing which is supposedly 

“at the core of subjective awareness” is the product of unconscious processes (Koriat, 2007, 300-301). 

Furthermore, Koriat points out the phenomenon of “underconfidence with practice”; when learners are 

asked to provide an aggregate judgement (for example, the number of items they will remember in a 

short-term future), they tend to underestimate their own capacities (Koriat, 2007, 304). Judgments of 

knowledges are thus not so solid as one might think. 

A second important bias is linked to the easiness of the (2) availability of an information. If 

one can conceive (or bring to mind) easily a type of event, one will tend to estimate its frequency higher 

than it is. This aspect is easily understood if we think of the fact that we usually decide under time 

pressure. In a critical answer to Baars Global Workspace Theory, Shadlen and Kiani suggested a “race 

architecture” of decision-making, according to which decision bounds might “squeeze inward as a 

function of time, thereby lowering the criterion for termination” (2013, 796). Decision-making would 

thus be a competitive race between most convenient solutions (cf. section 2.4. and the discussion of 

time-pressured embodied cognition).  

This might be related to what Westen calls (3) “hedonic heuristic” (2007, 689-691). Hedonic 

heuristic refers to the fact that the brain will prefer to keep emotionally positive coherence instead of 

finding the best solution fitting to the data. This leads to the “inhibition of units of relevant networks 

based on their associations with positive and negative affect” (691). Thus, one might simply not be able 

to think of an alternative if this alternative is too emotionally threatening. This “bias towards optimism” 

(Johnson and Fowler, 2013, 446-447; Johnson et al., 2013) has been widely documented across 

disciplines. Tenbrunsel and Messick refer to this mechanism of self-deception in unethical behaviour 

as “ethical fading” (2004). Hedonic heuristic and availability also lead to the common error of 

judgement of the probability of a hypothesis on its resemblance to available data, even if these latter 

are in reality random. Thaler and Sunstein call this “representativeness heuristic”. Hedonic heuristic 

can explain partly the fixedness presented in section 4.1.3.  

 Fourth, the (4) “status quo bias” is central. In line with the preference for the least emotionally 

threatening hypothesis, one usually prefers to continue a course of action as it has been pursued in the 

past instead of taking the decision for change, even if continuing is not in one’s own interest. It is easy 

to see a voluntary action becoming an automatic one with practice, but the inverse process is more 

difficult (Baars, 1988, 251-259). This is because involuntary automaticity involves a loss of conscious 

access which is difficultly re-acquired. Another way to understand the status quo bias is that the current 

situation in which a person resides is often used as a reference point in the cognitive process. Everybody 

has already experienced how difficult it is to leave a long-term acquired “bad” habit. As most changes 

towards a more sustainable lifestyle touch everyday-life habits, it is easy to see how the status quo bias 

and the hedonic heuristic bias can become great obstacles, even if change of behaviour might be in 

one’s own interests. Making one conscious of a long-acquired habit will inevitably slow one’s actions 

and fill it with hesitating pauses full of uncertainties. To maintain such a state of critical awareness is 

very exhausting and detrimental to every-day life efficient flow of quick actions. To preserve the status 

quo and to maintain habits unquestioned is thus obviously the most comfortable and least-effort option. 

In contrast with voluntary attention and control of action, automatic attention and action is thus much 

more rigid because of the insensitivity to context of unconscious and automatic processes (Baars, 1988, 

305-314). 
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 Finally, (5) peer pressure or herd mentality (with the wording of Thaler and Sunstein, 2008) 

is obviously an important bias. Per several studies (e.g. Solomon Asch), people might answer some 

questions obviously wrongly if everybody is doing so around them. This might be related to the 

phenomenon of recognition in Lacan’s and Freudian analysis of the ego, when the recognition of one’s 

image by others becomes more important than one’s own reality, as one’s very own existence depends 

on others’ recognition. Roberts writes in his analysis on how transparency might have negative ethical 

outcomes: “I have misplaced my very existence into the image” (Roberts, 2009, 960). To fit others’ 

expectations, one might take action against one’s own interests, or directly threatens one’s own self. 

Ethical accountability is “never just a social relationship, nor purely an internal relationship” (2009, 

961). Others’ ethical assessment is like a Damocles’ sword permanently hanging over one’s decision-

making, even if one’s might not be consciously aware of it.  

 

4.4. Training 
 What is at stake in the decision-making process is ethics and possibly freedom. In conscious 

reflection about environmental dilemma, clear limitations appear about our knowledge capacities, 

related to the problems of spatial and temporal distances. Unconscious mechanisms and biases 

unavoidable in the process of decision-making might be even more preoccupying. Unless we are free 

to a certain extent, we cannot be held responsible for our actions.  

Yet, this freedom is characterized by three key aspects. To be considered as free and responsible, 

I must be (1) the origin of my actions; (2) actions that have to be expressive of me and that (3) deflect 

the course of events. From the ecological and interpersonal aspects of the self discussed before, it is 

possible to assert that the self is not causa sui (the cause of itself) overall and ultimately, but an ever-

changing and adapting structure or function in interdependence with its social and natural environment. 

However, to preserve ethics, it has to be the cause of itself “in a way that is sufficient to underpin free 

will” (Tallis, 2010, 31). Ironically, free will seems to be threatened by both determinism and 

randomness. Answering detractors from biodeterminism and neurodeterminism, Raymond Tallis 

proposes the idea of “Space of Possibility” as a place of freedom. The space of possibility is shared by 

embodied subjects and is the “theatre of a life that is led rather than merely organically experienced” 

(ibid, 34). The philosopher of science, Karl Popper seems to share a similar opinion (1966, 232): 

Freedom is not just chance but, rather, the result of a subtle interplay between something 

almost random, of haphazard, and something like a restrictive or selective control. 

The space of randomness in nature could thus be the space of moral choices in human beings. As agents, 

we select between imagined different alternative possibilities the specific cause which will deflect the 

events corresponding to our goals (the self being one context of the goal hierarchy). Instead of 

determinist causes pushing from the past, our lives are led by a diversity of intentions and goals pulling 

from the future (Tallis, 2015, 2). Selection between which different goals and intentions to favour and 

how to realise them is taking place in the Space of Possibility.  

 Then, for an action to be expressive of oneself, it has to be directly related to what one feels 

oneself to be, that is with respect to a “frame of reference”: “the present-past of memory, the present 

future of imagination” (Tallis, 2010, 40). Conversely, the self is expressed in actions with a “temporal 

depth”. Thus to look for agency and freedom on the exact moment when the action is conducted is to 

mistake the target. For example, the cause of the almost perfect execution of a trill in the cadence of a 
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professional pianist is not to be looked for in the second or minutes preceding the performance, but in 

the years of training, practices, adaptation of timetables and choices that led to this performance. 

Moreover, if we look closely at the very moment of execution, one might notice that the pianist is 

merely conscious of the movement of his fingers. It could be said that he is not the cause of the trilling, 

as himself is not aware of controlling the precise movements of his two fingers. The reality of this 

temporal depth of actions and in our lives in general is opening the Space of Possibility. For Tallis, the 

action has to be taken as one temporal expression of a self which has been constructed and trained over 

time. Owning its past and future, the self is acting in the present, and this very action is constructing the 

self-to-be.  

Tallis notes that causation is a necessary condition for freedom. Indeed, if we were unable to 

predict the effects of our actions, the very actions would lose all meaning, and the absurd would kill the 

freedom. He argues: 

Freedom – and moral responsibility – has to operate within some kind of given, or else 

they would have no content. The co-evolution of the self and freedom means that freedom 

gradually acquires a content, and that the self need not look back in shame to a time when 

it was not free – when it as in volitional training wheels, as it were. (Tallis, 2010, 45). 

This understanding of freedom is conditioned and thus vulnerable to, for 

example, brainwashing, torture and some mental illnesses. Essentially 

linking freedom to the self is also preserving ethical responsibility not only 

of a specific action, but also of who one has become and will become. One 

is ethically responsible for the construction of his or her own self. As 

shown in figure 8, this construction is a continuous process coming and 

going between the “cool” ethical decision-making of the reflective system 

where the self is free to choose between the imagined alternatives (when 

the pianist practices his cadence and consciously choose which finger 

moves how); and the “hot” or quick everyday-life choice of the automatic 

system (or when the cadence finally “flows naturally” under the fingers of 

the pianist during the performance). Freedom and ethics thus lies in the 

training, in the never-ending succession of aware choices becoming 

automatic with repetition and time. The “Space of Possibility” in choices 

thus grows in parallel to the self, as the number of alternatives conceivable 

increases with reflection and introspection. Tallis concludes (2010, 47):  

Thus, the awakening of the organism into an embodied subject, grounded in intentionality, 

makes each of us a singular point of departure – and with each of us, beginning with the 

appropriation of our own bodies as ourselves, a new world is born.  

The self as an embodied subject plays a central role in shaping oneself. One is thus free as the originator 

of one’s actions, as these later are expressive of who one is and deflect the course of events accordingly 

with one’s intentions and motives.  

 

FIGURE 8: 

CONSTRUCTION OF 

THE SELF AND 

DECISION-MAKING. 
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4.5. Conclusion 
We have seen in this chapter the possible mechanisms of individual decision-making in general, 

and the difficulties individuals must overcome when facing environmental dilemmas. Three main 

elements of decision-making have been identified: the lighthouse of goals and values, the access to 

information about the problem, its constraints and consequences, and the counterfactual thinking 

leading to the elaboration of alternatives (subchapter 4.1.). Specifically about environmental decision-

making, the importance of uncertainty related not merely to the complexity of the global system but 

also to the spatial and temporal distances has been presented (subchapter 4.2.). We have seen how 

internal processes inside the individual are still (and to remain) very mysterious and susceptible to biases, 

and we have drafted one theory providing a synthetic view: the Global Workspace Theory of 

Consciousness (subchapter 4.3.). It is considering the Self as a high-level context of consciousness. This 

self-system opaque to introspection is highly complex, multi-layered and adaptive. The cross-situational 

context of experience and action is the result of a constant long-term training. Finally, this long-term 

training might be directed towards reaching the ideal of self-concept (subchapter 4.4.).  

Ethical decision-making is thus taking place on the stage of consciousness, supported by all the 

ethical decisions taken in the past present behind the curtains. Values and ethical goals incorporated in 

the ideal self-concept act like a compass to conduct an aware (or automatic when quick unconscious 

decisions) selection between conceivable alternatives. 
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5. Relation and Milieu 
 

In the previous chapters, we have mainly gathered notions and theories of the self from cognitive 

sciences, neuroscience, and Western philosophy of mind. The embodiment brain-body-environment has 

been widely inquired upon, based on a relation of interdependence of the self with others and its 

environment mediated by concepts such as empathy-like-intersubjectivity. Chapter 3 on the construal 

self has presented us the self as dynamic and changing. Finally, we have seen that decision-making 

processes are still widely unrevealed, fundamentally uncertain, and susceptible to several unavoidable 

cognitive biases. Thus, even if cognitive sciences cannot bring us a clear answer about morality, and 

hardly about environmental ethics, they still provide crucial evidences from various disciplines 

supporting a conception of the individual as embodied and construal.  

 We are now left with three main questions. First, we have to elaborate a conception of the self 

recognizing the interdisciplinary points presented until now, by clarifying the role and characteristics 

of the relation. I propose to do so in an intercultural dialogue between unexpectedly convergent aspects 

of Japanese philosophy and feminist philosophy around the core aspect of the relation.  

Second, we must show how such a relational individual relates to her environment and how the 

coupling relational individual with the milieu is sustainable. This will be possible, I will argue, through 

the development of the concept of the milieu by the encounter of French School of Geography founded 

by Vidal de la Blache, and the work of Watsuji Tetsuro and its interpretation by Augustin Berque. The 

reason why I especially focus on the work of Watsuji Tetsuro is that his discussion of the relation 

between human beings and their environment (in Fudo), and of ethics (in Rinrigaku) can be seen as a 

first Japanese environmental ethics. Moreover, as we will see, some of the ideas he developed can 

correspond to the aspects of embodiment and intersubjectivity. 

 Third, and this will be the object of next chapter, we need to shed light on how this relational 

individual make decisions, and how these decisions are moral. In short, how the coupling relational 

individual – milieu can provide foundations for an ethics of sustainability. 

 

5.1. Relation 
The parallel between Western feminist philosophy and Japanese philosophy might appear very 

hazardous and adventurous at first sight. However, when looking at it closer, similarities are striking. 

Indeed, both reject fervently dualism(s) and essentialist dichotomies pervasive in current dominant 

Western philosophy and thought. Criticised dualisms include mind-body, culture-nature, soul-matter, 

reason-emotions and in the case of feminism, male-female. A common criticism that feminist 

philosophy addresses to Western thought is the association of female with nature and bodies, and thus 

with values of passivity, obedience, whose female and instinctive wilderness are to be tamed by the 

civilized white mind. During colonialism (and sadly still now among some people), it was not 

uncommon in Western thought to include in this hierarchized dichotomy skin colours or social classes. 

If Japanese philosophers are generally not preoccupied at all with feminist issues (alike the large 

majority of Western philosophers), they tend to reject the same mechanism of binary dichotomization 

without, however, associating it with female-male gender discrimination. 
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Another aspect of convergent criticism from both some feminists and some Japanese philosophers 

is the interdependency of the Self. Both schools of thought emphasize the fundamental inseparability 

of individuality and relationality. We will explore these two aspects (bodymind and relation) in the light 

of the complementary models of feminist and of Japanese philosophies. As of feminist philosophy, I 

will focus here on the movement of Ethic of Care with the works of Irigaray, Gilligan, McCarthy, and 

the important contribution of Plumwood to the Environmental Ethic of Care (see also Curtin, 1991). As 

of Japanese philosophy, I will concentrate my efforts on the work of Watsuji Tetsuro, inspired by 

Heidegger, Husserl (1984), and Nishida Kitaro (Fujita, 2007); and the interpretations of his work by 

Augustin Berque. It is important to notice before going further that both schools of thought are much 

more diverse than the scope of the research here, and thus it would be more accurate to speak of dialogue 

between these different authors rather than between the schools of thought themselves. Finally, I have 

been comforted in the relevance and the legitimacy of the parallel after reading the recent book “Ethics 

Embodied” by Erin McCarthy who shed light on it and advocate to develop comparative feminist 

philosophy to “rethink Selfhood through Continental, Japanese and Feminist philosophies” (2010).  

5.1.1. Bodymind 

In Chapter 2 about the Embodied Self, we have seen how contemporary cognitive sciences shed 

light on the embodiment mind-body-environment. The importance of the body has been famously 

emphasised by Merleau-Ponty (e.g. 1945), and the importance of the body and of the emotions has been 

widely argued for by feminist philosophies. However, long before that, Zen Buddhism has insisted in a 

non-dualist perspective of “bodymind” (身心) (Shaner David, 1985). From this perspective, the body 

is not seen as an obstacle to knowledge, but as a “vehicle” to access the truth. This can be observed in 

Nishida Kitaro’s notion of the expressive or historical body as a subject co-creator of the world (Heisig, 

2000; 2006; Standford E.P.), or in his notion of “pure experience” referring to experience devoid of 

mental fabrication (Fujita, 2007, 41-50). Indeed, Buddhist philosophy generally understand the subject 

as a whole composed of body-speech-mind, that corresponds to the threefold model of the development 

of wisdom in Buddhism and Japanese culture (Mon 聞, Shi思, Shu修). From this perspective, the 

cultivation and flourishing of the self is a dynamic process (see section 6.3.).  

The notion of ki (or qi 気), sometimes translated by “energy” lies at the basis of Chinese 

medicine and reflects this understanding of bodymind. Ki is experienced neither only intellectually nor 

only physically. Yuasa Yasuo writes (1993, 1): 

The scientific study of ki […] suggests through its biological and physical energy 

measurement of the living human body that there latently exists an invisible exchange of 

life between the living human body and the environment, that is, between a human being 

and the world, which transcend the surface relation established through consciousness and 

sensory perception. 

Here is not the place to discuss the “scientific” groundings behind ki, but to notice its omnipresence in 

experience and traditional knowledge in Asian living traditions (Berque, 1996, 193). Indeed, this 

worldview lies a far more fertile ground than Western dualism for the emergence of an embodied ethics. 

That explains why, recently, numerous neuroscientists and cognitive scientists have turned to Eastern 

traditions of thought to interpret notions such as empathy-like-intersubjectivity (Northoff, 2008; 

Thompson, 2001; Cheng, 2012). Ki is not only the underlying principle of Chinese medicine, but also 

of most of Asian martial arts and rituals. Ki is an energy of life (or breath) flowing between bodyminds 
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and everything in the world, without the limits of the bodies (the skin, the brain…) or the things (stones, 

plants…) being obstacles to its moves. The importance given to breathing in Yantra Yoga is also one 

example of practices to regulate the ki. The Self is thus permeable to influences from other selves, the 

environment, and the emotions. As McCarthy underlines, the pervasiveness of dualist conceptions in 

Western terminology makes it difficult to discuss concepts such as bodymind (2010; Rosenberger, 1992, 

67-69). In an imperfect attempt, this non-dualism might refer to an inclusive and dynamic duality.  

5.1.2. Aidagara 

The concept of bodymind is also rejecting mind-body dualism and has repercussions on the 

understanding of the self as relational, as in the interpretation of human and ethics by the Japanese 

philosopher Watsuji Tetsuro. 

The essential independence of an individual disappears when considered from either side of 

body or mind. It is obvious that I do not mean by this that an individual actually ceases to exist. 

What I mean to say is that if we try to grasp an individual in our ordinary life as truly 

individualistic, it comes to nought. As a result, even though our betweenness-oriented being 

subsists between one individual and another, we cannot posit this individual as an 

individualistic being whose existence precedes the already existing betweenness (Watsuji, 2007, 

83).  

In Japanese, the word “human being” (ningen人間) is made by the combination of two characters to 

endorse the signification of space in between (aida 間) the individuals (hito, nin 人). The relation 

(aidagara 間柄) between humans is thus by definition a part of what it is to be human. From here, I 

will refer to this aidagara by the term “betweenness”. Again, this implies a radical difference from the 

mainstream economic conception of human as homo oeconomicus, independent and self-interested. 

“Human” in Japanese refers to “being inside the world” (yo no naka 世の中), not only taking a place 

into the social web of relationships, but also being a part of the environment or the milieu. Furthermore, 

the word corresponding to “ethics” is rinri (倫理), the first Chinese character referring to company (or 

humane relationships), and the second to the idea of order or rules. These considerations lead Watsuji 

Tetsuro to write one of his major books, the title of which reads, Ethics as the Study of Human Being 

(1996). 

Watsuji establishes this betweenness (also translated as in-betweenness, or being-between) as 

the place from where ethics is emerging “naturally”. He notes that we neither can presuppose the 

individuals before the relation, nor the relation before the individuals. As Watsuji writes in the above 

citation, either has “precedence” (Watsuji, 102; McCarthy, 2010, 59). This is similar to the causality 

dilemma of chicken and egg (which comes first?). As it is for the expressions of betweenness such as 

words, facial expressions, ways of living, customs… and thus ethics. The word “ethic” itself comes 

from ancient Greek ēthikós (ἠθικός) and refers to the character or the moral nature of a person, but also 

to what behaviour and customs are believed to be proper conduct. These expressions of betweenness 

are not existing prior to the individual, neither individuals are existing prior to these “moments” 

constituting betweenness; the “practical interconnection of acts” (Watsuji, 2007, 35). There is thus a 

“contradictory relationship” in the movement of emergence of individual and betweenness (Watsuji, 

2007, 58). He takes over the example of the mirror already present in Heidegger’s work:  

The subject is not something static like a mirror, whose only business is to contemplate 

objects, but includes within itself the connections between oneself and the other. And 

https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/%E1%BC%A0%CE%B8%CE%B9%CE%BA%CF%8C%CF%82#Ancient_Greek
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these connections operate subjectively and practically, prior to contemplation. (Watsuji, 

2007, 31).  

For Watsuji, agency is thus an essential aspect of what it is to be human. And this agency appears only 

in the betweenness; in the relation of the “individual” with the “other” (human, environmental…). 

Ethics thus emerge from questions raised from this “practical interconnection of acts” making the 

individual (Shields, 2009). 

Let’s have a closer look at the cyclic movements between the world and the self which 

constitute this betweenness and thus constructs the individual. The first movement is the dissolution of 

the self into Other; in the community of humans and in the milieu (see figure 9, section 5.1.3.). This 

collapsing of the difference between the individual and the other leads to the negation of the self. The 

second movement is the negation of this negation; negating the social to go back to the self. As Watsuji 

writes: “the negative structure of a bewteenness-oriented being is clarified in terms of the self-returning 

movement of absolute negativity through its own negation” (2007, 117). Watsuji’s notion of the self is 

thus not fixed, but rich and dynamic. Instead of being a nihilist as some criticisms threaten, it is more 

accurate to read him in the light of the Mahayana Buddhist notion of emptiness (McCarthy, 2010, 15). 

Emptiness (ku) presents here two crucial aspects. First, if we apply Mahayana Buddhist reading to 

Watsuji’s work, “betweenness” can be interpreted as emptiness itself (Lafleur, 1978; Kasulis, 2002, 58; 

Isamu, 1981). Indeed, emptiness (ku) exists in the between, where both dualisms self-other and subject-

object are overcome. Emptiness, or some space, is needed between two individuals for the interrelation 

and interdependence to happen. Second, emptiness is also the ground from which the self, the other, 

and their relation emerge in dependent co-origination. As seen in the beginning of this section, neither 

the individual, nor the relation, nor the community is first. Emptiness or betweenness is at the same 

time the place where the self and the other meet, and the ground for all distinctions. This place of both 

reunion and creation of difference echoes the theory of Nishida Kitaro as they could be seen forming a 

discontinuous continuity uniting and sublimating differences into a “self-identity of contradictories” 

(Isaac, 2003). Unfortunately, here is not the place to deepen and discuss Nishida’s theory of ethics of 

basho. 

5.1.3.  Becoming 

As with the example of the mirror, the self is never 

static, but always living, a never completed work-in-

progress, and as such, its relational connections with the 

world and others are intrinsic parts of one Self (McCarthy, 

2010, 79). Human being exists only as long as this cyclic 

process of becoming continues. If this process of 

interaction creating both betweenness and selves stops, no 

self can exist. Watsuji refers to this dynamic cycle of 

negation as the fundamental structure of our existence as 

ethical human being (see figure 9).  

However, as we have seen in our discussion on the 

Construal Self in Chapter 3, if the self is ever-changing, adapting and dynamic in dialogue with others, 

these interactions also constantly challenge the “stabilized” self-identity. There is thus a fundamental 

tension within each individual. The encounter with the alterity always involves risk and trust. Let’s first 

develop this uncomfortable aspect of risk. To truly meet the other, one needs to go out of one’s own 

FIGURE 9: CYCLES OF NEGATIONS IN 

BETWEENNESS CREATING THE SELF  
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comfort zone to reach otherness “outside” of the “known” self; the first movement of negation of the 

individual in Watsuji’s system (McCarthy, 2010, 83). And of course, the results of this encounter might 

threaten the temporally stabilized self. All along its existence (sonzai), the self is threatened by the 

possibility of loss: 

This loss occurs through the objectification of the self, the process of the self becoming an 

object, for instance through bodily existence, spiritual existence, or language. (…) Yet, 

through objectification, the self is also constantly in danger – its bodily form, its life, and 

the things it says and records can be lost at any time, and so the existence of the self is 

constantly threatened (Mayeda, 2006, 87).  

Watsuji’s explains the term of sonzai (existence), as “subjective self-subsistence”. The self is thus 

constantly at the interplay between loss and subsistence, in the “empty” space of betweenness. This 

aspect joins what Hermans called the “identity costs” generated by the encounter with other due to the 

character intrinsically uncertain of the Self (2011, 674), as seen in section 3.2.3. Hermans concluded on 

the importance of a certain tolerance for uncertainty to embrace fully this dynamic and flexible self.  

 The second aspect of any encounter with the alterity is trust. Watsuji shows in depth that the 

whole structure of human existence depends on communal trust. For example, to go to a meeting with 

a friend implies to trust him to come at the appropriate place and time. Nowadays, most people living 

in urban developed areas are buying food in supermarkets, which implies that they trust others (all the 

chain of production of the food) to provide them with healthy nonpoisonous aliments to fulfil their basic 

need for subsistence. Thus, indeed, trust is everywhere in the interconnections of acts of individuals. 

As Carter writes, our “radical interconnectedness is possible only because true individuals have created 

a network in the betweenness between them” (Carter, 1996, 350). This network of relations of trust 

between human beings, and between human beings and their environment is the fundamental basic 

support structure of the very existence of individual human beings, at both the physical level of 

providing food and shelter, and at the “psychological” level of communication with common languages 

and exchanges of emotional support. Betweenness is thus also the “locus of meaning creation” in the 

process of mutual interaction between people and their environment, by the elaboration of their cultural 

imaginary (Mayeda, 2006, 94-97). Yuasa, too, argues that “Watsuji’s concept of betweenness, the 

subjective interconnection of meanings, must be grasped as a carnal interconnection” (1987, 47). We 

will deepen this aspect when approaching the concept of milieu in next subchapter 5.2. 

 Finally, if the self is in constant state of becoming, it also joins the notion of training that I 

discussed in subchapter 4.4. The self is not static, or passive, or fully determined (Wu, 2001). The self 

is an agent who can train itself towards a better change through embodied and relational technics. This 

converges with a common aspect of East Asian tradition of philosophical thoughts such as Buddhism 

and Taoism: Self-cultivation. For example, in ancient Chinese philosophy, Xunzi considered self-

cultivation and the practice of rituals as the expression of ethics. In Japanese context, this can be seen 

in the importance given to the execution of kata in martial arts, or of specific rituals as in the tea 

ceremony or the flower arrangement. These practices are, of course, social because their rules and 

procedures are defined by the community and the cultural imaginary. But their goal is the development 

and improvement of the self. This aspect might also be reflected in the importance given to the role in 

these societies strongly influenced by Confucianism (also see Feldman, 2000): 

Human activities must follow rigid forms as prescribed in the rituals (li, 禮) because these 

rituals are the manifestation in the individual of past cultural norms (represented by the 
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formal aspect of the ritual) and of a new ideal expressed through the ritual acts (the feeling 

with which these acts are performed). (Mayeda, 2006, 118). 

According to Confucian Ethics (and to a certain extent to Taoism), then, one should lead its life 

according to these ancient norms, intertwining the social (objective) and the individual (subjective) 

(Wee, 2011; Doh, 2012). For example, the individuality and the originality of the self of an artisan are 

expressed through the excellency of the interpretation of her role in the society (Kondo, 1992, 41). The 

self is thus not barely expressed through open rebellion towards social standards (the first movement of 

negation), but through the re-interpretation of these standards and norms while understanding the 

cruciality of the harmony of the interdependent community of individuals (the second movement of 

negation). 

5.1.4. Compassion 

One key example of practice and training of the self is the practice of meditation. Buddhist 

meditation practices and former inspired mindfulness practices have been shown to induce 

neuroplasticity. There is a large range of variety of meditative practices. A major problem in 

neuroscience of meditation is that in most traditions, the verifiable descriptive practices go along with 

inviolable metaphysical dimensions (Lutz, Dunne and Davidson, 2007, 501). However, it is possible to 

distinguish three claims or assumptions that are common to most Buddhists and mindfulness practices. 

The first claim is the production of a “distinctive and reproducible state that is phenomenally reportable” 

(502). The second claim is that this reproducible state will develop specific traits. The third claim that 

the “capacity to induce” this state is “supposed to improve over time”. Two major goals of meditation 

practices are the “search of one’s true self (often called the atman)” (503) and the development of 

compassion and love towards living things (505). Developments of the self and compassion are thus 

the two main targets of meditation practices. The meditation of non-referential compassion consists in 

sequential practices with multiple technics (discursive, visualizations, recitation...) which are expected 

to produce an emotional state of intense lovingkindness (518).  

 Without going until the daily practice of meditation, the importance given to empathy and 

intimate interdependency is reflected in the Japanese concept of amae and the relation mother-child 

(Honna and Hoffer, 1986; Ikeno, 2002, Shimizu, 2001). We discussed the emergence of the Self from 

the perspective of developmental cognitive sciences in section 2.2.4. Interestingly, both Watsuji and the 

philosophers of the Ethic of Care mention the intimate relationship between mother and child to 

exemplify this fundamental interdependence (Tronto, 1993; Gilligan 1986, 1995, 2000; Blum, 1988; 

Bosseelut, 2006). In Irigaray’s words, there is an “embodied intimacy” between infants and their mother. 

Like Watsuji, she refuses the opposition between being and becoming.  

 Child’s need for being passively cared for by another is called amae by the Japanese 

psychoanalyst Doi Takeo (1973; see also Naito, 1994). This desire for passive affection is fulfilled at a 

pre-linguistic level through the relations of intimacy inside private groups (uchi), but also through 

relations of dependence in hierarchical relationships in-group (including professional environment). 

This moment of total abandon to the care of the other necessitates complete trust in the relationship 

maintained with this other. For Doi, there is no dichotomy between the individual and the relationship. 

However, this passivity does not mean that the individual renounces to freedom and agency. As 

Rosenberger writes, “freedom for the individual is found in relationship – a freedom found by 

presuming on the good will of the other” (1992, 8). Keeping in mind the “space of possibility” coined 

by Tallis (subchapter 4.4.) and the aidagara emphasised by Watsuji (section 5.1.2.), to place freedom 
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inside the relationship becomes to place freedom in the betweenness. This might seem obvious if we 

think that, indeed, every action and choice (instances of freedom) are always done between the self and 

an object. 

5.1.5. Criticism: Difference and reciprocity 

 I have mainly centred this discussion of the relation on the work of Watsuji and of the Asian 

context of Taoist, Buddhist and Confucian traditions of thoughts. However, several criticisms can be 

raised to the four aspects of the relation described above: bodymind, aidagara, becoming and 

compassion. These critical points have been highlighted by the advocates of the Ethic of Care (e.g., 

Skoe, 1994; Curtin, 1991; Kroeger-Mappes, 1994). Two families of criticisms can be distinguished. 

The first sheds light on the importance of acknowledging and embracing the difference of the other. 

The second one emphasizes the cruciality of the reciprocity of the relation to avoid abuses (Molinier, 

2004). 

Collectivism is a well-known common objection made to Watsuji’s work. Indeed, his concept 

of human (ningen) might be read as undermining difference. As Maraldo writes, “Watsuji writes “self-

other” as a single word (jita) that stands on one side of a negative equation whose second side (or 

negation) is a totality or greater whole. An individual’s other half is not really another individual but 

the world (seken) that makes one a human being” (2002, 84). In his discussion on war and nationalism, 

indeed, Watsuji puts the betweenness higher than the individual. The self would thus, be “dissolved” 

into this greater unity erasing differences. Mayeda holds the similar opinion that the importance given 

to the fusion of the individual into the group prevents Watsuji to maintain the difference in an ethically 

satisfactory way (2006, 59; see also Garon, 1997).  

This interpretation is obviously very problematic from an ethical perspective. That is why I 

prefer to follow McCarthy in her interpretation inspired by the Ethic of Care. She proposes to understand 

betweenness as “a space from which individuals both emerge and return to, transformed in some way 

by losing self in that between but not necessarily subsuming the other or being subsumed by the other 

in the process”. Betweenness then becomes: “a space that allows for creative, generative tension or 

interplay – a place of true communion with the other in a mutual nonhiearchical manner” (McCarthy, 

2010, 89). As the cycle of double negation is never stopping, this also excludes the possibility of the 

self to get lost into the totality, or to be subdued to some specific other (Gonon, 2000, 63). In the example 

of amae, one might give in in a moment of complete intimate dependency with one’s relative, but this 

state is in no case permanent, and can happen only when both individuals trust each other and know 

that this state is ephemeral (Morimoto, 1988). This point relates to the indistinguishability account by 

Plumwood presented in section 2.2.2. as a criticism of Deep Ecology. Indeed, unification leads to a 

critical ignorance of distinctive particular needs. Without acknowledging these differences, in a non-

reciprocal hierarchical relationship, the dominator will simply assume that the dominated has similar 

needs as herself, or – maybe in the worst case – decide and choose what the dominated needs according 

to his own perspective. 

 This superiority given to the group leads Watsuji to advocate distinct hierarchical roles imposed 

by the society that individuals are supposed to embrace and flourish in giving in themselves to the role. 

Seen from the perspective of the Confucian tradition of thought, this is unsurprising. Indeed, in the first 

pages of Ethics (rinrigaku), Watsuji refers literally to the five types of Confucian relations: father-child, 

lord-vassal, husband-wife, old-young, and friend-friend (2007, 11). The three former relations are all 

strictly hierarchical. No surprise that this perspective is unacceptable from a feminist perspective, or 
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even, I would say, from an intercultural or global perspective where different systems of norms must 

interact. Indeed, care without reciprocity might lead to exploitation. That is why McCarthy insists on 

the reciprocity of the relation which emerges from betweenness (2010, 61). For example, if the 

relationship is hierarchical or unbalanced, “care” and “amae” can become a screen of smoke hiding 

relationships of oppression, domination and abuses. This gains an even more crucial importance in our 

understanding of the relational self, as the relation defines partly the identity of the individual. Thus, a 

strictly hierarchical relation naturalise domination and inferiorisation, which become an essential part 

of the abused self (Plumwood, 1993, 51). In short, to avoid this slippery slope, “on this relational 

account, respect for the other results neither from the containment of self nor from a transcendence of 

self, but in an expression of self in relationship, not egoistic self as merged with the other but self as 

embedded in a network of essential relationships with distinct others” (Plumwood, 1991, 20). 

 

5.2. Milieu 
We have described the Self as embodied, becoming, relational and empathic. This relationality has 

been clarified with the idea of betweenness of Watsuji complemented with the acknowledgement of the 

difference and the reciprocity of the relation. However, what is this “Other”? Of course, it can be other 

human beings. But it can also be the cultural imaginary and the social structures. The cultural imaginary 

is the set of values, stories and symbols shared by a particular cultural group. As an individual, one has 

to position oneself in relation to these different non-material elements from the culture(s) and society 

in which one lives. Finally, the “Other” can also include the environment and its interpretation by the 

group (society, culture) and by the individual (subjectivity, identification). As we have seen in 

subchapter 2.2. when discussing Neisser’s conception of Ecological Self, we are all in physical 

interdependence with the environment for basic subsistence. However, we are also interdependent with 

our environment for identification and symbolic significance. Our interaction with the environment 

helps us make sense of who we are and who we want to become. The environment is a historical space 

covered by cultural (group) and subjective (individual) meanings. It acts as – is – betweenness: it is the 

locus of meaning creation. It is thus not a passive receptacle for our human existence as it is artificially 

objectified in the scientific dualism nature-culture (section 5.2.1). Instead, we will see in section 5.2.2. 

how it can be qualified as “milieu”. In the third section (5.2.3.), I will reply to the objection to natural 

determinism with the reinterpretation of the theory of possibilism. Finally, we will see how the shared 

character of the environment, taken as system of relational self, can offer us a basis for ethics of 

sustainability (in Chapter 6). 

5.2.1. Sciences, resources, wilderness and dualism 

In the mainstream discourse, when the term “environment” is used, it usually refers to the 

natural environment as “artificially” objectified by science, and passive “around” the subject. The 

environment is measurable and neutral, a passive object to be used by a human agent. This draws mainly 

on the Western nature – culture dualism, associating the nature with non-civilization and defining 

humans as its opposite. From this perspective, wilderness (as “pristine” nature untouched by civilized 

human beings) needs to be tamed and controlled to become “useful” as a resource for human beings 

(see section 1.1.2.). The natural environment is thus perceived as means to the end which is the 

flourishing of human civilization. The conception of the self as Homo Oeconomicus inscribes itself 

distinctly in this scheme, when the self is separated clearly from the nature to be used as economical 

resources. From this viewpoint, the global environmental crisis is a problem of scarcity of resources 
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and competition for them, and technology will soon provide substitute for what cannot be found 

anymore in the nature (Heurtebise, 2015). This will be the triumph of the human civilization over an 

unwelcomely threatening environment. In this system, reason as the panacea and foundation of the 

magnification of human cannot fail to provide us with an efficient theory of sustainability. Thus, a 

sustainability is reachable as a result of rational reasoning, and the future is accessible through theories. 

In short, the paradigm of strong-cut dualism does not change, only the parameters change (scarcity of 

resources, technology). As it shall be clear by now, I do not think that any sustainable solution for our 

human surviviability can be found by rationally pushing the limits of this dualistic paradigm. As 

suggested by the Watsuji’s scholar Augustin Berque, and by the Ethic of Care’s advocate Plumwood, I 

think that a change of paradigm must be taken. And this change is going back to the root of the dualistic 

worldview. 

 In her book “Feminism and the Mastery of Nature”, Val Plumwood dissects the “logical 

structure of dualism” that is, according to her, at the root of the multiple systems of oppression active 

nowadays, in sexism, racism, xenophobia, colonialism and the environmental destruction (1993). She 

distinguishes five steps which make dualism stronger than dichotomy, difference, non-identity and 

hierarchy (1993, 47-68). The first step is the denial by the “master” of its dependency to the “lower” 

part (women, people of colours, developing countries, environment). The necessary and important role 

of the “lower” Other is obscured, denied or paternalized. The second step is radical exclusion by the 

master of this inferior Other. Differences are maximized and essentialised in order to hyper-separate 

the magnified master from the inferiorized Other (Heyes, 1997). The master builds his identity on the 

radical oppression of the other. Third, as the qualities of the master are defined as primary, the Other is 

defining itself relationally to her master according to the master desires and wishes. Anything which 

does not fit in the scheme of the master is excluded and depreciated, and thus the other is defined by its 

shortcomings and incorporate this negative relational definition. The fourth is a corollary; as needs 

and desires of the “lower” are not recognised as “ends”, there is an instrumentalism of the other and 

objectification of the master’s needs and desires as universal. Fifth, another corollary is the 

homogenisation or stereotyping of the other; “the dominated is reduced to a function, and the 

relationship of domination destroys the ability to perceive or appreciate characteristics of the other over 

and above those which serve this function” (Plumwood, 1993, 55). Thus, dualism does not create 

differences, but hierarchy. An appropriate ethic respecting difference must then be aware of each of 

these points, avoid to fall in one of them, and reverse them. This involves a process of desegregation 

and of reconstruction of identities of not merely the dominateds, but also the masters.  

 With the hegemonic expansion of Western mode of thought and economy, these multi-layered 

dualisms have also spread in regions previously dominated by other systems of beliefs. This dualism 

was and still is not universal, but it conquered large territories during the last century (Descola, 2005). 

For example, it is fascinating to note that there is no word for “wilderness” in Japanese. Of course, 

translators have created and built an equivalent in order to translate the Western word, but the idea of 

pristine nature as distinct from and uncontrollable by human beings is not a commonplace in Japanese 

culture (Yannakos, 1). In the traditional self-image of Japan, the idea of “management” of nature is as 

weird as the idea of “wilderness”. As Hayashi writes, “nature was a mysterious and powerful place, and 

people developed effective methods for living in harmony with it” (2002, p. 35). This narrative about a 

former golden age when human beings were living in harmony with nature is often found in East Asia, 

as shown by the success of the “revival” of the concept of Satoyama (Kagawa-Fox, 2012, pp. 34-35; 

Saito and Shibata, 2012; Takeuchi, 2010). It is difficult to express “wilderness” in Japanese, because 
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there is “no such thing as nature without humans”. In short, there is nothing universal in the dualism 

nature-culture, as well as in the dualism body-mind (Descola, 2005). 

5.2.2. Fudo and mediance 

How can we then reinterpret the environment from the perspective of this relational self, while 

avoiding the traps of the logic of dualism leading to a destructive domination y of nature? The concept 

of “milieu” seems promising when we try to answer this question. “Milieu” is a French word referring 

to a notion developed by several scholars of the Ecole Française de Géographie. Interestingly, this 

notion finds strong echoes in the concept of fudo (風土) by Watsuji Tetsuro. The French geographer 

and philosopher Augustin Berque is bridging these two cultural heritages in his work on “medial ethics”. 

We will now explore the concept of “milieu” as the counterpart of a relational being, as “environment” 

was the counterpart of independent conception of the self. 

Watsuji wrote what many commentators consider as the first theory of Japanese environmental 

ethics. Inspired by his trip across Eurasia, his readings of German phenomenology such as Heidegger 

and the development of the Kyoto School (including authors such Nishida Kitaro (1990) and Nishitani 

Keiji (1991), (Stevens, 2003)), he explores Japanese conceptions of human beings, ethics and the 

environment to elaborate his idea of “medial ethic”. Watsuji draw the basis of his concept of Fudo from 

the first page of his eponym book: 

The purpose of this book is to clarify the function of mediance as the structural moment of 

human existence. The question here is not about the natural environment determining human 

life. What we usually think as the natural environment is a thing that has been taken out from 

its concrete ground, the human mediance, to be objectified. When we think of the relation 

between this thing and human life, the relation itself is already objectified. This position thus 

leads to examine the relation between two objects; it does not concern human existence in its 

subjectivity. On the contrary, this subjectivity is what matters in our opinion. Even if medial 

phenomenon is here constantly put under questions, it is as expressions of human existence in 

its subjectivity, not as the natural environment.5 

A very common objection to Watsuji’s theory of Fudo is natural determinism. When reading the four 

last chapters of the book, it is, indeed, easy to come to suspect Watsuji of natural determinism. However, 

                                                      

5 For all references to Fudo, I use my own translation as English translations of Fudo are unconvincing 

(they translate the key word “fuudo” as “climate”). For a discussion of this problem of translation, see 

Augustin Berque’s preface of the French translation of Fudo (2011). Here is the original Japanese text 

(Watsuji, 2004, 1): この書の目ざすところは人間存在の構造契機としての風土を明らかにするこ

とである。だからここでは自然環境がいかに人間生活を規定するかということが問題なので

はない。通例自然環境と考えられているものは、人間の風土性を具体的地盤として、そこか

ら対象的に解族され来ったものである。かかるものと人間生活との関係を考えるという時に

は、人間生そのものもすでに対象化せられている。従ってそれは対象と対象との間の関係を

考祭する立場であって、主体的な人間存在にかかわる立場ではない。我々の問題は後者に存

する。たといここで風土的形象が絶えずもんだいとせられているとしても、それは主体的な

人間存在の表現としてであって、いわゆる自然環境としてではない。 
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the first chapter and the preface, from which is coming the above quotation, give very different ideas, 

and I will base myself on them. I choose to translate fudo by milieu and to adopt the family of words 

developed by Berque around this notion of milieu (2011, 20-29). Indeed, the definitions given by 

Watsuji of milieu correspond with the usage of the word by the “Ecole française de Géographie”. From 

this perspective and in the first chapter of Fudo, Wastuji seems to embrace the paradigm of possibilism 

famously advocated by Lefebvre (according to Claval, 2000), instead of falling in determinist fallacies. 

According to this perspective, the environment set some constraints, but the culture is otherwise 

determined by social conditions.  

 Now that the sever objection of natural determinism is dismissed, let’s see what Watsuji means 

with the concepts of milieu (風土), mediance (風土性) and medial (風土的; the adjective). The milieu 

is referring to the Earth as lived by human beings, and human beings as living in the Earth. It can be 

understood as an echo of the Greek physis (φύσις). Mediance, also translated as intermediation, is then 

the semantic interpretation of the milieu; the subjective hermeneutic relationship to space-time (Berque, 

2009, 150; Hess, 2013, 331-340). Berque uses the example of the pencil to illustrate the milieu. The 

pencil is part of a first set of symbolic systems; writing, and words and languages, which implies human 

relationships and the cultural imaginary. Then, it is also part of a second technical system; the forest 

and trees cut to produce the wood, the machines used to process it, the paper mills producing the paper, 

etc. These imply the milieu as the usage and representation of the environment (Berque, 2000, 92). The 

existence of the pencil is thus intrinsically relational.  

The same type of reasoning can be applied to human individuals. In the first chapter of Fudo, 

Watsuji develops these ideas of milieu and mediance with the example of the cold. If the cold were a 

physical object, then it would either exist by itself, exist inside ourselves, or exist within the relation; 

within the betweenness (2004, 13; Berque, 2000, 156). The two first options are easily ruled out; 

coldness is neither objectively distinct and separate from us nor exists independently from the 

environment. We feel the cold when we “go out”. Coldness is thus experienced within our individual 

consciousness (from our point of observation) as an intentional experience (志向的体験), but also with 

others through words (“cold”), salutations, social activities, etc. Culture has also been built around this 

relation between ourselves and the environment; people built houses, sewed clothes, cooked warm 

meals to protect themselves from the cold. Arisaka synthesizes well (2015, 1):  

Thus “being cold” does not simply indicate an internal feeling but rather the self is already 

“out in the world”, related to a host of actions and nexus of cultural and civilizational practices. 

In short, our history cannot be conceived without its groundedness in place, and our existence 

cannot be separated from our concrete embodiment in place.  

If our culture and actions thus depend on our milieu as, for instance, the architecture of houses depends 

on climatic constraints, they are not determined by it. Facing similar environmental constraints, 

different individuals and different cultures will elaborate diverse solutions. Watsuji refers to these 

environmental constraints as “medial charges” (風土的負荷). He clearly writes that human existence 

has both medial charge and freedom (2004, 26). Thus, the relation between the environment and human 

activities is one of dependence and not one of determination.  

This freedom appears in the historicity. Again, this historicity can be seen at the social level of 

the culture, and at the individual level of the “moment of existence”. At the individual level, Watsuji 

defines “mediance” on the first line of his quotation above as the “structural moment of human 
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existence”. Human beings exist both spatially (through the milieu), and temporally (through the 

historicity; see section 5.2.3.). An individual is always bodily situated in a specific place, in the middle 

of a specific “milieu”, an environment covered by significations and symbols, co-determined both by 

the “medial charge” of the natural environment, and the historical movements of the culture. Time and 

space are here also intrinsically coupled as a specific milieu is always part, product and ground for a 

specific history. The individual moves and acts within this codetermined web of signification and 

symbols spanning around her both spatially and historically. The milieu is thus always lived by a 

subjective relational individual who acts on it and is influenced by it through the basic perception-action 

coupling. Figure 10 shows synthetically how the milieu is different from the environment. 

Watsuji goes even further. As we saw in Rinrigaku (Ethics), human being is a “being with”, both 

individual and social, to which the relation is intrinsically part of herself (Couteau, 2010, p. 4). Ethics 

emerges from this betweenness as the realization of the Self. This realization lies on a dynamic and 

essential coupling between the individual and her social and natural environment. Then, the 

phenomenon of the milieu is defined as “the way human being discovers its own self” (Watsuji, 2004, 

48). From another starting point, if human existence is grounded in the interconnexion of acts, then it 

takes place unavoidably in a spatiality and temporality, thus in a milieu (Mayeda, 2006, 86-87). 

5.2.3. Historicity  

 Historicity also unfolds itself on a larger scale than one’s interconnexion of acts. As Watsuji 

writes, it is through the exposition of the spatio-temporal structure of human existence that we shed 

light on human solidarity. Diverse forms of human communities have developed as systems of dynamic 

cyclic movements of negation of the independence of the culture (embracement of natural environment; 

determinism), and negation of this negation (development of alternatives; freedom) (see figure 9). This 

is how historicity develops itself: 

No social structure is possible if not grounded on the spatial structure of subjective human 

being; and temporality, if it is not grounded on social existence, cannot become historicity. 

[…] The individual dies, the relation between individuals changes, but while dying and 

changing, individuals live and their betweenness continues. […] What is “being towards 

death” from the perspective of the individual is “being towards life” from the perspective 

of the society6 (2004, 19-20). 

                                                      

6 Idem (see footnote 5):主体的人間の空間的構造にもとづくことなしには一切の社会的構造は不可能であり、社会

的存在にもとづくことなしには時間性が歴史性となることはない。歴史性は社会的存在の構造なのである。ここ

Environment Milieu 

Passive “around” the subject 

To be tamed and controlled 

Codetermined web of significations and symbols 

“Artificially” objectified by science 

Technology to provide substitute 

Lived by a subjective relational human being; 

Perception – Action coupling 

Measurable and neutral 

Future is accessible through theories 

“Now” as structural moment of human existence, 

containing past and future 

Sustainability as the result of a rational reasoning Direct link with sustainability (action) 

FIGURE 10: DIFFERENCE BETWEEN ENVIRONMENT AND MILIEU. 
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Mediance and historicity thus composed the two inseparable axis of human existence. The individual 

realizes itself by acting on her milieu (as environmental, social and historical web of relationships). The 

individual is always embodied and situated spatially and temporally, but both the past and the future 

are deployed in the structural moment of human existence; the interconnexion of acts. The historical 

milieu also is that by which the individual agent is objectified; that by which the individual agent’s 

existence is spanning beyond her spatio-temporal point of observation, towards distant places and 

distant future.  

 The individual thus not only carries a general past, but a “medial past” (風土的過去). The 

milieu is not only the nature external to human beings, but also engraved into the mental structures of 

a culture (Berque, 2011, 324). This cultural imaginary has been built by the human intersubjectivity 

through history and appears through habits and norms, but also through architecture, clothes, and arts. 

This cultural imaginary is obviously shared by a community of living individuals, and carries the weight 

of the influences of past human beings. The individual herself is experiencing the milieu through this 

communal veil of mediance and historicity. In short, if the individual experience stays subjective, it is 

tinged by the mediance and the historicity. The specific past of the web of memories carried by the self 

is unique and personal, but the memories themselves and the way of remembering them is influenced 

by the cultural imaginary in which the self is immersed. The same counts for the future, as it is decided 

intrinsically by an individual subjective agent, but reflects cultural expectations reinterpreted and 

brought to life by the individual actions. 

When reading this in our context of global environmental crisis, this perspective seems to be a 

fertile ground for sustainability. Indeed, this conception of a relational individual and a historical milieu 

is connecting the individual agent with (1) her specific social and environmental milieu, (2) the distant 

environment, and (3) the future generations of human beings. This question will be deepened in Chapter 

6. 

5.2.4. Trajection and relation 

The concept of trajection has been developed by Berque in his medial ethics inspired by 

Watsuji’s work. It refers to the dynamic process constructing the mediance through both material 

(technical transportation) and immaterial (metaphors and symbols) transfers (2009, 150). Berque speaks 

of the “existential pulse” between the self and the world, which is why the world matters to us (2000, 

129). The mediance and the individual self are neither objective, nor completely subjective; they are 

trajective (Berque, 1996, 83). Reality itself is trajective as a place of practices and actions (107).  

                                                      

に人間存在の有限てき・無限的な二重性格も明らかとなるであろう。人は死に、人の間は変わる、しかし絶えず

死に変わりつつ、人は生き人の間は続いている。それは絶えず終わることにおいて絶えず続くのである。個人の

立場から、見て死への存在であることは、社会の立場からは生への存在である。 
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FIGURE 11: SCHEME OF THE TWO MOVEMENTS OF IDENTIFICATION TO AND DIFFERENTIATION 

FROM THE ENVIRONMENT AT THE BASIS OF SPATIAL AND TEMPORAL IDENTITY. 

The concept of trajection has been widely developed in the field of human geography. Spatial 

identity is understood as the feeling of belonging that an individual develops towards a specific space, 

and can be defined as “the relation of identification of individuals to the space they live in” (Depeau 

and Ramadier, 2011, 29, my translation). Spatial identity can thus refer to a specific place disconnected 

from actual practices (such as the place of origin) (43). On the contrary, one single territory can provide 

diverse representations to the population living in it, because of the variety of usages of each individual 

(145). The identity is produced by trajection through two different processes: identification and 

differentiation. Figure 11 presents a scheme of these two movements of identification to and 

differentiation from the environment at the basis of spatial and temporal identity. 

First, an individual building her identity on a territory is willing to join its social norms, 

historical past and communitarian organisation. This identification can be done at different scales of 

identity; the house, the quarter, the village, the region, the state, or even the planet Earth. Spatial identity 

can also be based on visible landscape items, such as the Mont Fuji, the Matterhorn, or the tree in front 

of the primary school. As Hunziker writes: “[…] historical aspects of landscapes are important factors 

in the formation and stabilization of identity” (Hunziker et al. 2008, 145). In other words, a strong 

linkage exists between emotional attachment to the place and identification. Indeed, a specific place can 

become an “extension of the self” of the individual, created through repeated interactions through time 

between the individual and the place (Bartoloni, 2005, 153). The place get then a specific value distinct 

from its utilitarian value7 . The individual is creating a “personal space” which she valorises and 

protected. Collectively, this identification is translated by the cultural imaginary and the set of 

discourses and practices (Levy and Lussault, 2003, 481). This identification can be perceived either 

positively, generating feeling of belonging, pride and solidarity; or negatively, producing feelings of 

exclusion (Bassand, 1981, 6). The identification to a milieu is also done through the projection on the 

territory of the personal set of values, ideals and future expectations. Finally, nowadays more than ever, 

people are mobile and move a lot spatially. Individuals are thus not only identified to one specific place, 

                                                      

7 From the perspective of this conception of relational individual imbricated into webs of relationships with her 

milieu, the dichotomy intrinsic value – instrumental value is losing its relevance. Indeed, as neither the Self nor 

the milieu exist “by itself”, it seems difficult to assign to either of them a value “by itself” (instrinsic). This 

discussion is bigger than the scope of this thesis, but could be subject to further interesting developments.  
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but to several places at different scales (city of work, village of the home, specific forest of jogging, 

beach of vacations…). Moreover, the spatial identity is not permanent, but it changes, especially with 

changes in the practices of the space (Levy and Lussault, 2003, 481). This phenomenon, referred as 

multi-territoriality, is closely linked with practices and usages, especially with mobility and 

transportation (Depeau and Ramadier, 2011, 147).  

 The second movement (see figure 11) is the process of differentiation built by the reject and 

construction of the image of a place as the opposite to the place of belonging (Debardieux and Vanier, 

2002, 36-38). The process of differentiation constructs an image of the Other in order to justify the 

representation of the Self and to nourish an image of the Self corresponding to a specific social position 

or lifestyle. Again, differentiation can be observed both at the scale of the individual, and at the scale 

of the group (Bartoloni, 2005, 22). One example of this identity construction in opposition to the Other 

at the level of the group is nationalism. Often (but not always), this differentiation is reciprocal. I am 

the Other’s Other. It is easy to see how this process of differentiation can cause disastrous consequences 

if it leads to the forgetting of the interdependence and of the similarities. Indeed, differentiation could 

not be possible if the two opposite sides were not comparable; if they did not share fundamental 

sameness. This danger is made greater with physical and mental distances reflected in practices. For 

example, it is easy for one to use a city avoiding poorer or polluted places. Maintaining a distance with 

the Other is also avoiding the “threat” of the encounter, which might lead to redefine one Self and one’s 

image of the Other.  

In Watsuji’s terminology, trajection thus refers to the cycle of negation and negation of the 

negation that we saw in subchapter 5.1. and figure 9 when discussing the relation. Four main aspects of 

the relation has been presented in this discussion: the bodymind, the aidagara, the aspect of becoming, 

and the compassion. First, in relation to the milieu, the indivisibility of the bodymind as a point of 

observation and perception-action coupling to the spatial milieu is obvious (see section 5.1.1.). Second, 

the key idea of betweenness also appears in the relation between the Self and its milieu, as the place of 

emergence of the mediance, and thus the interval making possible trajection (section 5.1.2.). Third, the 

embodied self is also construal, as co-creating its mediance and its own identity through the process of 

trajection (section 5.1.3.). Indeed, when discussing the milieu, our starting point is the subjective 

individual; an embodied free and creative agent gifted with intelligence (Gonon, 2000, 64). The creation 

of the mediance and the personal identity is made possible by the imagination. The imagination itself 

is medial, as forms of representation of oneself and the world are medially and historically determined 

(Berque, 2011, 293). Fourth, this individual is constantly becoming by acting while caring for the Other 

(section 5.1.4.). Gonon refers to this care as a “connective necessity” (2000, 64). Each action is 

trajective and composed of two moments; externally creating signification, and internally reflecting the 

relation. Concretely, at the same time passive (influenced) and active (free), we are existing through 

this trajection (Berque, 2000, 94).  

Finally, two crucial aspects of the relational individual have been presented in section 5.1.5.: 

difference and reciprocity. To emphasize our difference with the environment might seem unnecessary, 

and we have already discussed the risks of forgetting it with the indistinguishability account against the 

Deep Ecology (cf. section 2.2.2.). Reciprocity is a more complex matter. In the medial context, it could 

be understood as the recognition of the interdependence and the sameness at the ground of the difference. 

Practically, it would involve going towards the Other, or in the milieu, and stimulate and encourage the 

encounter and the mutual understanding. 
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5.3. Conclusion 
 In this chapter, first, the conception of relational individual has been elaborated through an 

intercultural dialogue between Japanese philosophy and feminist philosophy. The relational individual 

is embodied and embedded in a web of relationships with her environment. This view echoes with the 

ecofeminism conception of the self-in-relationship defended by authors like Val Plumwood (1993) and 

Karen Warren (1990) (cf. section 3.2.5.), as well as the interpersonal and ecological self of Ulrich 

Neisser (1991) in cognitive sciences, and in contemporary neuroscience findings considering the self 

as expanded through brain, body, and their environment (Northoff, 2008; Thompson, 2007, Gallagher, 

2011) (cf. subchapter 2.2.). The “being-between” then becomes a foundational and constitutive aspect 

of the self, as Yoko Arisaka writes: “Intersubjectivity is indeed a condition, rather than an accident, of 

the structure of lived experiences as such” (2001, p. 198). From Watsuji’s phenomenological insights 

of the Self to scientific research on the sensory-motor system and the brain, a convergence can be 

noticed towards a conception of the self as interdependent, social and situated.  

 Second, the concept of milieu has been presented. The relational individual relates to the milieu 

through the process of trajection. These concepts of relational individual, milieu (5.2.2.), historicity 

(5.2.3.), and trajection (5.2.4.) seem to be a fertile ground for sustainability and ethics. The question of 

how the couple relational individual – milieu can provide foundation for an Ethics of Sustainability will 

be the object of next chapter. 
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6. Ethics of Sustainability 
 

Recognizing the interdisciplinary contributions presented in the previous chapters, I elaborated the 

conception of the Self as relational individual living in a historical milieu in Chapter 5. Through an 

intercultural dialogue between Watsuji Tetsuro and the environmental ethicists of Care, the relational 

individual has been characterized as embodied, deploying itself in the betweenness through cycles of 

becoming, and compassionate (5.1.). The historical milieu was also described with the help of the 

concepts of historicity and trajection (5.2.). 

Now finally, we need to question the main target of the thesis: the Ethics of Sustainability. This last 

chapter will be divided into three subchapters. First, the questions of what must be sustained and how 

will be discussed in subchapter 6.1., along with some solutions to the three main problems of rational 

environmental decision-making (presented section 4.2.). The second subchapter 6.2. will address the 

questions of how the relational individual makes decisions, and how these decisions are moral. To 

achieve this, Berque’s concept of “medial ethics” will be introduced. Third, the flourishing of the Self 

will be presented as a meaningful personal horizon to the creation of oneself (subchapter 6.3.). As we 

will see, wisdom tradition can provide us self-cultivation technics to guide us in the creation of a Self 

living sustainably. 

 

6.1. Sustainability 
Three problems of environmental decision-making have been presented in Chapter 4: the 

problem of knowledge or uncertainty (4.2.1), the problem of spatial distance (4.2.2.), and the problem 

of temporal distance (4.2.3.). We see now how the conception of relational individual and shared 

milieu can provide some possible solutions to these three obstacles. First, we see how a local shared 

milieu can be a basis for direct empathy-like-intersubjectivity and how direct encounter between the 

self and its milieu can soften the obstacle of fundamental uncertainty in environmental decision-

making. Second, we work on the scales of identity in order to expand this care and awareness of 

interdependence at a global level including distant others. Third, the concept of historicity presented 

in Chapter 5 will be developed to provide a tentative solution to the problem of temporal distance and 

future generations. Along all this reasoning, the shared imaginary of which milieu is one’s specific 

expression will play a key role.  

6.1.1. Shared milieu 

Any community of human beings inhabit a specific milieu, sharing a local environment in the 

present. This milieu is a place of shared intersubjectivity, as it is a place where people meet each other, 

and on which people project representations, significations and symbols through their common 

imaginary. The local milieu is also an important place where the relational individual built a spatial 

identity through emotional attachment to landscape items. Specific memories of life experiences and 

feelings of belonging are, of course, personal. However, as one is experiencing the world through the 

veil of a specific cultural imaginary, one’s spatial identity is not exclusively personal, but also mediated 

by the group. Places and landscape items are taking meaning mainly through tales and stories told by 

the group living in this space. The milieu is thus taking the role of “betweenness”; as a space of interface 
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between the self and others, making possible the dynamic cycles of identification and differentiation, 

and thus the construction of one’s own self. 

Take the relational individual Akiko, living in the countryside of Japan, in a farm in the 

imaginary hamlet of Hirano in the prefecture of Fukushima. Akiko works every day in the rice paddies 

and vegetable fields. She knows very well the climatic patterns of the place, which flowers bloom at 

what time of the year, and where to find mushrooms in the forest nearby. Over her years of experience 

and daily life in the place, she developed a strong feeling of belonging to it, and she is especially 

emotionally attached to the river, the kaki tree in her garden, and the shape of the mountain so beautiful 

in the sunset. The place became part of her own identity, and she is strongly willing to protect her direct 

natural environment. After the nuclear catastrophe, some of her friends mentioned relocating, but this 

option was unthinkable for her, as it would mean giving up her lifestyle and feeling of belonging and 

achievement in her farm. Finally, Akiko knows very well her local natural environment, and she 

recognizes what would harm it, and often comes up with an alternative way to protect it while 

maintaining her own lifestyle.  

A few hundred metres down the river lives the relational individual Bunta (see figure 12).  

Akiko  e (Hirano, Japan)                        e(Hirano) ∈ {e, e’…} 

Bunta  e’ (Hirano, Japan, neighbour)            shared milieu and landscape items 

FIGURE 12: SHARED MILIEU BETWEEN TWO RELATIONAL INDIVIDUALS 

The lifestyle of Bunta is quite different, as he is taking his car every day to drive to the city to work. 

Obviously, the experience of the place will be very different from the farmer Akiko. However, Bunta 

developed a strong attachment to the landscape of the mountain, and he enjoys listening to the sound of 

the river. From his very own perspective, Bunta is also willing to protect the local natural environment. 

He might know less about the seasoning changes of nature, but he is more aware of the politico-

economic challenges and pressures that face the hamlet from different external investors and politicians.  

The relational individuals Akiko and Bunta are not close friends. However, they use to 

exchange greetings when they meet each other, and they use the same specific words to refer to the 

river or to the mountain. They often meet each other on the bridge in the morning, when Bunta is going 

to work and Akiko comes back from checking the level of the water in the paddies. Thus, even if their 

experiences of the milieu are subjective, they also share the milieu as a place of encounter, of 

intersubjectivity, and of common feeling of belonging. Through discussions and actions, Akiko and 

Bunta adopt lifestyles respecting each other and maintaining their local milieu healthy and meaningful. 

It is easy to see how locally sustainable lifestyles can emerge from such a setting. The shared milieu of 

Hirano is composed by the set of shared representations and significations, and of personal 

representations and life experiences of the place. This set of meaningful web of relationships and 

interactions between relational individuals themselves, and between relational individuals and their 

milieu is constantly creating and changing the common imaginary linked to the specific milieu. In this 

case, proximity can provide some solutions to the problem of uncertainty, as local relational individuals 

have learnt to live with their local environment, to “listen” to it and respect it.  

Yet, one might raise the objection that people living in highly urbanized areas do not have 

contact with the environment anymore and thus, do not neither care nor know about it. For example, as 

mentioned in section 4.2.3., people in Japanese megalopolis who spend their life in isolated and 

standardized boxes (rooms, subways, etc.) may not have any immediate contact with the natural 
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environment. Nonetheless, even people following highly urbanized lifestyles are still in contact with 

the elements of the natural environment such as the air or the rain. They will suffer directly from acid 

rain or air pollution. The latter is especially important with, for instance, the preoccupying problem of 

dangerous smog in Chinese megalopolis. As a consequence, they will at least care for the quality of the 

air they breathe and the water they drink, as it may be a question of basic survival. In this sense, while 

the argument that direct contact soften the problem of knowledge becomes very weak, urbanized 

relational individuals will still surely care for their immediate milieu as understood as the air, the water, 

the parks, etc.  

From this perspective, sustainable ethical behaviour emerges like an evidence from the 

relational interdependency of the identity of the relational individual with her own milieu crisscrossed 

by daily practices. There is nothing surprising here, as shown by the numerous local movements of 

protestation against pollution which started inside a community to protect their immediate milieu 

(Betsill and Corell, 2008; Carlson and Sugawara, 2006; Inoguchi and Carlson, 2006; Hasegawa, 2004; 

Reimann, 2010). Climate change, exportation of pollution and nuclear wastes present us with another 

level of ethical lifestyle and feeling of belonging and care for the global milieu.  

6.1.2. Global shared milieu 

Is a global milieu possible? As the conception of the milieu nourishes itself from experiences 

of life of an embodied and situated individual, it would seem that this individual is related to a particular 

milieu. From there, one’s milieu could be easily enlarged to encapsulate the past experiences. Most of 

us have developed the feeling of belonging to several specific milieus where we live for a period of our 

life. For instance, relational individual Claudia might care for the milieu of a small village c in south 

Patagonia where Claudia grew up, even if Claudia is now living in a city C in central Patagonia and has 

not visited her hometown c for decades (for a discussion of the Ethics of Care at the global level, see 

Held, 2006). In this case, Claudia would spontaneously adopt behaviour protecting the milieu c where 

she lived in the past, and the milieu C where he lives now. Let’s suppose that in another city in Patagonia 

lives Daniela, who never met Claudia and has never been in either the village c or the city C. The milieus 

of Daniela and Claudia are thus spatially distant and there is no immediate contact between the milieus 

nor between the two relational individuals. However, when Claudia learns by the mainstream media 

that sever industrial pollution has been calculated in the ocean near city D, she is very likely to worry 

about the health of the Daniela’s milieu, if not by direct empathy, at least because Claudia knows that 

if the pollution continues, it might affect her village c directly through marine streams.  

Akiko  e (Japan) 

Bunta  e (Japan, neighbour) 

Claudia  e (Patagonia)    E (Earth) ∈ 

Daniela  e (Patagonia, other city)                  {e (Japan), e (Patagonia), e (China)...} 

Enlai  e (China) 

FIGURE 13: GLOBAL SHARED MILIEU EARTH 

 The same reasoning of interconnectedness to the environment might lead the Japanese 

relational individual Bunta to care about the air pollution in the Chinese city E of relational individual 

Enlai, because winds often carry haze from China to Japan. Finally, eventually, the five relational 

individuals are well aware of the interdependency of each milieu, and of the vulnerability of one’s own 

milieu to pollution coming from another distant milieu (see figure 13). All relational individuals are 

part of the same global milieu Earth, and each of them has one’s personal representation of what this 
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global milieu Earth might be. This representation of the global milieu is highly influenced by the cultural 

imaginary to which belongs each relational individual. 

 Then, suppose that Japanese relational individual Bunta travels to Patagonia and meets 

relational individual Claudia. Through conversation and exchanges, Bunta and Claudia develop 

empathy for each other and might even become friends. After coming back to Japan, Bunta might keep 

a feeling of concern and care about the milieu surrounding Claudia, and even for the childhood milieu 

of Claudia where he has never been. Simultaneously, Claudia will start caring about the safety and 

health of the environment where Bunta lives. Because Bunta and Claudia care about each other, Bunta 

and Claudia will also care about each other’s milieus, as both know that their milieus are crucial part of 

their lifestyles and identity. Furthermore, after discussing with Bunta about his experience in Patagonia 

and the rich encounters he had there, relational individual Akiko might also start to care about this 

faraway places and people, and thus, care about the soundness of their natural milieu.  

 In short, there are three distinct reasons for the relational individual to embrace and care for a 

global shared milieu. The first one is the recognition of the interconnectedness of the nature, that is, 

what affects a faraway environment might have repercussions on one’s own milieu and thus impact 

one’s survival. The second is the care for other human beings which is then reported on their milieu. 

With the expansion of travel opportunities and multicultural diversity, this second aspect might grow 

even more importantly in the future. The fact that the world population is becoming increasingly urban 

and thus disconnected from a direct natural environment might then be compensated with a higher 

stimulation of empathy for a large variety of people carrying different vulnerable milieus in their 

identities. The third reason is the awareness of the commonness of nature, as we are all being part 

together of the same milieu Earth. As shown section 6.1.3., the feeling of belonging to the same shared 

milieu Earth has been theorized with the tool of scales of identity. 

6.1.3. Scales of identity 

The feeling of belonging to one unique interconnected planetary milieu finds a clear 

expression in the notion of global or Earth citizenship. It is important to note that to embrace the identity 

of an Earth citizen is not done at the expense of the other identities. The self is not “expanded” towards 

the whole community of living being on this planet, its own point of observation and milieu of belonging 

diluted into a totality (Singer, 1981). On the contrary, the identity of one relational individual unfold 

itself in several scales of identity. These spatial scales of identity are overlapping each other, their 

borders are often blurred, and the relation between each other is, most of the time, not clearly 

hierarchized. In different contexts, the same relational individual might endorse a different scale of 

identity to give the most appropriate response to the particular specific circumstances. 

For example, relational individual Claudia might have a very localized identity as a native of 

the village c (1st scale of identity). But then, Claudia might also have developed another less localized 

identity as an active member of the city C (2nd scale of identity). When Claudia meets people in the city 

C, it is very likely that she presents herself as a native from the village c. But when Claudia meets other 

Chileans, she might refer to herself as a member of the city C, or as a Patagonian (3rd scale of identity). 

Then, when Claudia meets the Japanese Bunta, she probably identified herself as Chilean (4th scale of 

identity), or as a South American (5th scale of identity). Finally, when Claudia was discussing with 

Bunta emphasizing their similitudes and the commonness of their global environment, they might refer 

to themselves as Earth citizens (6th scale of identity). 
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These scales of identity are not static, but contextual and changeable over time. The 

importance given to one particular scale of identity in the story-telling of one individual will change 

greatly with the context and the claim that one is trying to make by identifying herself to one particular 

group or space, and thus differentiating herself from other groups and spaces. Finally, these different 

scales of identity are also historical, both referring to different periods of time in the life of one 

individual, and to different historical divisions of the space made by groups, such as regions and nations. 

6.1.4. Historicity and future generations 

As I argued in section 5.2.3., spatiality is always intrinsically linked with temporality, and thus 

the milieu is always intertwined with the historicity. This is true not only at the level of the individual 

human existence in the interconnection of acts, but also at the level of the group through the medial and 

historical creation and transmission of the communal imaginary. As the self is construal, the worldview 

of one group is also construal, and both aspects (communal and personal) mutually support each other. 

However, as Watsuji writes, the communal imaginary has a greater temporal dimension than the 

lifespan of an individual: “The individual dies, the relation between individuals changes, but while 

dying and changing, individuals live and their betweenness continues” (2004, 19-20; see the full citation 

in section 5.2.3.). The communal cultural imaginary projected on the historical milieu is the expression 

of this dynamic ever-changing betweenness. This betweenness will be ever-lasting, at least as long as 

human beings continue to maintain it though their existence.  

The transmitted historical milieu includes tangible artefacts and intangible attributes, personal, 

or of a group or society. The notion of cultural heritage refers to the material and immaterial objects 

transmitted to and maintained by the present and future generations as the legacy of past generations. 

Cultural heritage can be tangible such as monuments, books and works of arts. It can also be intangible, 

such as folklore and languages. Besides, it is also often – if not always – trajective, with the usual 

example of the landscape as a co-production between natural elements and human fabrications (see 

section 6.2.1. for the description and discussion of trajectivity). Therefore, through the historical milieu, 

the individual existence is spanning beyond its spatio-temporal point of observation. Spatially, we saw 

how this movement can be mediated by the milieus themselves, or by other human beings, and finally 

by the awareness of the existence of other relational individuals in their respective milieus. Temporally, 

the question is more arduous, as I will argue in the following.  

6.1.5. Three obstacles: Contingency, Indeterminacy, Asymmetry  

One essential challenge for the theorization of an ethics of sustainability concerns the future and 

the future generations. Three obstacles to the theorization of future generations have been distinguished: 

contingency of existence, indeterminacy of needs and asymmetry of power (Barry, 1977; Page, 1999). 

These three obstacles are also sometimes referred to as characteristics of not-yet-born people: biological 

dependency, unknowability and passivity (Usami, 2011). We will now go through them and see how a 

conception of relational historical milieu might offer some possible alternative ways. 

The first one is the (1) non-existence and contingency of these future generations. As briefly 

mentioned in sections 3.1.2. and 3.2.4., this obstacle of non-existence has been famously described by 

Parfit as the non-identity problem (1984). Shortly, it states that who will exist in the future depends on 

every of our actions, as every action might change by a second the time of mating, and thus what 

individual will be born (and this phenomenon is duplicated with time). Usami refers to this feature as 

“biological dependency” of future generations’ to present generations actions (2011, 3). Thus, nobody 
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can be worse off with either of our decisions, as in the case we had taken another decision, the 

potentially worse off individuals would not have existed.  

Indeterminacy (2) is the second obstacle, as we are in a state of fundamental uncertainty and 

ignorance about future generations. Indeed, future generations will live in a different historical milieu 

with different cultural imaginaries, and thus might want, desire or even need different things than we 

do. Not-yet-born people are fundamentally unknowable. This is the main obstacle for an utilitarist or 

welfarist theory seeking to maximize the happiness of future individuals, as we are in a state of 

ignorance of what factors will impact their happiness. Indeed, a welfarist theory needs to know the 

utility of an action on affected individuals (Usami, 2015, 225). As future people are undetermined, a 

welfarist theory encounters a difficult obstacle. On this aspect, a resourcist view caring about what and 

how many goods holds each future person seems stronger, even if the indeterminacy of the population 

number is still problematic. Together, these two obstacles -contingency of existence and indeterminacy 

of needs- are also very problematic for any contract theory approach of ethics of sustainability 

(Kobayashi, 1999, 18). Indeed, contractualism necessitates a reciprocal interaction among agents, and 

this reciprocity is difficult for non-overlapping generations. The problem appears clearly with 

individualistic moral theories attaching ethical value not to the way of life, but to specific actions 

affecting distinct separated individuals. If we need to have a worse-off victim in order to have a wrong 

action, then non-existence and indeterminacy are deadly obstacles.  

Third, the obstacle of asymmetry (3) states that there is an inequality of power and resources 

between present generation and future generations (Kobayashi, 1999, 15). Indeed, whatever depletion 

of environmental resources we conduct, future generations are impotent to impact on us, and thus are 

the perfect silent victims of our omnipotent abuses. In other words, the deads have “a kind of external 

power over us through the world which they have left us; and at least some older human beings (living 

or dead) have a kind of internal power over us, embodied in what we are (in the persons we have 

become)” (Duun, 1999, 70). Thus the present generations have an “external” power over the future 

generations through the historical milieu created, and the resources and the viability of the ecosystems 

they leave. In addition, present generations also have an “internal” power through the cultural imaginary 

influencing the construal of future selves.  

6.1.6. Overcoming: Significance of the historical milieu 

The “symmetry view” has been proposed as an objection to this last obstacle. According to 

this view, if the present generation has power to influence the future world, milieu and cultural 

imaginary in which future generations will be born, “future generations when they come into being will 

be able to affect not only the posthumous reputations of present persons but also the actual success of 

present persons’ lives’ works, plans, projects, and goals” (Page, unpublished paper, 73; cited in 

Kobayashi, 1999, 17). Ernest Partridge argued first for the importance of “posthumous interests and 

posthumous respect” (1981, 243-264). Furthermore, it is common to be concerned with what will 

happen to our own body (and our belongings and reputation) after death (ceremony, burial, heritage…). 

Thus, “my self-interested concern about the future is not restricted to concern about future mental states 

of myself”; about future pleasure and pain (Harrison, 1999, 87). Remember the two solutions for 

continuity through time of the Self mentioned in Chapter 3: embodiment and self-story. O’Neill 

suggested that the reasons for intrapersonal continuity through time might have some implication on 

interpersonal continuity through time. He notes that the relation of a person to the future can also be 

seen as “one of self to others” at the same temporal point (O’Neill, 1999, 97). Obviously, the continuity 
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in time of the embodiment after death is interrupted as the body perishes. However, some kind of 

continuity may continue through the narratives. As we saw with Watsuji’s work, the human existence 

deploys itself in the interconnection of acts in the betweenness of the historical milieu. Space and time 

are becoming milieu and history through the meaningful and performative narratives of the society and 

of the individuals composing it. The problem of conservation of the milieu thus becomes “how best to 

continue the narrative” (O’Neill, 1999, 100). Or, as Holland and Rawles write (1994, 37):  

conservation is […] about preserving the future as a realization of the potential of the past 

[…] [it] is about negotiating the transition from past to future in such a way as to secure the 

transfer of maximum significance. 

In short, future generations have power over our posthumous reputation, and over the flourishing or 

failure of our projects, children, cities… on what will become the historical milieu we contributed to 

create during our whole life. To be clear, my argument here is different from my argument of global 

shared milieu developed at section 6.1.2 saying that when one person concerns about another and 

recognizes that that person’s milieu is essential for her, one will care for another’s milieu. I do not 

defend here any direct link between present people and future people of non-overlapping generations. 

Instead, I argue that a non-personal link is made through the care for the accomplishment – or the 

preservation – of the projects one person started during her own life. Posthumous reputation is one 

obvious example, but one does not need to be remembered as an individual person at all to care for the 

sake of her projects. Indeed, only a few celebrities will be remembered over several future generations, 

thus the argument of posthumous individual reputation alone seems too weak confronted to the oblivion 

of the majority of people. However, if individuals may be easily forgotten, their project might not be. 

A project can be material, such as a building that they contributed to erecting (e.g. cathedrals in Europe), 

but it can also be ideas, theories or worldviews that they embraced during their life and that they wish 

to see flourishing in the future. In my opinion, the latter is the most important part of what is transmitted 

to future generations through the historical milieu; significance.  

 The third obstacle of asymmetry of power seems to be overcome through the perspective of 

signifying narratives covering the historical milieu. What about the two obstacles left? If the key point 

of sustainability is the conservation of a living meaningful milieu, then the obstacle of the contingency 

of existence seems to become looser. Indeed, the ethical value is no more attached to particular not-yet-

existent and potentially suffering individuals, but to the rich living significance of the historical milieu; 

the dynamic ever-changing betweenness. If the richness of the historical milieu is transmitted, whoever 

will live in the future may pick up the torch of ideal projects left by past generations. The history of 

philosophy is full of examples of old ideas taken over and revived by some thinkers hundreds of years 

later. Amphitheatres built under the Roman Empire and still used (or used again) today for spectacles 

are another example of transmission of significance of the historical milieu. In over words, from this 

perspective, the precise number of the future population or the definite identities of future individuals 

matter less than the transmission of a living and evolving historical milieu.  

Finally, the obstacle of indeterminacy of needs is undeniable for very-long-term future 

generations, after hundreds of thousands of years. Looking back, indeed, human beings were very 

different from now. Nevertheless, even then, we can suppose that they had similar basic need of healthy 

air, water, and liveable physico-chemical environment. However, most of the environmental decisions 

we are taking today have a destructive impact on closer future generations, such as a few hundreds of 

years. Then, it is completely possible to guess from our historical milieu what these generations might 
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need in order to flourish within the imaginary cultural and historical milieu we will have transmitted to 

them. James Sterba already developed this argument in slightly different terms insisting on the rights 

of future people to receive the goods and resources necessary for their basic needs (1981; Usami, 2011, 

9). 

The three obstacles to theorization of an ethics of sustainability concerning the future seem to 

be overcome by the shifting of the centre of the argumentation from unknown, passive and biologically 

dependent on us not-yet-born people to the transmission of a signifying historical milieu. The turning 

point here is that if what matters is the survival of ideal and material projects present people lived (and 

sometimes died) for, then future generations have tremendous power over them. Who exactly are these 

future people matters less than their will to embrace, sustain and make evolve some of the ideals and 

projects left by past generations. This brings us to a notion of medial ethics no more attached to 

individual people, but to the relation living people entertain with their historical milieu.  

 

6.2. Medial Ethics 
Ethics cannot be deduced from solely the study of the environment as an entity separated or 

at least independent from us (Berque, 1996, 13). Such an undertaking would reproduce the same critical 

mistakes of the dualist approaches discussed in section 5.2.1. The environment is not a simple chemico-

physical receptacle for the human existence and the flourishing of its civilizations, but it is a lived and 

co-determined milieu crisscrossed by our practices and usages; a set of eco-techno-symbolic 

relationships (see figure 10 and section 5.2.2.). Yet, mainstream environmental economics and most of 

environmental ethics are trying to maintain this dual structure, while adding the component of the 

environment as externalities or limited objectified resources. As O’Neill writes, such an approach 

cannot answer the fundamental question addressed to our very way of life (1999, 103): 

In public choices about the environment we express the kinds of relations to past and future we 

want as a society: the very assumptions of cost benefit analysis rule out proper expression of 

those values.  

Medial ethics is thus not simply an addition of ethics to the sciences of the environment, but it is 

grounded on the relation itself, this relation co-creating the milieu and the relational individual (Berque, 

1996, 79). As mentioned earlier, we are taking here a non-determinist perspective, a possibilist one, 

which then gives us the duty to protect the environment in virtue of the fact that we have the possibility 

(not the right) to destroy it. As we have the possibility, we thus have the choice and the freedom 

necessary for ethics (Berque, 1996, 71). The milieu itself it then “not only physical, but moral as well”, 

as it is impregnated with human values (Llored and Sarrade, 2015, 25). As Llored and Sarrade conclude, 

“purely environmental ethics is therefore a chimera” (ibid).  

6.2.1. Medial duty 

It is not possible to ground a medial ethic, or an ethic of the milieu, exclusively on the place 

(basho), or on the milieu itself. If a logic of the place can explain the processes of identification to a 

place (and thus regionalism and nationalism), it keeps in itself the danger of absorbing the subject. As 

we have seen several times until now, the movement back to one’s own self is also necessary, and this 

movement back to one’s own subjectivity is the warranty of consciousness and freedom. Berque speaks 

of “raison trajective”, or trajective reason, expressing this movement of trajection and emergence, 

integrating our belongingness to the world with our subjectively conscious free agency (1996, 171-173). 
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As taking part in these never-ending cycles, the relational individual is entangled with responsibilities 

towards the milieu. In his book Being human on Earth8, Berque writes (1996, 174, my translation): 

The trajective reason urges us […] to recognize, consciously, that we have duties towards the 

places of our subjectivity (the body, the society, the human species, the animality, the biosphere, 

the planet, etc.), these interlocked places from which our life and consciousness emerge; 

because they are the base and the necessary condition for this emergence. 

The logic of our medial duty is then to “commit ourselves consciously to respect all the beings of the 

milieu, as they are the necessary albeit not sufficient condition for the emergence of our own 

consciousness and freedom” (Berque, 1996, 175). 

 From this perspective, human development and environmental conservation do not stand in 

opposition. On the contrary, what we need to care for is the very relation that we maintain with our 

milieu and that let us survive. Only a logic of exclusion destroying this vital link can lead to conclusions 

advocating the destruction of one of the terms of the equation; human beings or the environment 

(Couteau, 2010, 119). The space of the Earth is holding together and linking together the different 

heterogenous elements sharing it. It is crucial then to recognize the fundamental value and fragility of 

this relation. Hence, as moral relational individuals, we have a duty to acknowledge, maintain and value 

this link that we are constantly building with our milieu.  

                                                      

8 Être humains sur la terre. 
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6.2.2. Cycle of becoming and decision-making 

Then, how this moral relational individual is making decisions about environmental 

dilemmas? In Chapter 4, “external” aware, rational and conscious decision-making (subchapter 4.2.) 

has been distinguished from “internal” unconscious processes active in decision-making processes 

(subchapter 4.3.). In the first part of this chapter (6.1.), we have seen how reasoning based on the 

concept of shared milieu can provide some partial solutions to the problem of uncertainty as direct 

contact with the milieu can stimulate the emergence of empathy-like-intersubjectivity (4.2.1). Using the 

tool of scales of identity, the problem of spatial distance (4.2.2) can also be partially solved through 

raising the awareness of the interconnectedness of nature, of the feeling of care for others reported on 

their respective milieu, and of the commonness of the milieu Earth. Finally, three arguments have been 

presented to overcome the problem of temporal distance. Care for posthumous reputation and success 

of a common project is giving future generations power over our heritage. Then, if ethical value is 

placed on the conservation of a living and 

meaningful milieu, the specific 

characteristics of future individuals become 

less significant, and it is possible to guess 

what will be their basic needs from the 

historical milieu and shared cultural 

imaginary we are transmitting to them. 

 On the “internal” unconscious level, 

we have seen in Chapter 4 the Baars’ Global 

Workspace Theory of Consciousness as a 

synthetic approach to decision-making. In 

this theory, hierarchized contexts can shape 

and modulate conscious content, influencing 

the process of the conscious spotlight on the 

stage of working memory. Self-systems are 

the multi-layered and adaptive higher 

dominant context. In the case of the relational 

individual, the higher dominant context 

would thus be the relational self. Figure 14 

represents my adaptation of the Global 

Workspace Theory to the case of the 

decision-making processes of a moral 

relational individual. On the top of the 

hierarchy of goals contexts would then come 

survival, and thus sustainability as a condition for survival. As the higher dominant context is the 

relational self, the conceptual context would have to encompass the recognition of the historical milieu 

and the communal cultural imaginary.  

 In the process of decision-making, the ideas of survival and sustainability, both of which are 

more or less conscious, appear as the lighthouse of ideals to give the direction of actions to a relational 

Self innovating alternative ways of actions in the conceptual context of the milieu. As each choice 

slightly modifies the contexts, the self of the relational individual is constantly in a dynamic state of 

becoming. Moreover, the interpretation of mainly unconscious goals of sustainability and survival will 

FIGURE 14: RELATIONAL INDIVIDUAL’S DECISION-

MAKING PROCESS 
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also evolve in time according to the particular different life experiences. Finally, the conceptual context 

is also changing continuously, and it might be the easiest to be aware of. Indeed, if we change our 

conceptual context, getting rid of the paradigm of an independent rational individual in its objectifiable 

separated environment to replace it with the paradigm of the relational individual co-determining its 

milieu, it will radically change our decision-making process and thus lead us to more sustainable 

lifestyles. 

 The ethical component of decision-making is thus distributed in the different contexts of the 

self (self-system, goals context, conceptual context) and is omnipresent in every choice to be made 

about one’s own self and about the world. Environmental ethical choices and lifestyles emerge from 

both the unconscious dynamic and adaptive contexts of Self as relational individual (encompassing 

other contexts), and from the conscious reasoning on the environmental dilemmas from the point of 

observation of the relational individual with the conceptual tools of the milieu. 

6.2.3. Adaptability and survival 

The core aspect of sustainability is simply the survival of human species. Yet, in our global 

cosmopolitan societies, an individual with a fixed and static self-identity will lack of adaptability to the 

quick fluctuations and variations of a continuously changing society. Moreover, as Takatoshi Imada 

notes, a fixed identity will also restrict interactions with people very different from us (1999, 236). Then, 

this would lead to a lack of social experiences and hinder one’s own development. A lack of flexible 

identity presents thus the danger of ostracism and social ghettoization leading, as we know, to various 

discriminations. In our flexible, fluid and highly diverse societies, a fixed identity presents a serious 

disadvantage for the survival of the individual. As Imada writes: “Self-identity will become fluid” (1999, 

237). As a matter of fact, we will hardly be able to survive, if we “obstinately cling” to one established 

fixed and stable identity (ibid).  

I argued for a conception of the self as a relational individual in constant dynamic interactions with 

its shared historical milieu. As shown in figure 15, the ethics of sustainability emerges from this 

relationship and the betweeness. As the self is dynamic, it is thus also more adaptable to changes in its 

social and natural environment, 

and thus it enhances its chances of 

survival. Adaptability and 

flexibility of the self are thus 

crucial elements for the survival 

and flourishing of the individual at 

a very short time scale. On a 

longer time scale, adaptability and 

innovation are also key factors for 

survival of individuals and 

groups. Individuals committed to 

the cultivation of themselves are 

likely to grow more blooming and 

stronger and then have more 

chances to adapt themselves to 

external social and environmental 

changes. I will discuss the flourishing of the Self in the next subchapter 6.3. Finally, on the time scale 

FIGURE 15: ADAPTABILITY AND SURVIVAL OF THE 

RELATIONAL INDIVIDUAL 
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of survival of human species, if we keep in mind Darwinist theories of evolution, obviously, 

environmental and social adaptability is crucial.  

6.2.4. Moral relational individual and political implications 

The relational individual has a medial duty to adopt a sustainable lifestyle. Of course, environmental 

decisions and choices about lifestyles have political implications. Consumption and boycott choices of 

an individual have a political dimension. Choices about the place to live, means of transportation and 

hobbies also all have political implications. The belonging to a certain particular historical milieu carries 

with it a web of political implications and expressions of power. As Arisaka writes (2015, 2): 

politics can very much be about place – “where one lives” and racism, environmental 

degradation, power and powerlessness, political representation, justice. […] if the self 

comes to be in a place, and if the place is itself qualitatively affected by such politics, the 

self that comes to be is also necessarily affected by the concrete effects – health, mobility, 

racism – that constitute the overall environment. 

Where the polluting factories are placed or where the hazardous wastes are disposed are political 

decisions. These are the results of individual choices and impact directly the creation of the relational 

individuals living and creating themselves in the particular affected milieu. The relation is thus bilateral: 

the choices of the relational individuals influence politics, and politics impact on the lives of relational 

individuals, both through the common imaginary and through the physical setting of the society9. As 

we saw through each previous chapter, the self is constantly becoming, creating itself through free 

ethical choices. Arisaka continues (2015, 2): 

 As the self is always in the making, the awareness should serve as a starting point if we cared 

about justice, the concrete justice of place that affects millions of disenfranchised folks should 

not escape our analyses. 

The responsibility of the moral relational individual is thus not limited to the private sphere or to a 

personal level. On the contrary, it is always intrinsically political, as it is intrinsically relational. Politics, 

as the way of living together also grows from the core of the relation; from the betweenness. From this 

perspective, every action and every discourse is political, as it impacts the communal imaginary; even 

if it does not have direct other concrete repercussions. 

 

6.3. Flourishing of the Self 
In subchapter 1.3., social and natural sustainability have been presented as the horizon of the 

reflection of this paper. This horizon is especially true at the level of the group or at the level of the 

survival of the human species. Individual actions should reflect these general goals. However, at the 

level of one’s own life, these concrete goals might not be enough to give meaning to one’s personal 

actions and life stories. The current dominant model of human development, centred on materialism 

and consumption cannot lead to sustainable lifestyles. Another model of moral human development is 

needed, a model supporting non-greedy individuals and advocating values of satisfaction. 

                                                      

9 However, Arisaka notes that this is nothing like geopolitical determinism. 



79 

 

A meaningful personal horizon to the creation of the self can be the quest for improvement of 

oneself. The idea of self-cultivation has been present in various cultures in different times, for example 

in Taoist and Buddhist traditions. Ethics as the results of a trained self also supports this idea. A belief 

in the possibility for one to become better, more peaceful, satisfied and happier can provide such a 

horizon. Different practices have been developed through the history of humanity. Meditations practices 

in Asian traditions and prayers’ guidelines provided in Abrahamic religions can be used as starting lines 

for this change. Recently, the success of mindfulness training and practices around the world shows that 

in secular multicultural societies, more and more people are looking for non-dogmatic practices to 

improve themselves and turning themselves into a better self (Kabat-Zinn, 2013).  

 The revival of interest in meditation practices should also lead us to reinterpret ancient wisdom 

traditions and adapt them to create a new flexible model of moral human development prompt to help 

us facing the critical social and environmental challenges. Sciences (such as neurosciences) can 

facilitate the emergence of an intercultural dialogue about and between different living traditions of 

wisdom, and may create an atmosphere of mutual understanding favourable to peace; a necessary 

condition for sustainability. However, sciences themselves must be aware of their limitations and 

specific viewpoint. Indeed, sciences are also an activity of transformation of the subject in which 

subjectivity is run away from. The scientific posture is an impossible quest towards a state of being 

“objective” outside of one’s own Self. But, as we saw in this thesis, it is this very Self that is uniting us 

symbiotically with our milieu through embodiment and interdependent codetermining relations (Abe, 

2007). In practice, reflexion on the Self is a precondition of any objective knowledge. Thus, if sciences 

and their quest for objectivity can help to find a common ground between different cultures and 

disciplines, the primordial importance of subjectivity needs not to be forgotten. 

Wisdom traditions are generally seeking to include these both subjective and objective accesses to 

knowledge (Svensson and Birren, 2005; Hulin, 2008). In a more contemporary wording, wisdom may 

be understood as the integration of the reflective system to the automatic system (see figure 8, section 

4.4.). That is, the integration of a mode of consciousness as a habit instead of a time-to-time exercise. 

This mode of consciousness may be referred to as primordial awareness or conceptualized intelligence 

(e.g. Deroche, 2017), and it includes being aware of one’s own embodiment, of one’s own embedment 

in a web of relations with the environment and others, and of the consequences and the basis of one’s 

own actions. In short, wisdom may be the knowledge of how to live, or praxis, put into practice.  

FIGURE 16: FLOURISHING OF THE SELF  

In the preceding chapters, we have established 

that the Self is a construction in interrelations with 

others and the environment through imagination, 

reflexion and actions. The question becomes now 

how should we or can we live while creating our 

Self; a Self living sustainably. All wisdom 

traditions around the world provide different 

answers to this memorial question. Many of them advocate the idea of a balance between care for the 

Self and care for Others (in our context, natural and human Others). Figure 16 shows the two sides of 

the same coin that are knowledge and action. This idea can be expressed as a middle way between 

introspective self-cultivation and altruistic action. For instance, for Mahayana Buddhist traditions, the 

quest for wisdom is always complemented by the practice of compassion (see section 5.1.4.). As we 
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saw with the “embodied, ecological and enactive” conception of the Self in cognitive sciences (see 

introduction of Chapter 2), the Self is enactive and cognition embodied (2.4.). Thus, in practice, 

knowledge is imbricated with action, like in the basic coupling of perception-action. Becoming aware 

of our actions is a first step in order to adopt an ethical behaviour. For example, practices bringing back 

the attention to the breathing (such as sophrology, meditation, yoga…) are training the body and the 

mind in a movement of concentration on oneself. Introspection is an essential step of self-cultivation 

strengthening knowledge about one’s own Self. These two aspects echo Watsuji’s two cyclic 

movements of negation of the Self and way back to the Self. On the one hand, introspection is a 

movement of concentration of the Self on itself. Self-cultivation of body and mind foster this inward 

movement. On the other hand, an action is often judged as ethical or not following its foreseeable 

consequences; an outward movement. Like in the movement of identification with Others (5.1.3.), the 

Self can be seen as expanding itself to reach for the alterity. 

In other words, individualism and collectivism may not be opposed, but two complementary sides 

that need each to be acknowledged, respected, and balanced with the other. The conception of Homo 

oeconomicus is an individualistic extreme, and we have seen what regrettable consequences it leads to 

(section 1.1.1.). On the other side, a collectivist attitude misunderstanding the unicity of the Self may 

also lead to relations of domination or submission to the group, as shown, for instance, by Plumwood 

analysis of Deep Ecology’s expanded Self (2.2.1.) and of the logical structure of dualism (5.2.1.). 

Moreover, the notion of homo oeconomicus itself is paradoxical. Indeed, the homo oeconomicus model 

is often seen as mainly oriented on the satisfaction of egocentric and physical needs, that is to say, the 

needs of the physical body which an ego appropriates and identifies with. From this viewpoint, homo 

oeconomicus might be seen as “embodied”. However, the notion of embodied Self developed 

throughout this thesis refers to the awareness of one subject of its own embodiment, and thus of its 

interdependence with the environment and other human beings. Thus, what distinguishes the homo 

oeconomicus from my alternative of embodied Self is not merely the embodiment, but the awareness 

of it. In sum, the very characteristics of the homo oeconomicus model correspond well to the definition 

of the state of “ignorance” in Buddhism, as the homo oeconomicus is victim of the illusion of seeing 

the internal subject as independent self and the external world as objectifiable resources. 

Technics or exercises encouraging the flourishing of the Self should take these two inward 

(introspection and knowledge) and outward (action and altruism) aspects into consideration. In a 

conception of an embodied, ecological and enactive Self, knowledge and action are intrinsically 

intertwined. Thus, for the relational individual, there is no opposition or contradiction between self-

cultivation and care for others. On the contrary, they reinforce each other. An understanding of the 

interdependence and relationality of the Self, acquired through introspection, encourages a daily 

practice of compassion and care for others. The flourishing of the self is thus a dynamic process that, in 

Buddhist terminology, unfolds itself along the “path” (do,道 ). 

 In conclusion, the foundations of an ethics of sustainability are flourishing and balanced embodied 

Selves. Practices towards an ethics of sustainability begin with introspection and understanding of the 

enactive embodied interdependence of the Self with its social and natural environment. Such a profound 

understanding of the nature of oneself have repercussions on behaviours. Because habits are not easily 

changed (4.3.3.), abrupt changes in behaviours cannot be expected. The training of the Self towards 

being a relational individual behaving sustainably may be slow and time-consuming. But if the 

outcomes are healthier and happier relational individuals supporting strong, adaptive and sustainable 

human societies, it might be worth the effort. Likewise, the aspect of flourishing of the Self also 
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appeared in as one of the six main dimensions of social sustainability according to Amartya Sen: the 

dimension of “maturity” understood as personal responsibility and growth (2013) (see section 1.3.). All 

in all, the flourishing of the Self appears as the keystone of social and natural sustainability. 

 

6.4. Conclusion 
In the first subchapter about sustainability, I argued that my interpretation of the Self as a relational 

individual imbricated in her historical milieu can partly overcome the three problems of environmental 

decision-making. The obstacle of fundamental uncertainty was softened by the argument of a local 

shared milieu as a basis for direct empathy-like-intersubjectivity. Working on scales of identity and on 

the report of care for Others on their milieus, I showed then how this care and awareness of 

interdependence can be expanded at a global level including distant others, providing a solution for the 

problem of spatial distance. The problem of temporal distance has been divided into three distinct 

obstacles to theorization of an ethics of sustainability: biological dependency, indeterminacy of needs 

and asymmetry of power. I proposed to overcome them by shifting the centre of the argumentation from 

not-yet-born people to the transmission of a signifying historical milieu thanks to the concept of 

historicity (5.2.3). 

In the second subchapter, I developed a conception of medial ethics attached to the relation living 

people entertain with their historical milieu. At the core of medial ethics lies the concept of historical 

milieu; a lived and co-determined set of eco-techno-symbolic relationships. Basing myself on the 

Theory of Global Workspace (4.3.1), I showed how the relational individual makes decision through 

her cycles of becoming. This dynamic aspect of the Self makes the relational individual more adaptable 

to changes in her social and natural environment, and thus enhance her chances of survival.  

Finally, in the last subchapter, I suggested that the flourishing of the Self could be a central point 

to an alternative model of moral human development supporting non-greedy individuals and advocating 

values of satisfaction. Wisdom traditions and self-cultivation practices may furnish tools to orientate 

and help relational individuals to flourish. 
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7. Conclusion 
 

The journey of this thesis was winding across several disciplines and viewpoints on the same 

object: the Self. I hope that my research built some new bridges between disciplines and that it can help 

promoting mutual understanding between disciplines. More importantly, it showed the necessity for 

researches on sustainability and ethics to question the very foundations of the paradigms. By examining 

the conception of the natural environment as an economic resource and by developing the idea of 

a milieu as an alternative, my research shed light on the necessity of a paradigm change to foster 

new human practices for environmental sustainability.  

By adopting an interdisciplinary approach, I took the risk that my reasoning becomes shallow 

and so I hope that despite some simplifications, it kept convincing enough strength. Indeed, with the 

Self and sustainability as the main research objects for an interdisciplinary approach, it is impossible to 

provide an exhaustive review of the literature. On the contrary, the reasoning presented in my thesis is 

the result of choices of pieces of literature on the Self, on decision-making and on sustainability. It 

follows that my research opened several sets of questions needing further research. One of them is the 

exploration of a model of Ethics of Sustainability centred on the concept of milieu through a cross-

cultural philosophical approach. The global environmental crisis urges for reconsideration of the 

fundamental concepts on which our contemporary model of society has been built, and I could 

present here only the beginning of a research for a possible alternative model of human 

development. To conclude, I will skim briefly here the different steps of my reasoning before 

synthesizing the most important conclusions (see figure 2 for the general scheme of my argumentation). 

In my thesis, I aimed to develop an alternative to the conception of the Self as a homo 

oeconomicus. In Chapter 1, I showed that as one of the roots of the dominant economic ideas of growth 

and consumption, the conception of homo oeconomicus is not deterring – if not supporting – behaviours 

leading to the global environmental crisis. One of the foundations of the reasoning deployed in this 

thesis is that the (self-)conception of the Self influences decision-making processes about environmental 

ethical dilemmas in the everyday life. Another foundation is the essential premise of optimism and 

faith in the capacity for human beings to change for the better. In the contemporary context of the 

dominant scientific paradigm and of global social system, to achieve social and environmental 

sustainability, the need for alternative ways of thinking is striking. Building bridges across disciplines 

and cultures is one way to favour the emergence of a creative alternative worldview and self-view 

leading, hopefully, to sustainable lifestyles.  

What conception of the Self is more likely to encourage sustainable individual lifestyles? My 

answer was to develop the intersection of the three key concepts of self, environment and ethics (or 

relation) pervasive through the whole journey of this thesis (see figure 1 for the table of the evolution 

of these three key concepts). These notions evolved throughout the thesis when confronted to different 

disciplines and cultures. In opposition to the conception of Self as a rational, independent and self-

interested homo oeconomicus, cognitive sciences and neurosciences findings support a conception of 

the Self as embodied, enactive and ecological, as shown in Chapter 2. Human life is only possible 

through embodiment. The Self is thus embodied, and ecological in the ongoing interdependence with 

its environment for subsistence and survival. The Self is also situated and enactive. Indeed, it perceives 

the environment always from a point of observation, and thus access to the world and cognition are 
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obviously embodied. Moreover, the Self is continuously oriented for action. From birth to death, the 

Self exists in relation with others, and the brain itself has a neurosocial organizational structure 

reflected by the example of mirror neurons. Finally, the embodiment of the self seems to be interlinked 

with a primary empathy-like-intersubjectivity, which may offer a fertile ground for the development of 

ethics.  

This embodiment cannot be denied when constructing our identity and our narrative Self. As 

described in Chapter 3, what we usually refer as “Self” is the ever-changing result of a dialogical and 

performative action and performance relationally embedded and embodied. From the perspective of 

psychological narrativity, we are constantly building our identity through a perpetual imaginative 

innovation of making sense of our past memories in order to determine our present self for the sake of 

our future self-to-be. There are different processes of construction of oneself as independent, 

interdependent, and part of or in relation to one’s environment. Green narratives reflect this diversity 

of underlying conception of the Self. Examples of self-construal of environmentalists offer some 

possible conceptions of a Self promoting sustainable behaviours where the fact to lead a sustainable 

lifestyle lies at the core of one’s identity. 

Sustainable behaviours result from individual environmental decision-making. Yet, Chapter 4 

showed that the internal processes of decision-making are highly complex, susceptible to biases and to 

remain largely mysterious. The Global Workspace Theory of Consciousness provides a synthetic view 

of these internal processes and suggest the Self to be a high-level cross-situational context of 

experience and action resulting from a constant long-term training. This long-term training can be 

directed towards reaching an ideal self-concept incorporating values and ethical goals, for example, a 

green narrative ideal of the Self. In short, this multi-layered and adaptive self-system is encompassing 

ethical decision-making that is supported by all the ethical decisions taken in the past. 

In Chapters 5 and 6, I also presented some solutions to the three main problems of rational 

environmental decision-making that weakens the emergence of empathy and dialogue between the 

agent and the victims (human and natural). As to the problem of fundamental uncertainty, I argued 

that a local shared milieu taken as a basis for direct empathy-like-intersubjectivity between relational 

individuals embodied and embedded in webs of relationships with their historical milieu may soften the 

difficulty. However, the fundamental ignorance clearly remains, as discussed in Chapter 6. Also, I 

proposed to solve the problem of spatial distance by working on scales of identity and on the report 

of care for Others in their milieus. I then showed how this care and awareness of interdependence can 

be expanded at a global level including distant others. Lastly, I divided the problem of temporal 

distance into three distinct obstacles to theorization of an ethics of sustainability and not-yet-born 

people: Biological dependency, indeterminacy of needs and asymmetry of power. I proposed to 

overcome them by shifting the centre of the argumentation from not-yet-born people to the transmission 

of a signifying historical milieu thanks to the concept of historicity. 

Finally, I showed that from the relation people entertain with their historical milieu emerges the 

Ethics of Sustainability in Chapter 6. Medial duty refers to the ethical stance the Self has towards the 

lived and co-determined set of eco-techno-symbolic relationships that is her milieu. Then, the relational 

individual evolves through the cycle of ethical decisions-making. This dynamicity enhances 

adaptability – for the relational individual – to environmental and social changes, and thus foster her 

chances of survival. This conception of the relational individual is a central point to an alternative 

model of moral human development supporting non-greedy individuals and advocating values of 
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satisfaction. Finally, I proposed to look at wisdom traditions and self-cultivation practices such as 

meditation to answer the last question of how we can live while creating a Self fulfilled and living 

sustainably. 

 

From a bird view, here are the most important conclusions of my research:  

To begin with, there is an interdisciplinary convergence towards an embodied, creative and flexible 

conception of the Self. This convergence can be observed from the highly-diversified range of 

disciplines mobilized in this thesis. Neurosciences, cognitive sciences, Japanese phenomenology, 

ecofeminism, environmental psychology… all present a tendency towards a conception of the Self as 

interdependent, social, enactive, situated, embodied and embedded in its environment.  

Another important result is that the relation lies at the centre of ethics. Most of the solutions I 

proposed to the problems of individual environmental decision making appeared by shifting the centre 

of the argumentation from objects (natural and human victims) to the relation. Ethics of Sustainability 

emerges from the relation living people entertain with their historical milieu. 

Therefore, survivability implies to keep the Earth livable and habitable for humans as a relational 

signifying milieu. For an embodied Self or a relational individual, the environment is not only as a 

passive chemico-physical receptacle for human existence, but more importantly a relational signifying 

milieu. Ethics of Sustainability thus needs to focus on the transmission of the significance of this 

historical milieu to new generations. 

Furthermore, wisdom traditions and self-cultivation practices can provide tools for the flourishing 

of the Self. Green narratives can offer some ideal self-concept as a lighthouse to provide guidance in 

the never-ending process of becoming. Moreover, long-lasting wisdom traditions and self-cultivation 

practices also give us technic to improve ourselves as a balanced, healthier and happier, flourishing Self. 

To conclude, Ethics of Sustainability asks the question how to act now as an agent imbricated in 

the past and the future and who codetermines its social and natural environment. And the roots of this 

question go straight to the conception we have of ourselves. The circle is thus complete, as Ethics of 

Sustainability brings us back to where we started: the embodied Self as a basis for environmental 

decision-making. 

 

  



85 

 

7.1. Acknowledgements 
 

I want first to thank my academic supervisor in the Laboratory of Environmental Policy of the 

Graduate School for Global Environmental Studies at Kyoto University, Prof. Makoto Usami (宇佐

美) and for his great support and help all along my research. 

I would also like to acknowledge Prof. Deroche Marc-Henri of the Graduate School of Advanced 

Integrated Studies in Human Survivability at Kyoto University, as the second reader of this thesis. I 

am gratefully indebted to him for his valuable comments and his enthusiastic encouragement. 

I am also very grateful to Prof. Deguchi Yasuo (出口康夫), from the Centre for Applied Philosophy 

and Ethics and of the Department of Philosophy of the Graduate School of Letters of Kyoto 

University for his rich philosophical advises and his warm support. Thanks to him, I also met several 

PhD and Master Students whose friendly help has been decisive in my philosophical adventures.  

I also want to express my deepest gratefulness and admiration for my internship supervisor Prof. Kai-

Yuan Cheng (鄭凱元), Dean of the College of Humanities and Social Sciences of Yang-Ming 

University, and Professor in the Institute of Philosophy of Mind and Cognition, in Taiwan. His advice 

has greatly contributed to clarifying my research, and to move one significant step further on the path 

of my personal development. I also want to thank sincerely all the members of his study group, 

especially Che-Wei Chang (張哲維) for his guidance in Buddhist philosophy. 

My warmest thanks also go to the audience of the Second Conference of the European Network for 

Japanese Philosophy for their multiple lightening advises, especially to Prof. Morioka Masahiro (森

岡正博) of Waseda University, and to Inutsuka Yu (犬塚 悠) of University of Tokyo.  

I would also like to thank the professors, my student colleagues and the staff from the Graduate 

School of Global Environmental Studies at Kyoto University, especially Prof. Ayako Hirata (平田彩

子), Prof. Iwatani Ayako (岩谷 彩子), Prof. Sano Wataru (佐野 亘), Prof. Singer Jane, Prof. 

Yoshino Akira (吉野章) and Prof. Mori Akihisa (森晶寿) for their rich and helpful comments and 

discussions along the research and writing process.  

I also would like to thank the teachers, the staff and the volunteers of the International Office of 

Kyoto University for their patience to guide me in administrative issues and more importantly in the 

learning of Japanese language. My special thanks go to my teacher Ishimaru Etsuro (石丸悦郎) for 

his patient guidance throughout the reading of Watsuji’s philosophy. 

My sincere gratitude also goes to the Educational Unit for Studies on Connectivity of Hills, 

Humans and Ocean (CoHHO) for their guidance, their understanding and the helpful internship 

subsidies.  

 

I am also a grateful recipient of the Monbukagakusho Research Scholarship without which my 

Master studies in Kyoto University would not have been possible. 

Finally, I must express my very profound gratitude to my family and friends, in Switzerland, in Japan 

and across the globe, for providing me with unfailing support and continuous encouragement 

throughout my years of study and through the process of researching and writing this thesis. My 

kindest thoughts go to Kanazawa Yoko (金沢陽子) and Hirano Hiroko (平野ひろ子) for their open 

arms, to my father Yvan Droz for his continual presence, and to my grandmothers for being a 

perpetual source of inspiration. This accomplishment would not have been possible without them. 

Thank you. 



86 

 

8. Bibliography 
 

Abe Hiroshi, 2007, From Symbiosis (kyoosei) to the Ontology of "Arising Both from Oneself and from 

Another (guushoo)", Kyoto University, Kyoto. 

Abe Hiroshi, 2008, “Global environmental studies, the precautionary principle and homo respondens”. 

In: SANSAI, An Environmental Journal for the Global Community, 3, pp. 105-115. 

Adolphs Ralph, 2007, “Consciousness: Situated and Social”. In: Zelazo Philip David, Moscovitch 

Morris, Thompson Evan (eds.), The Cambridge Handbook of Consciousness, New York, pp. 863-879. 

Afeissa, H.-S., 2007, Ethique de l’environnement – Nature, valeur, respect, Paris, Vrin. 

Albahari M., 2006, Analytical Buddhism: The Two-Tiered Illusion of Self, New York, Palgrave 

Macmillan.  

Anscombe G.E., 1962, “On Sensations of Position”. In: Analysis, 22, pp. 55-58. 

Arisaka Yoko, 2001, “The Ontological Co-Emergence of 'Self and Other' in Japanese Philosophy.” In: 

In: Journal of Consciousness Studies, 8, No. 5-7, pp. 197-208. 

Arisaka Yoko, 2015, “In Debate: The Existential Self and the Politics of Place: Environmental Racism 

as a Philosophical Problem.” In: Philosophie-Indebate.de, June 2015. 

Arnocky Steven, Stroink Mirella, Decicco Teresa, 2007, “Self-construal predicts environmental 

concern, co-operation and conservation.” In: Journal of Environmental Psychology 27, pp. 255-264. 

Baars Bernard and Gage Nicole (eds), 2007, Cognition, Brain, and Consciousness, Introduction to 

Cognitive Neurosciences, Elsevier, London. 

Baars Bernard and Shanahan Murray, 2005, “Applying global workspace theory to the frame problem.” 

In: Cognition 98, pp. 175-176. 

Baars Bernard J., 1988, A cognitive theory of consciousness, Cambridge University Press. 

Baars J. Bernard and Franklin Stan, 2007, “An architectural model of conscious and unconscious brain 

functions: Global Workspace Theory and IDA.” In: Neural Networks 20, pp. 955-961. 

Baars J. Bernard, 1997, In the Theatre of Consciousness - The Workspace of the Mind, Oxford 

University Press. 

Baars J. Bernard, 2002, “The conscious access hypothesis: origins and recent evidence.” In: TRENDS 

in Cognitive Sciences, Vol. 6 No. 1. 

Baars J. Bernard, 2005, “Global workspace theory of consciousness: toward a cognitive neuroscience 

of human experience?” In: Progress in Brain Research, Vol 150, pp. 45-54. 

Baars J. Bernard, Ramsoy Z. Thomas, Laureys Steven, 2003, “Brain, conscious experience and the 

observing self.” In: TRENDS in Neurosciences, Vol. 26, No. 12. 



87 

 

Barry Brian, 1977, “Justice Between Generations.” In: Hacker P.M.S. and Raz J. (eds.), Law, Morality 

and Society: Essays in Honour of H.L.A. Hart, Oxford, Clarendon Press. 

Bartoloni S., 2005, « La formation des clivages ». In: Revue internationale de politique comparée 12, 

pp. 9-34. 

Bassand M., 1981, L'identité régionale, Saint-Saphorin, Editions Georgi. 

Beck Ulrich, 1986, Risikogesellschaft. Auf dem Weg in eine andere Moderne, Suhrkamp. 

Bermudez Jose Luiz, 2011, “Bodily Awereness and Self-Consciousness.” In: GALLAGHER Shaun 

(ed.), The Oxford Handbook of the Self, Oxford University Press, New York, pp. 157-179. 

Berque Augustin, 1996, être humains sur la terre, principes d’éthique de l’écoumène, le débat 

Gallimard, Paris.  

Berque Augustin, 2000, Logique du lieu et dépassement de la modernité, Vol. III : Du lieu nishidien 

vers d’autres mondes, Editions OUSIA, Paris. 

Berque Augustin, 2000, Ecoumène : Introduction à l'étude des milieux humains, BELIN, Paris. 

Betsill M. Michele, Corell Elisabeth, 2008, NGO Diplomacy, The Influence of Nongovernmental 

Organizations in International Environmental Negotiations, The MIT Press, Massachusetts. 

Blondel Jacques, 2012, L'archipel de la Vie, Essai sur la diversité biologique et une éthique de sa 

pratique, Buchet et Chastel, Ecologie, Paris. 

Blum Lawrence A., 1988, “Gilligan and Kohlberg: Implications for Moral Theory.” In: Ethics, Vol. 98, 

N. 3, pp. 472-491. 

Bosselut Clémence, 2006, “Le souci des autres. Ethique et politique du care.” In: Archives de sciences 

sociales des religions, N. 136, pp. 237-239. 

Boulanger C., Lancon C., 2006, “Empathy: Reflexions on a concept.” In: Annales Médico 

Psychologiques 164, pp. 497-505. 

Boutaud Aurélien and Gondran Natacha, 2009, L’empreinte écologique, Paris, Editions La Découverte. 

Bragg Ann Elizabeth, 1996, “Towards Ecological Self: Deep Ecology Meets Constructionist Self-

Theory.” In: Journal of Environmental Psychology, Vol.16, Academic Press Limited pp. 93-108. 

Brindley Erica, 2010, Individualism in Early China: Human Agency and the Self in Thought and Politics, 

University of Hawaii Press. 

Brindley Erica, 2015, “Individualism in Classical Chinese Thought,” Internet Encyclopaedia of 

Philosophy, iep.utm.edu ind-chin, consulted in December 2015. 

Brown Alexander, 2009, Personal Responsibility, why it matters, Continuum International, London. 

Campbell John, 2011, “Personal Identity.” In: The Oxford Handbook of the Self, Oxford University 

Press, New York, pp. 339-351. 



88 

 

Carlson Matthew and Sugawara Taku, 2006, “Support for Democracy and Freedom in Japan.” In: 

Governance and Democracy in Asia, Melbourne: Trans Pacific Press, pp.20-43. 

Carter Robert E., 2004, “Watsuji”, Standford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, pp. 27-34, consulted in 

November 2016. 

Carter Robert, 1996, “Introduction to Watsuji Tetsuro Rinrigaku.” In: Watsuji Tetsuro's Rinrigaku: 

Ethics in Japan, Trans. Yamamoto Seisaku and Robert E. Carter. 

Cassam Quassim, 2011, “The Embodied Self.” In: Gallagher Shaun, The Oxford Handbook of the Self, 

Oxford University Press, New York, pp. 139-156. 

Cheng Kai-Yuan, 2012, Zhuangzi and Agricultural Ethics, Conference on Agricultural Ethics, Institute 

of Advanced Studies in Humanities and Social Sciences, Taiwan National University. 

Claval Paul, 2000, Histoire de la géographie française de 1870 à nos jours, Nathan. 

Cole Jonathan, 2001, “Empathy Needs a Face.” In: Journal of Consciousness Studies, 8, No. 5-7, pp. 

51-68. 

Couteau Pauline, 2010, “Watsuji Tetsuro, Du milieu à l'éthique du milieu.” In: Géographie et cultures, 

74 (Géographie et éthique), pp. 111-123. 

Curtin Deane, 1991, “Toward an Ecological Ethic of Care.” In: Hypatia, Vol. 6, pp. 60-74. 

Damasio A., 1999, The Feeling of What Happens: Body and Emotion in the Making of Consciousness, 

Harcout Brace. 

D'Amato Mario, Garfield Jay L., Tillemans Tom J.F. (eds.), 2009, Pointing at the Moon, Buddhism, 

Logic, Analytic Philosophy, Oxford. 

Dawney Leila, 2011, “Social imaginaries and therapeutic self-work: the ethics of the embodied 

imagination,” pp. 535-552. In: The Sociological Review, 59:3. 

Debardieux B. and Vanier M., 2002, Ces territorialités qui se dessinent, La Tour d'Aigues : Editions de 

l'Aube. 

Debourdeau Ariane, 2013, Les Grands Textes fondateurs de l’écologie, Paris, Flammarion. 

Deleuze, 2006, Foldings, or the Inside of Thought (Subjectivation), Continuum, London. 

Dennett Daniel, 1992, “The Self as a Center of Narrative Gravity.” In: Kessel Frank S., Cole Pamela 

and Johnson Dale (eds.), Self and Consciousness: Multiple Perspectives, pp.103-105. 

Depeau S. and Ramadier T., 2002, Se déplacer pour se situer. Places en jeu, enjeux de classes. Rennes : 

PUR. 

Depraz Natalie, 2010, “De l'"inter-attention" à l'attention relationnelle. Le croisement de l'attention et 

de l'intersubjectivité à la lumière de l'attention conjointe.” In: Canadian Journal of Continental 

Philosophy, 14 (1), pp. 104-118. 



89 

 

Depraz, Natalie, 2001, “The Husserlian Theory of Intersubjectivity as Alterology: Emergent Theories 

and Wisdom Traditions in the Light of Genetic Phenomenology.” In: Journal of Consciousness Studies 

8.5–7, pp. 169–178.  

Deroche Marc-Henri, 2017, “The Contemplation of Pure Awareness: Jamgön Kongtrul's Guide to the 

View of Dzokchen.” In: Holy Galley and Joshua Schapiro (eds), Buddhist Luminaries: Inspired Advice 

by Nineteeth-Century Ecumenical Masters in Eastern Tibet, Boston. 

Descola Philippe, 2005, Par-delà nature et culture, Editions Gallimard, Paris. 

Doh Chull Shin, 2012, Confucianism and Democratization in East Asia, Cambridge University Press, 

New York. 

Doi Takeo, 1973, The Anatomy of Dependence. Trans John Bster. Kodansha International, Tokyo. 

Dono Joanne, Webb Janine and Richardson Ben, 2010, “The relationship between environmental 

activist, pro-environmental behaviour and social identity.” In: Journal of Environmental Psychology 30, 

pp. 178-186. 

Doris John M. et al. (eds.), 2010, The Moral Psychology Handbook, Oxford University Press. 

Dreyfus Georges and Thompson Evan, 2007, “Asian Perspectives: Indian Theories of Mind.” In: Zelazo 

Philip David, Moscovitch Morris, Thompson Evan (eds.), The Cambridge Handbook of Consciousness, 

New York, pp. 89-115. 

Droz Yvan, Lavigne Jean-Claude, 2006, Ethique et développement durable, IUED Karthala, Genève. 

Dunn John, 1999, “Politics and the Well-being of Future Generations.” In: Kim Tae-Chang and 

Harrison Ross (eds), Self and Future Generations, an intercultural conversation, The White Horse Press, 

Cambridge. 

Elliot Robert, 1995, Environmental Ethics, New York, Oxford University Press. 

Engbert Kai, Wohlschlager Andreas, Haggard Patrick, 2008, “Who is causing what? The sense of 

agency is relational and efferent-triggered.” In: Cognition 107, pp. 693-704. 

Ewald François, Gollier C., De Sadeleer N., 2001, Le principe de précaution, PUF, Paris. 

Feldman A. Eric, 2000, The Ritual of Rights in Japan – Law, Society, and Health Policy, Cambridge 

University Press, Melbourne. 

Fien John, Yencken David and Sykes Helen, 2002, Young People and the Environment, An Asia-Pacific 

Perspective, Education in the Asia-Pacific Region Series, Kluwer Academic Publishers, Netherlands. 

Fishkin S. James, 1984, Beyond Subjective Morality – Ethical Reasoning and Political Philosophy, 

Yale University Press, New Haven and London. 

Foucault Michel, 1988, Technologies of the Self, Seminar with Michel Foucault, pp.16-49. 

Foucault Michel, 1993, “About the Beginning of the Hermeneutics of the Self: Two Lectures at 

Dartmouth.” In: Political Theory, Vol 21, No. 2., pp. 198-227. 



90 

 

Fujita Masakatsu, 2007, Nishida Kitaro-Ikirukoto to tetsugaku, Iwanami Shinsho, Tokyo. 

Gallagher Shaun, 2000, “Philosophical conceptions of the self: implications for cognitive science.” In: 

Trends in Cognitive Sciences, Vol.4, No.1. 

Gallagher Shaun, 2011, “A Diversity of Selves.” In: The Oxford Handbook of the Self, Oxford 

University Press, New York. 

Gallesce Vittorio, 2001, “The 'Shared Manifold' Hypothesis, From Mirror Neurons to Empathy.” In: 

Journal of Consciousness Studies, 8, No. 5-7, pp. 33-50. 

Gallese Vittorio, 2005, “From Mirror Neurons to the Shared Manifold Hypothesis: A 

Neurophysiological Account of Intersubjectivity.” In: Parker Taylor Sue, Langer Jonas, Mibrath 

Constance (eds.), Biology and Knowledge Revisited: From Neurogenesis to Psychogenesis, Psychology 

Press, New York and London. 

Gallese Vittorio, 2013, “Mirror neurons, embodied simulation and a second/person approach to 

mindreading.” In: Cortex. 

Garfield Jay L. and Priest Graham, 2009, “Mountains Are Just Mountains.” In: D'Amato Mario, 

Garfield Jay L. and Tillemans Tom J. F. (eds), Pointing at the Moon - Buddhism, Logic, Analytic 

Philosophy, Oxford University Press, pp. 71-82. 

Garon Sheldon, 1997, Molding Japanese Minds, The State in Everyday life, Princeton University Press, 

Princeton, New Jersey. 

Geczi Emilian, 2007, “Sustainability and Public Participation: Toward an Inclusive Model of 

Democracy”. In: Administrative Theory and Praxis, Vol. 29, No. 3, pp. 375-393. 

Gergen Kenneth J., 2011, “The Social Construction of the Self.” In: The Oxford Handbook of the Self, 

Oxford University Press, New York, pp. 633-653. 

Gibson, 1979, The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception, Boston, Houghton Mifflin. 

Gilligan Carol and Goldberg Mark F., 2000, “Restoring Lost Voices.” In: The Phi Delta Kappan, Vol. 

82. 

Gilligan Carol, 1986, “Reply by Carol Gilligan.” In: Signs, Vol. 11, pp. 324-333. 

Gilligan Carol, 1995, “Hearing the Difference: Theorizing Connection.” In: Hypatia, Vol. 10. 

Gillihan S. J. and Farah M.J., 2005, “Is Self Special? A Critica Review of Evidence from Experimental 

Psychology and Cognitive Neuroscience.” In: Psychology Bulletin, 131-1, pp. 76-97. 

Gonon Anne, 2000, “Le débat fondateur de la sociologie japonais (1925-1940).” In: Berque Augustin 

(ed.), Logique du lieu et dépassement de la modernité, Vol. 2, "Du lieu nishidien vers d'autres mondes", 

Editions OUSIA, pp. 53-67. 

Gopnik Alison, 2009, The Philosophical Baby, What Children’s Minds Tell Us About Truth, Love, and 

the Meaning of Life, Farrar Straus Giroux, New York. 



91 

 

Grimshaw Jean, 1986, Philosophy and Feminist Thinking, Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press. 

Guo K.L., 2008, “DECIDE: a decision-making model for more effective decision making by health 

care managers.” In: Health Care Management, pp. 118-127. 

Harding Ronnie, 1998, Environmental Decision-Making - the role of scientists, engineers and the public, 

The Federation Press. 

Harrison Ross, 1999, “My Interest in Future Generations.” In: Kim Tae-Chang and Harrison Ross (eds.), 

Self and Future Generations, an intercultural conversation, The White Horse Press, Cambridge. 

Hasegawa Koichi, 2004, Constructing Civil Society in Japan, Voices of Environmental Movements, 

Tohoku University, Trans Pacific Press, Melbourne. 

Hayashi Aya, 2002, “Finding the Voice of Japanese Wilderness.” In: International Journal of 

Wilderness, Vol. 8, N.2, pp. 34-37. 

Heisig W. James, 2000, “Non-I and Thou: Nishida, Buber, and the moral consequences of self-

actualization.” In: Philosophy East and West Vol.50, N.2, pp.179-207. 

Heisig W. James, 2006, Frontiers of Japanese Philosophy, Nanzan. 

Held Virginia, 2006, The Ethics of Care: Personal, Political, and Global, Oxford University Press, 

New York. 

Henry Michel, 1987, La Barbarie, Grasset, Paris. 

Hermans Hubert J. M., 2011, “The Dialogical Self: A Process of Positioning in Space and Time.” In: 

The Oxford Handbook of the Self, Oxford University Press, New York, pp. 654-680. 

Hess Gérald, 2013, Ethiques de la nature – Ethique et philosophie morale, PUF, Paris. 

Heurtebise Jean-Yves, 2015, “Global Risks: Cause and Consequence of the New Interactions Between 

Science, Technology, and Society.” In: Archibugi Daniele and Filippetti Andrea (eds.), The Handbook 

on Global Science, Technology, and Innovation, First Edition.  

Heyes Cressida J., 1997, “Anti-Essentialism in Practice: Carol Gilligan and Feminist Philosophy.” In: 

Hypatia, Vol. 12, pp. 142-163. 

Holland A. and Rawles K., 1994, The Ethics of Conservation, ECOS 16. 

Honna and Hoffer, 1986, An English Dictionary of Japanese Culture, Yukihaka, Tokyo. 

Hulin Michel, 2008, Comment la philosophie indienne s’est-elle développée? La querelle brahmanes-

bouddhistes, Editions du Panama, Paris. 

Hunziker M., Felber P., Gehrung K., Buchecker M., Bauer N. and Kienast F., 2008, “Evaluation of 

Landscape Change by Different Social Groups: Results of Two empirical Studies in Switzerland.” In: 

Mountain Research and Development, International Mountain Society 2, pp. 140-147. 

Husserl E., 1984, Logische Untersuchungen, ii. Untersuchungen zur Phänomenologie und Theorie der 

Erkenntnis, The Hague. 



92 

 

Ikeno Osamu, Davies Roger J., 2002, The Japanese Mind, Understanding Contemporary Japanese 

Culture, Tuttle Publishing, Tokyo. 

Imada Takatoshi, 1999, “Self-identity in a post-modern age.” In: Kim Tae-Chang and Harrison Ross 

(eds.), Self and Future Generations, an intercultural conversation, The White Horse Press, Cambridge, 

pp. 235-259. 

Inoguchi Takashi, Carlson Matthew, 2006, Governance and Democracy in Asia, Modernity and Identity, 

Asia Series, Trans Pacific Press, Melbourne, Australia. 

Irigaray Luce, 1993, An Ethics of Sexual Difference, Trans. Carolyn Burke and Gillian C. Gill. Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press. 

Irigaray Luce, 2002, Between East and West: From Singularity to Community, Trans. Stephen Pluhacek. 

New York: Columbia University Press. 

Isaac Sylvain, 2003, “Basho et individu chez Nishida.” In: Philosophie, N.79, Les Editions de Minuit, 

Paris. 

Isamu Nagami, 1981, “The Ontologial Foundation in Tetsuro Watsuji's Philosophy: Ku and Human 

Existence.” In: Philosophy East and West 31.3, July 1981. 

Jamieson Dale, 2005, Adaptation, Mitigation, and Justice, Policy Responses to Climate Change, pp. 

263-283. 

Johnson Dominic D.P., Blumstein Daniel T., Fowler James H., Haselton Martie G., 2013, “The 

evolution of error: error management, cognitive constraints, and adaptative decision-making biases.” 

In: Trend in Ecology and Evolution, Vol. 28, No. 8. 

Johnson Dominic D.P., Fowler James H., 2013, “Complexity and simplicity in the evolution of 

decision-making biases.” In: Trends in Ecology and Evolution, Vol. 28. No. 8., pp. 446-447. 

Jonas Hans, 1990, Le Principe Responsabilité – Une éthique pour la civilisation technologique, Paris, 

Les Editions du Cerf, (Original version: 1979). 

Jorgensen Trond, 2014, “Tolerance, a Culturally Dependent Concept?” In: Tolerance No.2, Vol. 1. 

Kabat-Zinn Jon, 2013, Full Catastrophe Living, Using the Wisdom of Your Body and Mind to Face 

Stress, Pain, and Illness, Bantam. 

Kagawa-Fox Midori, 2012, The Ethics of Japan's Global Environmental Policy, The conflict between 

principles and practice, Routledge. 

Kasulis Thomas, 1981, Zen Action/Zen Person. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press. 

Kasulis Thomas, 2002, Intimacy or Integrity: Philosophy and Cultural Difference, Honolulu: 

University of Hawaii Press. 

Kobayashi Masaya, 1999, “Atomistic self and future generations.” In: Kim Tae-Chang and Harrison 

Ross (eds), Self and Future Generations, an intercultural conversation, The White Horse Press, 

Cambridge. 



93 

 

Kondo Dorinne, 1992, “Multiple selves: the aesthetics and politics of artisanal identities.” In: 

Rosenberger Nancy (ed.), Japanese sense of self, Cambridge University Press. 

Koriat Asher, 2007, “Metacognition and Consciousness,” In: Zelazo Philip David, Moscovitch Morris, 

Thompson Evan (eds.), The Cambridge Handbook of Consciousness, New York, pp.289-326. 

Kroeger-Mappes Joy, 1994, “The Ethic of Care vis-à-vis the Ethic of Rights: A Problem for 

Contemporary Moral Theory.” In: Hypatia, Vol. 9, pp. 108-131. 

Lafleur William, 1978, “Buddhist Emptiness in the Ethics and Aesthetics of Watsuji Tetsuro.” In: 

Religious Studies 14, pp. 237-250. 

Lamarque Peter, 2007, “On the Distance between Literary Narratives and Real-Life Narratives.” In: 

Hutto Daniel, Narrative and Understanding Persons, Cambridge University Press, pp. 117-132. 

Legrand D., 2005, “The bodily self: The sensorimotor roots of pre-reflexive self-consciousness.” In: 

Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 5(1), pp. 89-118. 

Lévy J. and Lussault M., 2003, Dictionnaire de la géographie et de l'espace des sociétés, Belin, Paris. 

Llored Jean-Pierre, Sarrade Stéphane, 2015, “Connecting the philosophy of chemistry, green chemistry, 

and moral philosophy.” In: Foundations of Chemistry, Springer Link, pp.1-28. 

Lutz Antoine, Dunne John D., Davidson Richard J., 2007, “Meditation and the Neurosciences of 

Consciousness: An Introduction.” In: Zelazo Philip David, Moscovitch Morris, Thompson Evan (eds.), 

The Cambridge Handbook of Consciousness, New York, pp. 499-553. 

Luyat Marion, Regia-Corte Tony, 2009, “Les affordances: de James Jerome Gibson aux formalisations 

récentes du concept. ” In: L'année psychologique, 109, pp. 297-332. 

Macintyre Alasdair, 1984, After Virtue, University of Notre Dame Press. 

Maraldo John, 2002, “Watsuji Tetsuro' Ethics: Totalitarian or Communitarian?” In: Rolf Elberfeld and 

Günter Wohlfart (eds.), Komparative Ethik: Das gute Leben zwischen den Kulturen, Köln: edition chora. 

Markus H. and Kitayama S., 1991, “Culture and the self: Implications for cognition, emotion and 

motivation.” In: Psychological Review, 98, pp.224-253. 

Martin Raymond, 2009, “Would It Matter All That Much if There Were No Selves?” In: D'Amato 

Mario, Garfield Jay L. and Tillemans Tom J. F. (eds), Pointing at the Moon - Buddhism, Logic, Analytic 

Philosophy, Oxford University Press, pp. 116-134. 

Massé Raymond, 2015, Anthropologie de la morale et de l'éthique, Presses de l'Université de Laval, 

Hermann Editions.  

Mayeda Graham, 2006, Time, Space and Ethics in the Philosophy of Watsuji Tetsuro, Kuki Shuzo, and 

Martin Heidegger, Routledge, New York and London. 

McCarthy Erin, 2010, Ethics Embodied - Rethinking Selfhood through Continental, Japanese, and 

Feminist Philosophies, Lexington Books. 



94 

 

McGrenere Joanna and Ho Wayne, 2000, “Affordances: Clarifying and Evolving a Concept.” In: 

Proceedings of Graphics Interface 2000, Montreal. 

Mead George H., 1934, Mind, Self and Society - From the standpoint of a social behaviourist, The 

University of Chicago Press. 

Merleau-Ponty Maurice, 1945, Phénoménologie de la Perception, Gallimard, Paris. 

Metzinger Thomas, 2003, Being No One, Cambridge, MIT Press. 

Metzinger Thomas, 2011, “The No-Self Alternative.” In: The Oxford Handbook of the Self, Oxford 

University Press, New York, pp. 279-296. 

Meyes Gerald E., 1997, “Pragmatism and introspective psychology.” In: Putnam Ruth Anna (eds.), The 

Cambridge Companion to William James, Cambridge University Press, pp. 11-24. 

Moisander Johanna and Pesonen Sinikka, 2002, “Narrative of sustainable ways of living: constructing 

the self and the other as green consumer.” In: Management Decision, 40.4, pp.329-342. 

Molinier Pascale, 2004, “La haine et l’amour, la boîte noire du féminisme ? Une critique de l’éthique 

du dévouement. ” In: Nouvelles Questions Féministes, Vol. 23, pp. 12-25. 

Morimoto, 1988, Nihongo to omote to wa, Pretense and Truth in Japanese language, Shinchosha, 

Tokyo. 

Morin Edgar, 1999, Seven complex lessons in education for the future, Paris: Unesco. 

Naess Arne, 1973, “The Shallow and the Deep, Long-Range Ecology Movement.” In: Inquiry, Vol. 16, 

N. 1.  

Naito Takashi, 1994, “A Survey of Research on Moral Development in Japan.” In: Cross-Cultural 

Research, 28, pp. 40-52. 

Nakane Chie, 1972, Japanese Society, University of California Press, Berkeley. 

Neisser Ulric, 1991, “Two Perceptually Given Aspects of the Self and Their Development.” In: 

Developmental Review 11, 197-209. 

Nishida Kitaro, 1990, An Inquiry into the Good, translated by Masao Abe and Christopher Ives, Yale 

University Press. 

Nishimura Yuko, Vinken Henk, White Bruce, Deguchi Masayuki, 2010, Civic Engagement in 

Contemporary Japan, Springer, New York. 

Nishitani Keiji, 1991, Nishida Kitaro, translated by Yamamoto Seisaku and James W. Heisig, 

University of California Press. 

Northoff Georg and Han Shihui, 2008, Culture-sensitive neural substrates of human cognition: a 

transcultural neuroimaging approach, Macmillan Publishers Limited, Vol.9. 

Northoff Georg, 2004, Philosophy and the Brain, Advances in Consciousness Research, John 

Benjamins Publishing Co. 



95 

 

Northoff Georg, 2011, Philosophy and the Brain (unpublished version given by the author, later 

published in 2014 under the title Unlocking the Brain, Oxford University Press). 

Northoff Georg, 2013, “Brain and self - a neurophilosophical account.” In: Child and Adolescent and 

Mental Health, 7:28. 

Northoff Georg, 2014, Unlocking the Brain, Vol. 1 and 2, Oxford University Press. 

Northoff George, 2014, How Is Our Self Altered in Psychiatric Disorders? A Neurophenomenal 

Approach to Psychopathological Symptoms, Karger AG. Basel. 

Nuyen, A.T., 2002, “Confucianism and the Idea of Citizenship.” In: Asian Philosophy: An International 

Journal of the Philosophical Traditions of the East, 12, pp.127-39. 

Oatley Keith, 2007, “Narrative Modes of Consciousness and Selfhood.” In: Zelazo Philip David, 

Moscovitch Morris, Thompson Evan (eds.), The Cambridge Handbook of Consciousness, New York, 

pp. 375-403. 

O'Neill John, 1999, “Self, Time and Separability.” In: Kim Tae-Chang and Harrison Ross (eds), Self 

and Future Generations, an intercultural conversation, The White Horse Press, Cambridge. 

Pacherie Elisabeth, 2011, “Self Agency.” In: Gallagher Shaun (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of the Self, 

Oxford University Press, New York, pp. 442-464. 

Page Edward, 1999, “Global Warning and the Non-Identity Problem.” In: Kim Tae-Chang and Harrison 

Ross (eds), Self and Future Generations, an intercultural conversation, The White Horse Press, 

Cambridge. 

Parfit Derek, 1983, “Energy Policy and the Further Future Problem, The Identity Problem.” In: Totowa 

N.J. (ed.), ECONIS, pp. 166-179. 

Parfit Derek, 1984, Reasons and Persons, Oxford University Press. 

Parfit Derek, 2011, “The Unimportance of Identity.” In: Gallagher Shaun (ed.), The Oxford Handbook 

of the Self, Oxford University Press, New York, pp. 419-441. 

Park Ynhui, 2000, “Ecological rationality and Asian philosophy.” In: Berque Augustin (ed.), Logique 

du lieu et dépassement de la modernité, Vol. 2, Editions OUSIA, pp. 196-241 

Partridge Ernest, 1981, “Posthumous Interests and Posthumous Respect.” In: Ethics, Vol. 91, N.2, pp. 

243-264. 

Pauthier M. G., 1868, (translation), Confucius et Mencius, Les Quatres Livres de Philosophie morale 

et politique de la Chine, Charpentier Librairie - Editeur, Paris. 

Plumwood Val, 1991, “Nature, Self, and Gender: Feminism, Environmental Philosophy, and the 

Critique of Rationalism.” In: Hypatia, Vol. 6, No. 1. 

Plumwood Val, 1993, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, London/New York, Routledge.  



96 

 

Pomeranz Kenneth and Topik Steven, 2006, The World that Trade Created: Society, Culture, and the 

World Economy, 1400 to the present, M.E. Sharpe, New York. 

Popper K. R., 1972, Of Clouds and Clocks, in Objective Knowledge: An Evolutionary Approach, Oxford. 

Radden Jennifer, 2011, “Multiples Selves.” In: The Oxford Handbook of the Self, Oxford University 

Press, New York, pp. 547-570. 

Ramamurthy Uma, Franklin Stan and Agrawal Pulin, 2012, “Self system in a model of cognition.” In: 

International Journal of Machine Consciousness 4, pp. 325-338. 

Reimann Kim D., 2010, The Rise of Japanese NGOs, Activism from above, Routledge Contemporary 

Japan Series, New York. 

Rhee E. Young, 2010, “Embodied Mind Theory as a Foundation of Philosophical Practice.” In: Journal 

of Humanities Therapy Vol.1, pp. 129-143. 

Ricoeur Paul, 1990, Soi-même comme un autre (Oneself as Another), Le Seuil, Paris. 

Riesche Hauke, 2013, “Levels of Uncertainty.” In: S. Roeser et al. (eds), Essentials of Risk Theory, 

Springer Briefs in Philosophy, pp. 29-56. 

Roberts John, 2009, “No one is perfect: The limits of transparency and an ethic for "intelligent" 

accountability.” In: Accounting, Organizations and Society 34, pp. 957-970. 

Rochat Phillipe, 2011, “What is it Like to be a Newborn.” In: Gallagher Shaun (ed.), The Oxford 

Handbook of the Self, Oxford University Press, New York, pp. 57-79. 

Rolls Edmund T., 2007, “The Affective Neuroscience of Consciousness: Higher-Order Syntactic 

Thoughts, Dual Routes to Emotion and Action, and Consciousness.” In: Zelazo Philip David, 

Moscovitch Morris, Thompson Evan (eds.), The Cambridge Handbook of Consciousness, New York, 

pp. 831-861. 

Rosenberger, Nancy R., 1992, Japanese sense of self, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 

Saito O. and Shibata H., 2012, “Satoyama and Satoumi and ecosystem services: A Conceptual 

framework.” In: Duraiappah A. K., Nakamura K., Takeuchi K., Watanabe M., and Nishi M. (eds), 

Satoyama-Satoumi ecosystems and human well-being: Socio-ecological production landscapes of 

Japan, United Nations Press, Tokyo, pp. 17–59. 

Schechtman Marya, 2011, “The Narrative Self.” In: The Oxford Handbook of the Self, Oxford 

University Press, New York, pp. 394-417. 

Schrodinger Elwin, 1992, What is Life? Mind and Matter, Cambridge University Press, Edinburgh.  

Seed John, Macy Joanna, Fleming Pat, Naess Arne, 1988, Thinking Like a Mountain: Toward a Council 

of All Beings, Philadelphia and Santa Cruz, New Society Publishers. 

Sen Amartya, 2013, “The Ends and Means of Sustainability”. In: Journal of Human Development and 

Capabilities: A Multi-Disciplinary Journal for People-Centred Development, 14:1, pp. 6-20. 



97 

 

Serres Michel, 1990, Le Contrat naturel, François Bourin, Paris. 

Shadlen Michael N. and Kiani Roozbeh, 2013, “Decision Making as a Window on Cognition.” In: 

Neuro 80, pp. 790-806. 

Shaner David Edward, 1985, The Bodymind Experience in Japanese Buddhism: A Phenomenological 

Study of Kukai and Dogen, Albany: SUNY Press. 

Shields James M., 2009, “The Art of Aidagara: Ethics, Aesthetics, and the Quest for an Ontology of 

Social Existence in Watsuji Tetsuro's Rinrigaku.” In: Asian Philosophy, Vol. 19, No. 3, pp. 265-283. 

Shimizu Hideta, Levine Robert A., 2001, Japanese Frames of Mind, Cultural Perspectives on Human 

Development, Cambridge University Press. 

Shoemaker David W., 2011, “Moral Responsibility and the Self.” In: Gallagher Shaun (ed.), The Oxford 

Handbook of the Self, Oxford University Press, New York, pp. 486-519. 

Shoemaker Sydney, 2011, “On What we are.” In: The Oxford Handbook of the Self, Oxford University 

Press, New York, pp.372-393. 

Siderits Mark, 2011, “Buddhist Non-Self: The No-Owners Manual.” In: Gallagher Shaun (ed.), The 

Oxford Handbook of the Self, Oxford University Press, New York, pp. 297-315. 

Sidertis Mark, 2009, “Is Reductionism Expressible?” In: D'Amato Mario, Garfield Jay L. and Tillemans 

Tom J. F. (eds), Pointing at the Moon - Buddhism, Logic, Analytic Philosophy, Oxford University Press, 

pp. 57-69. 

Singelis T. R, 1994, “The measurement of independent and interdependent self-construals.” In: 

Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 20.5., pp. 580-591. 

Singer Peter, 1981, The Expanding Circle - Ethics, Evolution and Moral Progress, Princeton University 

press, (preface and afterword 2011). 

Skoe Eva E., 1994, “Ethic of Care, Justice, Identity, and Gender: An Extension and Replication.” In: 

Merrill-Palmer Quarterly, Vol. 40, pp. 272-289. 

Standford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, The Kyoto School, Revised in 2014. 

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Nishida Kitaro, Revised in 2012. 

Sterba James, 1981, “The Welfare Rights of Distant People and Future Generations: Moral Side-

Constraints on Social Policy.” In: Social Theory and Practice, 7-1, pp. 99-119. 

Stevens Bernard, 2003, “L'attrait de la Phénoménologie auprès des philosophies de l'école de Kyoto. ” 

In: Philosophie, N.79, Les Editions de Minuit, Paris. 

Strawson Gallen, 1999, “The Self and the SESMET.” In: Gallagher Shaun and Shear Jonathan (eds), 

Models of the Self, pp. 483-524. 

Strawson Gallen, 2011, “The Minimal Subject.” In: The Oxford Handbook of the Self, Oxford 

University Press, New York, pp. 253-278. 



98 

 

Strawson Gellen, 2004, “Against Narrativity.” In: Ratio, 17.4., pp. 428-452. 

Svensson and Birren, 2005, Handbook on Wisdom, Oxford University Press. 

Takeuchi Kazuhiko, 2010, “Rebuilding the relationship between people and nature: The Satoyama 

Initiative.” In: Ecol Res, 25, pp. 891-897. 

Taleb Nassim Nicholas, 2007, The Black Swan, The Impact of the Highly Improbable, Random House 

Trade Paperback Edition, New York. 

Tallis Raymond, 2010, “How Can I Possibly Be Free?” In: The New Atlantis, No. 28, pp. 28-47. 

Tallis Raymond, 2015, “How On Earth Can We Be Free?” In: Philosophy Now, Issue 110. 

Taylor Charles, 1991, The Ethics of Authenticity, Harvard University Press, Cambridge. 

Taylor W. Paul, 1986, Respect for Nature – A Theory of Environmental Ethics, Princeton University 

Press. 

Tenbrunsel Ann. E. and Messick David M, 2004, “Ethical Fading: The Role of Self-Deception in 

Unethical Behaviour.” In: Social Justice Research, Vol. 17, No.2. 

Tetsuro Watusji, 2003, La signifiation de l'éthique en tant qu'étude de l'être humain, Présentation de 

Bernard Stevens. Translation in: Philosophie, N.79, Les Editions de Minuit, Paris, pp. 5-23. 

Thaler Richard, Sunstein Cass, 2008, Nudge, Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth, and 

Happiness, Yale University Press, New Haven and London. 

Theis Robert, 2008, Jonas, Habiter le monde, Paris, Editions Michalon. 

Thompson Evan and Zahavi Dan, 2007, “Philosophical Issues: Phenomenology.” In: Zelazo Philip 

David, Moscovitch Morris, Thompson Evan (eds.), The Cambridge Handbook of Consciousness, New 

York, pp. 67-88. 

Thompson Evan, 2001, “Empathy and Consciousness.” In: Journal of Consciousness Studies, 8, No. 5-

7, pp. 1-32. 

Thompson Evan, Zelazo Philip David, Moscovitch Morris (eds.), 2007, The Cambridge Handbook of 

Consciousness, Cambridge University Press. 

Thompson Paul B., 2007, Agricultural sustainability: what it is and what it is not, Earthscan. 

Tietenberg Thomas H. and Lewis Lynne, 2009, Environmental and Natural Resource Economics, 

Pearson Addison Wesley. 

Tronto Joan, 1993, Moral Boundaries. A Political Argument for an Ethic of Care, New York, London, 

Routledge. 

Tsakiris Manos, 2011, “The Sense of Body Ownership.” In: Gallagher Shaun (ed.), The Oxford 

Handbook of the Self, Oxford University Press, New York, pp. 180-203. 



99 

 

Umilta Carlo, 2007, “Consciousness and Control of Action.” In: Zelazo Philip David, Moscovitch 

Morris, Thompson Evan (eds.), The Cambridge Handbook of Consciousness, New York, pp.327-353. 

Usami Makoto, 2011, “Intergenerational Justice: Rights versus Fairness.” In: Philosophy Study, Vol.1, 

No.4, pp. 237-246. 

Usami Makoto, 2015, “Justice after Catastrophe: Responsibility and Security.” In: Ritsumeikan Studies 

in Language and Culture, Vol. 26, No.4, pp. 215-230. 

Velleman J. David, 2006, “The Self as Narrator.” In: Self to Self: Selected Essays, Cambridge University 

Press, pp. 203-223. 

Vignemont de F., Fourneret P., 2004, “The sense of agency: A philosophical and empirical review of 

the "Who" system.” In: Elsevier Science (USA), Consciousness and Cognition 13, pp. 1-19. 

Vogeley Kai and Gallagher Shaun, 2011, “Self in the Brain.” In: Gallagher Shaun (ed.), The Oxford 

Handbook of the Self, Oxford University Press, New York, pp. 111-137. 

Warren Karen, 1990, “The promise and power of ecofeminism”. In: Environmental Ethics, Vol.12 (2), 

pp. 125-146. 

Watsuji Tetsuro, 1961, Climate and Culture, A Philosophical Study, translated by Bownas Geoffrey, 

Yushodo, Tokyo, Japan. 

Watsuji Tetsuro, 1996, Ethics as the study of Ningen, translated by Seisakuk Yamamoto and Robert 

Carter, Suny Press Editions.  

Watsuji Tetsuro, 2011, Fuudo, le milieu humain, commentary and translation by Augustin Berque, 

CNRS, Paris. 

Watsuji Tetsuro, 2004, Fuudo, ningengakuteki koosatsu, Iwanami Bunko, Tokyo. 

Watsuji Tetsuro, 1971, Ningen no gaku toshite no rinrigaku, Iwanami Zensho, Tokyo. 

Watsuji Tetsuro, 2007, Rinrigaku, Iwanami Bunko, Tokyo. 

Wee Cecilia, 2011, “Xin, Trust, and Confucius’ Ethics.” In: Philosophy East and West, Hawai’s Press. 

Westen Drew, Weinberger Joel, Bradley Rebekah, 2007, “Motivation, Decision Making, and 

Consciousness: From Psychodynamics to Subliminal Priming and Emotional Constraint Satisfaction.” 

In: Zelazo Philip David, Moscovitch Morris, Thompson Evan (eds.), The Cambridge Handbook of 

Consciousness, New York, pp. 673-705. 

Wilson Margaret, 2002, “Six views of embodied cognition.” In: Psychonomic Bulletin and Review, 9.4., 

pp. 625-636. 

Wu Jeffrey, 2001, “The Philosophy of As-Is: The Ethics of Watsuji Tetsuro.” In: Standford Journal of 

East Asian Affairs, Vol. 1. 

Wynne Brian, 1992, “Uncertainty and environmental learning: reconceiving science and policy in the 

preventive paradigm.” In: Global Environmental Change, 2 (2), pp. 111-127 



100 

 

Yamamoto Natasha, 2013, “Defining wilderness - Japanese.” In: The Environmental Portal, Rachel 

Carson Center for Environment and Society (online resources).  

Yannakos Alexandra, 2016, You Can't Translate the Word "Wilderness", National Outdoor Leadership 

School, online ressources. 

Yuasa Yasuo, 1993, The Body, Self Cultivation and Ki-Energy. Trans. Shigenori Nagatomo and Monte 

S. Hull. Albany: SUNY Press. 

Yuasa Yasuo, 1987, The Body: Toward an Eastern Mind-Body Theory. Trans. Nagatamo Shigenori and 

T. P. Kasulis. Albany: SUNY Press. 

Zahavi Dan, 2005, Subjectivity and selfhood: Investigating the first-person perspective. 

Zahavi Dan, 2011, “Unity of Consciousness and the Problem of the Self.” In: The Oxford Handbook of 

the Self, Oxford University Press, New York, pp. 316-337. 

 

 


