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Abstract: Worldviews, the foundational assumptions guiding human behaviour and societal systems,
are pivotal in shaping planetary health and human flourishing. This paper discusses two divergent
worldviews that have prevailed in human populations over time and which are still evident today:
the Holistic/Non-linear Worldview, which emphasises interconnectedness and harmony with nature,
and the Dualistic/Linear Worldview, which prioritises human-centric activities and the more recent
exploitation of nature. The characteristics of human worldviews are explored, including how these are
formed in early life via the vital role of human communication and storytelling and the expressive role
of the arts. To support the future of human flourishing, this paper makes the case for an integrative
worldview that would enable us to embrace paradox and complexity, to seek synthesis, and to
promote an integrated approach that reconciles the tensions between seemingly opposing ways of
understanding our world. The principle of “Right Relationship”—fostering reciprocal, respectful,
and sustainable interactions between humans and the natural world—is examined as a possible
framework that could be employed to help humanity navigate today’s global crises and create the
conditions for a sustainable, flourishing future.

Keywords: worldviews; right relationship; holistic; dualistic; values; flourishing; ecology; regeneration;
systems thinking; unitive narrative; planetary health

1. Introduction

“We don'’t see things as they are, we see them as we are” Anais Nin [1].

A worldview is the fundamental intellectual and intuitive/experiential understanding
of an individual or society’s reality at that point in time. It serves as an internalised ‘map of
the world’ based upon unique cosmology, place-based language, and perceptions [2,3]. All
human belief systems and worldviews stem from a particular relational context, reflecting
the environments in which we live and offering diverse interpretations of the same reality.

Humans make decisions and take actions that impact the physical and social systems
around them, guided by their own perceptions of the present and the collective wisdom of
the past, conveyed through lived experience, stories, and other forms of received knowl-
edge [4]. These stories—whether genetically encoded, passed down through families, or
culturally constructed—shape our worldviews, and in turn, our worldviews shape our
worlds. While we interpret the world through our own unique lenses, we often forget that
others may perceive and understand the world in profoundly different ways.

“We are what we think. All that we are, arises with our thoughts. With our thoughts we make
the world” Buddha [5].

The term worldview comes from the German Weltanschauung, meaning a view or
perspective on the world or the universe “used to describe one’s total outlook on life,
society and its institutions” [6]. “A set of interrelated assumptions about the nature of
the world is called a worldview” [7]. In the largest sense, a worldview is the interpretive
lens one uses to understand reality and one’s existence within it [8]. It is a concept “‘whose
time has come,” and its increasing appearance in the contemporary climate change and
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global sustainability debates can be understood as both a response to, and a reflection of,
the challenges of our time and the solutions they demand [9]. “Everyone acts according to
their worldview, an implicit set of assumptions that guide behaviour” [10].

Over time, this has evolved to encompass two key bodies of understanding that
have dominated the perceptions, sensemaking, decision taking, and actions of humanity,
and it has been suggested that these are deeply rooted in the way the two hemispheres
of the brain perceive and interact with the world [11]. One recognises the fundamental
interconnectedness of all things, and the other focuses on the detail of the parts. For the
purpose of this paper, these divergent worldviews will be presented as follows:

(a) The Holistic/Non-linear Worldview (HNW), associated with right hemisphere pro-
cessing, interprets information holistically, emphasising interconnectedness, context,
and the relational aspects of existence. This worldview is embodied, intuitive, and
deeply attuned to the flow and uniqueness of lived experiences. It fosters empathy,
collaboration, and a symbiotic relationship between humans and nature, as seen in
many Indigenous cultures. However, its focus on complementarity and intrinsic
values can sometimes lack grounding in practical realities [12].

(b) In contrast, the Dualistic/Linear Worldview (DLW), linked to left hemisphere process-
ing, is analytical, detailed, and sequential. It excels in breaking down information into
parts, often abstracting and decontextualising knowledge. This worldview prioritises
control, predictability, and the utility of the environment, viewing human beings
as separate from nature. Manifested in modern cultures, it drives growth-focused
economic systems that exploit the natural world for human-centric goals, emphasising
extrinsic values and worth.

The aim of this paper is to explore how these worldviews differentially impact human
and planetary flourishing, and whether it is possible to identify the deep characteristics of a
unifying perspective that integrates the wisdom of the past with contemporary knowledge.
Central to this exploration is the concept of Right Relationship, a guiding principle that may
help us navigate the critical challenges of our time during this era of profound regenerative
transformation.

2. Comparative Characteristics of Holistic and Dualistic Worldviews

Over time, with the increasing size, movement, and complexity of their populations,
human cultures have increasingly replaced the former with the latter, and this has been
exacerbated by the steady impact of industrialisation and technology. For thousands of
years, however, Indigenous peoples have remained close to their lands and fought to retain
their holistic perspectives, arguing that the original values were more aligned with those
of the natural world and that gratitude, reciprocity, and circularity were essential for the
protection of the planetary ecosystem [13-16]. For example, Table 1 describes the differences
between common Indigenous worldviews and the common dominant worldview that was
featured in Restoring the Kindship Worldview, 2022, by Professor Don Trent Jacobs (Four
Arrows) and Darcia Narvaez, Ph.D.

Chart for Rebalancing Life Systems on Planet Earth Via Non-Binary
Metacognitive Reflection.

Table 1. Precepts originally published in The Red Road by Four Arrows and presented with Dr Darcia
Narvaez at the United Nations General Assembly 78 in September 2023. Collaboratively revised in
May 2024 [10]. Reprinted /adapted with permission from Ref. [10]. 2022, Topa, W.; Narvaez, D.

Common Indigenous Worldview Manifestations Common Dominant Worldview Manifestations
Egalitarian 1 Rigid hierarchy
Courage and fearless trust in the universe 2 Fear-based thoughts and behaviours
Socially purposeful life 3 Living without strong social purpose
Emphasis on community welfare 4 Focus on self and personal gain
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Table 1. Cont.

Common Indigenous Worldview Manifestations

Common Dominant Worldview Manifestations

Respect for various gender roles and fluidity 5 Rigid and discriminatory gender stereotypes
Emphasis on intangible values 6 Emphasis on possessions
Earth and all systems as living and loving 7 Earth as an unloving “it”
Emphasis on heart wisdom 8 Emphasis on intellect
Competition to develop positive potential 9 Competition to feel superior
Empathetic 10 Lacking empathy
Animistic and bio-centric 11 Anthropocentric
Words as sacred, truthfulness as essential 12 Words used to deceive self or others
Truth seen as multifaceted, accepting the mysterious 13 Truth claims as absolute
Flexible boundaries and interconnected systems 14 Rigid boundaries and fragmented systems
Regular use of alternative consciousness 15 Unfamiliarity with alternative consciousness
Recognition of spirit in All 16 Imperceptive of spirit in All
Emphasis on holistic interconnectedness 17 Disregard for holistic interconnectedness
High interpersonal engagement, touching 18 Minimal contact with others
Inseparability of knowledge and action 19 Emphasis on theory and rhetoric
Resistance to authoritarianism 20 Acceptance of authoritarianism
Time as cyclical 21 Time as linear
Seeking complementary duality 22 Dualistic thinking
Intolerance of injustice 23 Acceptance of injustice
Emphasis on responsibility 24 Empbhasis on rights
Generosity as way of life 25 Accumulation (hoarding) as way of life
Ceremony as life-sustaining 26 Ceremony as rote formality
Learning as experiential and collaborative 27 Learning as didactic
Trance-based learning as helpful and natural 28 Trance as dangerous or stemming from evil
Human nature as good but malleable 29 Human nature as corrupt or evil
Humour as essential tool for coping 30 Humour used for put downs
Contflict resolution as return to community 31 Conflict mitigated via revenge, punishment
Learning is holistic and place based 32 Learning is fragmented and theoretical
Personal vitality is essential 33 Personal vitality minimised
Nature’s laws are primary 34 Societal laws are primary
Holistic self-knowledge is most important 35 Self-knowledge not prioritised
Autonomy for group and future generations 36 Autonomy for self
Nature as benevolent and relational 37 Nature as dangerous or utilitarian only
All earth forms are sentient 38 Other-than-human beings are not sentient
High respect for the feminine 39 Low respect for the feminine
Honors diversity 40 Little realisation of the importance of diversity
Non-dualistic view of opposites 41 Emphasis on dualistic thinking
Connection to the land 42 Detachment from the land
Emphasis on becoming fully human 43 De-emphasising becoming fully human
Mutual dependence 44 Independence from relations
Centrality of gratitude 45 Centrality of striving
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Table 1. Cont.
Common Indigenous Worldview Manifestations Common Dominant Worldview Manifestations
Noninterference 46 Manipulation of others

Relational healing is self-initiated 47 Relational healing is outsourced to experts

Understanding /embracing death and dying 48 Fearing and avoiding death to the extreme
Reciprocity as a guiding principle 49 Competition as a guiding principle

Practical and spiritual perspectives of cosmos 50 Scientific interest in the cosmos

Colonialism, climate crises, violent extremism, inequity, mental health crises, and
individual and collective alienation are deeply connected to the ongoing struggles between
these two worldviews [17,18]. The proposed solutions to these intractable problems also
emerge from one or the other. Some glorify science and technology. Others speak to
coherence within the self and with nature. Each offers hope but often excludes the benefits
and possibilities that might arise from the other.

Clifton’s recent work on Primal World Beliefs [19] explores how foundational human
beliefs shape worldviews and influence responses to contemporary global issues such as
climate change, social inequality, and mental health crises. Primal beliefs, as conceptualised
by Clifton, are deeply held, often subconscious convictions about the nature of the world
and human existence. His theory provides a psychological foundation for understanding
why individuals or cultures gravitate towards holistic or dualistic worldviews, with primal
beliefs in interconnectedness and cooperation fostering holistic perspectives, while beliefs
in competition and fragmentation underpin dualistic thinking.

An awareness has been steadily emerging around the world, and across all sectors
of academia and civil society, of a new unitive possibility that might identify the benefits
of both while mitigating the risks of either. The urgent need for such a new, emerging
worldview is well documented. Iain McGilchrist, Ervin Laslow, Jude Currivan, Indy Johar,
Jo-Ann Archibald, and all the chapter authors of the recent book “The Great Upshift’ [20]
have written about the vibrant possibility of a worldview that moves humanity beyond
the current chasm that affects all aspects of life, leadership, choice, and action. It is
suggested that this should include the mythological dynamics being endlessly played out
in human conflicts [21]. It should also embrace the need to move beyond the boundaries of
worldviews themselves into something much more profound [22]. And this includes ways
of being and knowing that transcend linear structures and processes.

As Barbara Alice Mann is quoted as saying in a chapter on Complementary Duality
in the book ‘Restoring the Kinship Worldview’ (Chapter 14, p. 137 in [10,23], “Here is the
first truth: nothing in the European mindset prepares westerners for anything in the Turtle Island
mindset . .. Here is the second truth: the only way to grasp Turtle is to take her on her own terms
... In truly traditional thought, there is no dichotomous Good and Evil duking it out for supremacy.
The whole point of the Twinned Cosmos is to achieve balance, not the victory of one over the other.
Third, either Blood or Breath is capable of injuring the Cosmos if used without balance”.

In his book “Sand Talk’, Tyson Yunkaporta talks of Ngak Lokath, an Aboriginal word
for the brackish water that forms in the wet season when freshwater floods into the sea . ..
an example of what the Yolngu Tribe calls Ganma, a phenomenon of dynamic interaction
when opposite forces meet and create something new [23]. He says “All humans evolved
within complex, land-based cultures over deep time to develop a brain with the capacity for over
100 trillion neural connections, of which we now only use a tiny fraction. Most of us have been
displaced from those cultures of origin, a global diaspora of refugees severed not only from the land,
but from the sheer genius that comes from belonging in symbiotic relation to it. In Aboriginal
Australia, our Elders tell us stories, ancient narratives to show us that “if you don’t move with the
land, the land will move you.” There is nothing permanent about settlements and the civilisations
that spawn them” .
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With so much of the modern media world focused on suspicion, blame, and judgement
of the other, there may be much we can learn from Indigenous approaches that are both
thoughtfully and respectfully open to difference and diversity [24,25].

3. The Roots of Worldviews

Human consciousness comes before the development of worldviews [26,27], which are
(a) genetically predisposed [28,29] and (b) a response to environmental experiences [30,31].
Relational nurturing is therefore essential for the positive shaping of worldviews. In her
‘Evolved Nest’ book and research lab, the psychologist Dr Darcia Narvaez talks of restoring
species typicality and the practice of ‘nestedness’ [32]:

“Human societies are built from individuals who begin life in relationship. The quality of
community support for meeting children’s basic needs influences the state of health the child carries
forward in all systems. Undercare in early life leads to less health in childhood and adulthood
and a basic sense of disconnection—a Cycle of Competitive Detachment. This is not humanity’s
heritage. Over 95% of our species history was spent in a Cycle of Cooperative Companionship,
where children’s basic needs were met, leading to wellbeing in childhood and adulthood, with a deep
sense of connection and skills to keep the cycle going” [32].

As we grow, we start to create a layer of beliefs about the way the world works
that shape our worldviews and impact our natural development. These then become our
personal mindsets and the lenses through which we interpret everything that happens
to us. The first five years of human life are the most crucial for the healthy shaping of
each child’s capacities, values, and worldviews, as this is when they are either optimised
or limited [33]. Each child’s personality is formed by the unique interrelated combination
of genetic, behavioural, cognitive, and emotional aspects that shape its capacities and
potential, whereas character refers to the moral and ethical qualities and priorities of the
cultures within which they live. Morals are the values, normative rules, or principles
according to which human intentions or behaviours are judged to be good or bad, right or
wrong. They are primarily conveyed through socially transmitted /cultural narratives.

The human life journey is ultimately about overcoming the restrictions of limiting back-
grounds, worldviews, values, beliefs, and behaviours in order to restore a level of integra-
tion and wholeness. Intrinsic values are an expression of the innate natural laws and prin-
ciples that are always moving us towards this original state. These include the following:

° Generative creativity; ° Mutuality;

e  Complementarity; e Reciprocity;
e  Unique potential; e  Harmony;

e  Learning and growth; e  Cooperation;
° Curiosity; ° Contribution;
° Playfulness; ° Abundance;
e Engagement; o  (Circularity.

° Flow;

Meanwhile, extrinsic values are shaped by propensities, needs, and lived experience
and create our mindsets and worldviews. They differ according to culturally transmitted
narratives and priorities.

4. Human Social Communication

What sets humans apart from all other species is our ability to develop conscious
awareness and communication skills that allow us to not only question who we are and
what our role is but to actively participate in the process of co-creation. To do this, we have
had to develop increasingly complex forms of social communication that enable us to share
our thoughts, feelings, and emotions with others.

The history of communication can be traced back to the origin of speech and language
circa 100,000 BCE [34]. The use of technology in communication commenced with the first
use of tools and symbols about 30,000 years BCE. The symbols used include cave paintings,
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petroglyphs, and pictograms, with writing then a major innovation, followed by printing
technology and more recently telecommunications and the internet.

In 2011, Daniel Dor, Chris Knight, and Jerome Lewis invited twenty-four scholars from
a wide array of disciplines to discuss the prehistory of the social communication of human
language in an intensive workshop in London; they concluded that it was storytelling that
took a primary role:

“We, as modern humans, are so used to language that we find it difficult to imagine social
life without it, but the emerging picture of our pre-linguistic ancestors reveals a level of social,
technological, and communicative complexity and sophistication much closer to our own than to ape
societies. There is a sobering lesson here: being human is not all about language” [35].

In Dor’s 2019 paper [36], he goes on to say that “Not all human minds have language, but
all societies do. There are many human minds without language: the minds of all human children
before they acquire language; autistic minds (not all of them); aphasic minds; the minds of people
with a wide range of brain injuries and affective pathologies; and most importantly—the minds of
human individuals who have not been exposed to the social activity of language at the right age. We
may have good stories to tell about each of these, but the crucial fact is that we need these stories. As
far as human societies are concerned, no stories are required. There is not a single human society
that has no language. All human societies use different variations of the same technology, locally
designed by cultural evolution for the universal function of the instruction of imagination. This is
an absolute universal. We should start here”.

According to Dor, our capacity for imagination determines much of what we are. It
does not, however, mean that we have language coded in our genes. What we are definitely
born with is the craving for language: the desperate need to constantly construct bridges
across the experiential gaps between us.

And for that human beings have needed to create stories that make sense of their
relationship to themselves, their communities, and their lands. We tell stories to ourselves
and to each other that contain and reflect on the complexity of life and its fundamental
interconnectedness. Stories determine our view of the world, our thoughts, and our future
and have made us increasingly dependent upon interpreting and learning from experiences
that are not our own [37]. Stories are not restricted to the spoken or written word but are
captured in the essence of what we convey to each other through music, dance, the artistic
and expressive arts, and the myriad creative expressions of how we seek to capture and
share with one another our own experience and sense of the vitality, chaos, and beauty of
life. It is a uniquely personal but innately social process. No other species has developed
this ability, and no other species has been gifted with the choice-making capacity to so
definitively shape its own future.

5. The Role of the Arts

The expressive arts have always been a celebration of human imagination and diversity.
They enable us to go beyond the restriction of language to draw upon the very essence of
what it is we are trying to share. Whether through the medium of music, dance, painting,
drawing, gardening, or architecture, they are about us trying to capture our inner felt sense
of life in an external form to either delight and sooth ourselves or to reach out and inform
others. In the first of his four books on The Nature of Order [38], the architect Christopher
Alexander talks about life existing in all structures:

“The difference in degree of life that we discern in things is not a subjective assessment, but
an objective one. It describes something about the world, which exists in the world, and resides in
structure. I state this by means of the following hypothesis: what we call life is a general condition
which exists, to some degree or other, in every part of space: brick, stone, grass, river, painting,
building, daffodil, human being, forest, city. And further: the key to this idea is that every part of
space- every connected region of space, small or large- has some degree of life, and at this degree of
life is well defined, objectively existing, and measurable” [38].

He also discusses how astonished he was at the initial reception to his thoughts on the
existence of a Pattern Language that nourished the human spirit through the recognition
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that there is a natural structure and order to life and that we should seek to create structures
that resonate with human nature.

“What they saw in me was a voice saying that our shared human feeling has been forgotten,
hidden in the mess of opinion and personal differences. What people find, and what moves them, in
all the work which my colleagues and I have been doing for so many years, is that we have tried to
honour and respect the reality of this huge ocean- this 90% of our self- in which our feelings are all
alike. The fact that this huge basis, the huge ocean, has been forgotten- and has, perhaps in my own
works being reawakened- that is what brought them there that day to see that film, that is what made
them stand up and shout. This book, at root, is about the core of that 90% of our feeling which we
all share. 1t is about a more realistic conception of the world and of the universe which comes into
existence- and can come into existence- only when we acknowledge that to a very large degree we are
all the same” [38].

From the moment that we are born, we are relational beings that have a need to share
our own thoughts and experiences with others. Human flourishing relies on us being able
to share who we truly are. The authenticity of our stories is therefore crucial for human
vitality and wellbeing, which is the degree to which our actions are congruent with our
values and desires, despite external pressures towards social conformity. We are nurtured
by being able to authentically share our stories, and we are diminished by systems that
seek to curb or undermine this capacity.

6. Human Flourishing

Flourishing occurs when our inner needs are aligned with the demands of the external
world, allowing us to focus on what genuinely interests and pleases us, to develop, express,
and share our unique skills, and to optimise our lives physically, psychologically, socially,
and spiritually. It involves a deep sense of meaning and purpose, where our work and
leisure activities are meaningful as part of our creative participation within the larger
ecosystem. Flourishing is a contextually dynamic process, requiring us to adapt and
respond to external stimuli as we move towards integration and growth. This journey often
involves periods of challenge and difficulty as we confront and overcome our conditioning,
fears, and limitations.

The positive dimensions of flourishing include physical health and vitality, mental
health, positive relationships, emotional mastery, environmental mastery, autonomy;, self-
acceptance, contribution, personal growth, purpose in life, fulfilment of potential, and
happiness. Adults who achieve an integrated level of health—where a sustainable balance
is maintained between personal needs and social and environmental pressures—experience
high levels of vitality and wellbeing. In contrast, adults with fragmented health tend to
languish, exhibiting low vitality and wellbeing. While some of their needs may be met, it
often comes at the expense of others.

Languishing, on the other hand, is frequently experienced as emptiness and stagnation,
often constituting lives of quiet despair. It involves little or no sense of cohesion in one’s
life, and an eroded and compromised sense of meaning and purpose, where life seems
pointless and of little or no value to the wider world. It is an indication that our vitality
needs are not being sufficiently met. Languishing is often discussed as primarily consisting
of poor mental health [39], but based on the definition of flourishing put forward above it,
it is a systemic issue that indicates that we are unable to achieve the states of balance and
integration that are necessary for us to grow and feel whole [40].

Through its USD 43 million Global Flourishing Study, involving 22 countries, the
Harvard Human Flourishing Program has recently become a significant contributor to
the global understanding of human flourishing, originally defined as “a state in which all
aspects of a person’s life are good” [41]. It has also attracted a degree of criticism for both
its predominantly Western values and presumptions relating to the contextual factors of
human health [42]. Others pointed out that these definitions neglected the construct of
vitality, which ‘considers all dimensions of the environment across time” [43].
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More recently, Tyler VanderWeele and other architects of the Global Flourishing Study
Program’s Director have expanded on their previous definition of flourishing as “the relative
attainment of a state in which all aspects of a person’s life are good including the contexts in which
that person lives}” [44]. Importantly, this extends aspects of wellbeing as they pertain to that
individual to also include that person’s context [44].

From a whole system perspective, any approaches to human flourishing must ac-
knowledge the fundamentally entangled nature of life, with human beings only one species
in a world that is teeming with relational activity. When, in 1973, Arne Naess introduced
the term deep ecology, he was seeking to embrace two ecological concepts, i.e., the need
for sustainable systems and environmental ethics, including how humans should relate
to nature [45]. But he also explored the concept of eco-philosophy, or what he termed
‘Ecosophy’, which he described as the philosophy of equilibrium harmony or equilibrium.
In other words, his belief that human beings had the relational capacity to connect with a
much larger sense of self that transcended the ego and that allowed us to feel a sense of
connection to all other beings and the natural world itself. This was something that was
then further explored by Fritjof Capra and Pier Luigi Luisi in The Systems View of Life:

“Deep ecology does not separate humans—nor anything else—from the natural environment.
It does not see the world not as a collection of isolated objects, but as a network of phenomena that
are fundamentally interconnected and interdependent. Deep ecology recognizes the intrinsic value of
all living beings and views humans as just one particular strand in the web of life. Ultimately, deep
ecological awareness is spiritual awareness. . .When the concept of the human spirit is understood as
the mode of consciousness in which the individual feels a sense of belonging, of connectedness, to
the cosmos as a whole, it becomes clear that ecological awareness is spiritual in its deepest essence”
(p. 12) [46].

Quantum theory stresses the link between the observer and the observed and the
basic holism of all phenomena [47]. There are biological, cognitive, social, and ecological
dimension of life that show us that no living thing can exist in isolation and that plants,
animals, and micro-organisms regulate the entire biosphere within which human beings
are a part.

7. Right Relationship

If the stories that we hear about who we are as human beings fundamentally shape
our values, worldviews, and sense of what is right and wrong, then it seems clear that we
should investigate the predominant stories that we are currently being told, who is behind
them, and what the motivations are for them to be perpetuated. This is particularly so for
young minds that are in the process of being shaped and for populations that are involved
in conflict. We also need to better understand the processes that challenge and transform
our worldviews in a world that constantly seeks to present one side as against the other.

It is only in the late 20th century that we have seen the rapid evolution of mass
forms of communication that have had the ability to disrupt and distort natural forms of
human relationship, and to challenge the values and norms that were previously culturally
and contextually conveyed from one generation to the next. This has had a particularly
significant impact on the health and wellbeing of younger generations, who are having to
now navigate a bewildering array of new social narratives. There is, therefore, an urgent
need for more research studies exploring the psychological and social influence of all
forms of global media, together with the ‘holding-to-account’ for systems that are proven
to substantially erode human prosocial capacities and potential. As an influential group
of experts warned in their 2023 paper ‘World scientists” warning: The behavioural crisis
driving ecological overshoot’, “In this paper, we use the term ‘behavioural crisis’ specifically to
mean the consequences of the innate suite of human behaviours that were once adaptive in early
hominid evolution, but have now been exploited to serve the global industrial economy”. They went
on to say, “We urgently call for increased interdisciplinary work to be carried out in directing,
understanding and policing widespread behaviour manipulation” [48].
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We need to seek stories that consistently reflect the best of human values and be-
haviours, rather than the worst, which cultivate empathy and understanding towards
diverse backgrounds and perspectives, and that compassionately embrace the social and
environmental conditions that undermine our ability to live in Right Relationship, with
ourselves, each other, and the planet.

One of the most significant changes that has occurred in the last five hundred years
is the imposition of a story that separated man from nature and that then accepted only
the narratives and evidence that supported its own version of the truth. Not only this, but
it then created and enforced systems that served only that story, despite the huge body
of evidence to show that this went against the natural processes of life. Such systems
were accompanied by judgement, ‘othering’, and frequently the persecution of those that
challenged their version of the world [49]. In his 1962 book ‘The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions’ [50], Thomas Kuhn explored how rigid paradigms in science—often rooted in
dualistic frameworks of thought—had limited scientific progress, and in 1980, the physicist
David Bohm argued that the fragmentation inherent in dualistic thinking had limited the
potential for scientific discoveries by focusing too much on separate parts and not enough
on the interconnectedness of the whole [51].

Right Relationship is a fundamental principle of all living systems and has been a
central theme across numerous human philosophies, cultures, and disciplines, emphasising
interconnectedness, respect, reciprocity, and harmony among all forms of life. It has also
been a core tenet of ancient and Indigenous cultures for thousands of years.

We do not inhabit a mechanical universe but rather a network of relations where
process is primary. In this way, as the Physicist Fritjof Capra says, the universe is “an
interconnected, dynamic whole whose parts are essentially interdependent and have to be understood
as patterns of a cosmic process” (p. 363) [52]. We can never speak about nature without, at the
same time, speaking about ourselves.

In her own seminal work Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, (1993) [53], Val Plum-
wood’s call for an ‘Ecological Self” further critiqued the Western philosophical tradition
that separates humans from nature, reinforcing hierarchies that justify domination over
the environment and marginalised groups. She argues that dualistic thinking—such as
reason versus nature, male versus female—has significantly contributed to both ecological
degradation and social injustice.

Indigenous teachings such as “Two-Eyed Seeing” have introduced a powerful way of
understanding and practicing such Right Relationship. This concept, introduced in 2012 by
Mi’kmaw Elder Albert Marshall [54], advocates for learning to see from both an Indigenous
and a Western perspective, acknowledging the strength of each while finding balance
between them. In Towards Braiding [55], ElIwood Jimmy and Vanessa Andreotti expand
on this idea by exploring how diverse knowledge systems can be braided together in a
way that respects differences without forcing them into the same mould. They emphasise
the importance of humility, relational accountability, and the discomfort that can arise
when engaging with different worldviews. Similarly, Robin Wall Kimmerer’s Braiding
Sweetgrass [56] illustrates how Indigenous knowledge is interwoven with scientific under-
standing, fostering a deep reciprocity with the natural world. Through these perspectives,
we see that Right Relationship involves not only recognising interdependence but also
honouring the diverse ways of knowing that can guide us towards a more sustainable and
just future. These frameworks encourage us to embrace complexity, uncertainty, and the
need for multiple approaches in our pursuit of harmony with the Earth.

In 2023, Thich Nhat Hanh further challenged the current paradigm by introducing the
philosophical concept and contemplation practice of “Interbeing’, rooted in the Zan Buddhist
tradition, that underscores the interconnectedness and interdependence of all elements of
existence [57]. It informs ethical living, mindfulness, and compassionate actions [57] and
is an example of how contemporary language is evolving to capture and convey innate
ancient concepts.
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8. Conclusions

To tell the right stories to both ourselves and others has become an increasingly
important task in a world that is shaped by the collective. What we are seeking is a
new emergent way forward for human civilisation that unites the best of human learning
and wisdom from the past with the best emergent knowledge and understanding of the
present/future. Such a way forward will need, however, to acknowledge the deep systemic
wounding that has occurred not only in human populations but in other species and the
body of the earth itself. It will need to create a new non-hierarchical and relational purpose
for culture that is in service of life and that offers a ‘complementary non-duality’ [58], where
multiple perspectives can coexist and contribute to a more holistic understanding of reality.
One of the most destructive effects of dualistic thinking is the homogenisation of both sides
of the dualism, in that it has attempted to erase the diversity within both sides, whereas
what we are really seeking is the restoration of ways of being and knowing that were innate
to our species when we had no sense of being anything other than Nature.

The suggestion of this paper is that the principle of Right Relationship could offer a
powerful framework for such a way forward. By recognising the interconnectedness of all
life, fostering participatory and holistic approaches to knowledge, and embedding ethical
considerations into our actions, we can address contemporary global challenges more
effectively. This synthesis of ancient wisdom, modern science, and holistic perspectives
provides a comprehensive approach to understanding and implementing right relationships
in all aspects of life. Through this integration, we can create a more harmonious and
sustainable world, where all forms of life are respected and valued and where there
is a deeper and more compassionate appreciation for the source and value of differing
worldviews and stories.
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