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Re-imagining the heart as an organ of knowledge to inspire community engagement in 
sustainability issues 
 

Abstract: 
 

ESDGC is concerned with educating young people to recognise that they are part of a wider 

whole that encompasses a myriad of issues including the environment, societal values and 

the economy (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008, p. 4). Specifically, the  ESDGS makes clear 

that its main theme is about “values…attitudes, understanding and skills” (Welsh Assembly 

Government, 2008, p. 4). Given the unprecedented challenges that modern society faces in 

numerous guises including climate change, ongoing conflict and war, ecological degradation 

and societal breakdown to name but a few (Abram, 1997, p. 27; de Witt, 2016, p. 202; 

McGilchrist, 2012, pp. 428–462), in this paper the author asks whether the mode of 

awareness that may have contributed to the issues that contemporary society now faces, is 

the best approach to engage with them into the future.   

 

Introduction 

 

In this paper the author draws on the research of scholars across disparate disciplines (from 

depth psychology and neuroscience, to cultural history and religious mysticism) that each 

highlight how modern reliance on the rational intellect has led to a divorce from ourselves 

and nature – leading to many of the crises we face today (Fideler, 2014; Hillman, 1991, 

2007; McGilchrist, 2012; Romanyshyn, 2002, 2013; Voss, 2009). Each of these authors in 

their own particular ways make it clear that as human beings we have multiple ways of 

making sense of, and engaging with, the world. One approach is the rational intellect, and 

the other, the intuition and the imagination. In relation to these two specific ways of 

knowing and engaging with the world, neuroscientist and English literature specialist Iain 

McGilchrist highlights the danger that contemporary society faces as our imaginative and 

intuitive capabilities are becoming increasingly divorced from our preferred approach 

towards knowledge production – namely, objective, reductive, mechanistic perspectives 

(2012). As the aims of ESDGS involve influencing human behaviour, and naturally 

encompass ways that human beings perceive and experience the world, the author 

contends that if this policy is to have any long-term effect, as a society we must be open to 

questioning how we currently produce our knowledge - exploring associated limitations and 

consequently being willing to investigate other ways of knowing that could make different 

conversations, and outcomes, possible.   
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Considering the idea that “The intellect is a valuable adviser but a lousy king” (Kastrup, 

2016, p. 47), this paper takes seriously the faculty of the imagination as a way of knowing, 

highlighting the heart as the organ of imaginal perception (Corbin, 1997, pp. 216–245; 

Hillman, 2007). Here, the author is using the term imagination in its broadest sense, as a 

way to engage seriously with whatever might lie beneath outward appearances. This is in 

stark contrast to contemporary understanding that defines the imagination as an escape 

from, or substitute for, reality, and never in the sense of offering someone a deeper 

engagement with it (Lachman, 2017). In this modern sense the imagination is mere fantasy, 

the imaginary equated “with the unreal” (Corbin, 1997, p. 181). Through the thinking heart 

(Hillman, 2007), the author aims to show that while policies like ESDGS are highly relevant 

and extremely important, unless we address our current approach towards the world, and 

how this could have contributed to the challenges that modern society now faces, ESDGS’ 

long-term vision could be under threat. This paper concludes with the suggestion that by 

reconsidering the heart’s role in contemporary society, creative conversations could be 

opened up within and around sustainability issues. Could reflecting seriously on knowledge 

as generated through the heart empower and enable individuals and communities to better 

engage with sustainability in the way that ESDGS envisions? 

 

Reflecting on approaches to modern knowledge production 

 

Sustainability is a complex concept with often multiple and conflicting meanings 

(Giovannoni & Fabietti, 2014; Weber, 2013, p. 11). In recent years, growing concerns in 

relation to ecological breakdown and climate change, socio-political pressures, poverty, 

war/conflict, terrorism, food and water shortages, depletion of energy resources and 

financial inequality (de Witt, 2016, p. 202), have served to bring sustainability issues under 

the spotlight (Giovannoni & Fabietti, 2014, p. 21). While technological, institutional and 

behavioural changes have been identified as important in addressing our world’s problems 

and creating a sustainable world (de Witt, 2016, p. 202), it has been suggested that we also 

need “changes within” (de Witt, 2016, p. 202, italics in original). That is to say, “changes in 

the hearts and minds of people and changes in how we relate to ourselves, each other, and 

nature” (de Witt, 2016, p. 202). 

 

This idea suggests that there might be something amiss in our contemporary worldview that 

could be linked to the problems the planet faces today. Specifically, since the 1960s, 

environmental philosophers have been arguing that “environmental issues are more than 

just the accidental ‘waste products’ of our industrial-technological civilization” (de Witt, 

2016, p. 204), but that they are “symptoms” of the modern Western worldview (de Witt, 

2016, p. 204, italics in original). In a similar observation, McGilchrist suggests that one 

explanation for the world’s challenges can be found by interrogating contemporary society’s 
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approach towards engaging with the world and subsequently producing knowledge (2012). 

Using the language of neuroscience, McGilchrist puts forward the case for epistemological 

duality based on right and left brain hemisphere division (2012). According to McGilchrist, 

each hemisphere has a different “take” on the world (2012, p. 10; 2013, p. 12-13). 

Specifically, the right hemisphere is more in touch with the world (McGilchrist, 2012, p. 

195), is “concerned with the relations between things” (McGilchrist, 2012, p. 50, italics in 

original), “sees more” (Rowson and McGilchrist, 2013, p. 13, italics in original), and 

appreciates that life is a process of dynamic flow (Rowson & McGilchrist, 2013, p. 14). In 

contrast, the left hemisphere is the “hemisphere of abstraction” (McGilchrist, 2012, p. 50) – 

its priority is to narrow things down to a certainty, where life is seen as “fixed and static” 

(Rowson & McGilchrist, 2013, p. 14). McGilchrist argues that contemporary society has 

become too reliant on the left hemisphere to the detriment of the right; championing 

knowledge gained through objective reasoning  (2012, pp. 386–388). 

 

McGilchrist’s work has done a great deal to highlight the limitations of a left-hemisphere 

dominated world that has in modern times come to view nature, and subsequently reality, 

as “determinate and mechanical” (Abram, 1997, p. 8); a resource that we stand outside of 

(Bortoft, 2010, p. 13), and which can be subsequently measured and objectified.1 Based on a 

vast body of research, McGilchrist suggests that the kind of attention we pay to the world 

actually changes it (2012, p. 5), highlighting the importance our disposition towards the 

world and one another (2012, p. 5). Crucially, he goes on to state that “we are, literally, 

partners in creation” (2012, p. 5). If modern approaches towards the world are based on a 

dominant frame of reference, clearly it is important to interrogate the perspective we are 

using in relation to challenges that we face, particularly as McGilchrist states in relation to 

this point, “Our first leap determines where we land” (2012, p. 97). What would it be like if 

we allowed ourselves to consider the idea that we are engaging with sustainability issues 

through an approach that has led us into the global challenges that current sustainability 

discussions are endeavouring to engage with? To use McGilchrist’s terminology, perhaps we 

are caught in a “hall of mirrors” (2012, p. 6; 2013, p. 20), having “constructed a world 

around us externally that is the image of the world the left hemisphere has made internally” 

(2013, p. 20). What if the crisis facing global humanity has been created through the images 

of a left hemisphere approach towards the world? 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 Philosopher of science Henri Bortoft (1938-2012) calls this “spectator awareness” (2010, p. 13), entailing 

objective observation which naturally requires abstraction and fragmentation, encouraging rationality and 
emotional withdrawal/distance from what is being studied.  
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Another way of knowing - making the case for the imagination 

 

This paper therefore uses McGilchrist’s grand metaphor of epistemological duality as a way 
of questioning the contemporary approach to knowledge production, and to bring the 
imagination back into the conversation. In his own research, McGilchrist suggests that the 
two brain hemispheres need to work in balance, stating that “Objectivity requires 
interpretation of what one finds, [and] depends on imagination for its achievement” (2012, 
p. 166, italics in original). Indeed, it is the faculty of the imagination that enables us to think 
more deeply, and to greater appreciate our dynamic connection with the living world 
(McGilchrist, 2012, p. 199). While McGilchrist frames his theory of our “impoverished 
intuitions” and imagination through the relationship between the two hemispheres of the 
human brain (2013, p. 46), in depth psychological terms, Carl Jung (1875-1961) and James 
Hillman (1926-2011) suggest that the imagination acts as a bridge between the conscious 
and unconscious realms of the psyche – helping to unite often conflicted parts of the 
individual, helping to move deeper into the self (Cheetham, 2012, 2015). Additionally, in his 
work on Sufi mystics, Henry Corbin (1903-1978) understood the imagination to act as a 
bridge between the physical and the divine realms (1997, pp. 179–183).2 

 

While it could be suggested that the author is drawing upon disparate and diverse 

discourses, and therefore looking at completely different ideas (which they are, from a left 

hemisphere vantage point), it is the quality of sentiment that is key in relation to the 

author’s engagement with the imagination in this paper. Specifically, the imagination is a 

bridge or link between different ways of experiencing the world. In short, the imagination 

supports connection between phenomena. Indeed, Corbin, Hillman, Jung and McGilchrist all 

suggest that it is only through the imagination that one has the ability to access a more 

expanded sense of the world itself, or as independent scholar Gary Lachman suggests, 

“create it, or…collaborate in its creation” (2017, p.31). 

 

The heart as the organ of the imagination 

 

It is important to state that the imagination is generally understood in modern terms as a 

“function of the mind” (Rozuel, 2012, p. 489), and it is here that the author parts company 

with McGilchrist and Jung. The reason for this is because the author suggests that linking 

theories of the imagination to the mind, in the longer term, could actually serve to maintain 

the “hall of mirrors” referred to earlier – no matter how well-intentioned mind-based ideas  

                                                           
2
 Scholars of the imagination regard it in different ways. Specifically, not all regard social, personal or 

environmental aspects, and neither do all encompass the existential or the sacred (Bishop, 2010, p. 41) 
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of the imagination may be in relation to engaging with the world’s problems in more 

creative ways. This is where it is helpful to return to de Witt’s comment about the 

importance of inner change in relation to engaging with sustainability issues, particularly 

focussing on the heart (2016, p. 202). Certainly, this move towards the heart is very 

interesting, particularly considering that through certain religious and depth psychological 

perspectives the heart is the organ of the imagination (Corbin, 1997; Hillman, 2007; 

Vaughan-Lee, 2000). 

 

As this paper is referring to specific parts of the body in relation to knowledge production, it 

is important to highlight the fact that ideas of the body have been changing for hundreds of 

years. Specifically, from the Enlightenment notion of the body being something to command 

and discipline (Hancock et al., 2000, p. 2), as primarily the domain of biology (Hancock et al., 

2000, p. 1), to in recent years , becoming a “problem for linguistic, cultural and social 

analysis” (Hancock, 2000, p.2). While there is clearly overlap with such movements in 

thinking in this work, it is beyond the scope of this paper to directly address the intellectual 

roots of these issues which are wide and diverse. However, the author does acknowledge 

the influence of changing viewpoints in relation to the body, particularly in relation to 

critiques of Cartesian dualism and subsequent feminist discourses relating to 

reconstructions in being and knowing (Jaggar & Bordo, 1992). It is therefore interesting in 

this sense to consider Italian transformative learning scholar Laura Formenti’s suggestion 

that it is through our body “that we communicate, think, and tell anything” (2015, p. 12, 

italics in original), and former sociology lecturer Alexandra Howson’s statement that our 

bodies shape our daily perceptions and interactions (2013, p. 2).  

 
While in Sufism the heart is considered a physical organ and an organ of spiritual 
perception, in contemporary society the heart is generally reduced to a biological organ 
rather than having its own intelligence and wisdom. The reasons that modern society has 
such a difficult relationship with the heart beyond a medicalised narrative are complex, 
touching upon issues that this paper does not have room to explore. However, it is helpful 
to consider how, over the course of several hundred years, contemporary society has 
moved from a cardio-centric worldview to a cranio-centric worldview, shifting the “heart of 
feeling” towards the “brain of feeling” (Bound Alberti, 2012, p. 7). This move quickly took on 
“common sense” status in the modern West (Bound Alberti, 2012, p. 15), however, as 
cultural historian Fay Bound Alberti points out, this could be representative of a wider issue, 
namely,  “the triumph of reason over passion, of mind over matter, of masculine over 
feminine” (2012, p. 15). Perhaps this list could also encompass other contraries which have 
been obfuscated through our modern understanding of what constitutes valid knowledge –  
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namely, objective over subjective, matter over spirit?3 In this sense, it could be suggested 
that each of these obfuscated phenomena concern the inner life. Researcher Annick de Witt 
argues that a worldview which denies interiority, produces an exteriorized culture (2016, p. 
205), and it could be suggested, consequently creates a problematic relationship for people 
in relation to sustainability issues . 
 

Drawing on scholars’ reflections in relation to what a sustainable world might look like, “it is 

a world with more humanness, fairness, and awareness” (Ericson et al quoted in de Witt, 

2016, p. 202). As previously highlighted, it has been suggested that our contemporary world 

requires a change in culture and consciousness, moving beyond technological fixes and 

theoretical solutions towards changes from “within” (de Witt, 2016, p. 202, italics in 

original). In short, a sustainable world requires responsible global citizens to undergo an 

“inner climate change” (de Witt, 2016, p. 202).4 In relation to this point, Hillman (inspired by 

Corbin) suggests one responds to the calls of the world through the very organ that is 

touched and moved by the world itself, namely the heart (2007). To linger in the heart, the 

organ of perception and seat of the imagination, is to move into a way of knowing that is 

not about facts or ideas (Romanyshyn, 2001, p. 145), situated in a world ‘out there’. In 

depth psychological terms, it is a way of knowing that has an aesthetic quality (Hillman, 

2007, p. 107; Romanyshyn, 2001, p. 145). That is, “a gnosis where one is capable of being 

touched and moved by the otherness of this world where the dead and the living have 

already been transformed into matters of and for the heart” (Romanyshyn, 2001, p. 146). 

For Hillman, this way of knowing is awake to the soul in the world speaking to us through 

images - namely, the “anima mundi [that] stirs our hearts to respond” (2007, p. 126, italics 

in original). By turning back towards the world through the thought of the heart we can 

“regard the world anew….We pay respect to it simply by looking again, re-specting, that 

second look with the eye of the heart (Hillman, 2007, p. 129).5  

 

Considering Hillman’s comments, it is interesting to ponder on the type of attention that 

such a heart-based approach towards the world engenders; pointing towards qualities that 

are generally identified with the heart like love, truth, courage, affection (Bound Alberti, 

2012, p. 3; Young, 2002, pp. xx–xxvii). Moving this forward, these qualities are themselves 

illustrative of a style of manners and set of values which seem to spring forth from the heart  

                                                           
3
 As McGilchrist observes in relation to spirituality and the arts/humanities in particular, other realms of value, 

other than the material one have largely been lost to us (2013, p. 40). Similarly, Rice religious studies professor 
observes that human experiences tend to be subsumed into a materialist narrative as “rational re-readings” 
(Kripal, 2014, p. 338-339) 
4
 This idea is reflective of Jung’s theory of individuation that implies becoming one’s own self, “coming to 

selfhood” or “self-realisation” (2014, p. 2817). Individuation aims at “living co-operation” of all aspects of one’s 
being (2014, p. 2818) 
5
 In a similar view, Romanyshyn talks about his mentor van den Berg who taught him to “re-gard the world, to 

look again, to linger with open eyes that love the world” (2001, pp. 144–145) 
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(Romanyshyn, 1982, p. 105). Such an approach moves from the inner, personal depths of 

the heart, outwards into the world. As depth psychologist Robert Romanyshyn states, there 

is a marked difference between mind and heart as attitudes which portray ways of 

experiencing the world (1982, p. 101).   

 

Heart sense  

 

Interestingly, de Witt contends that a new, integrative worldview is emerging that perceives 
an expanded, deeper, higher-level unity in the world (2016, p. 209). Rather than falling into 
mutually exclusive perspectives, once separated phenomena can be brought together – 
embracing what was once “repressed and ignored” (de Witt, 2016, p. 209). Specifically, de 
Witt is referring in general to phenomena in life which relate to the personal – things that 
make life more meaningful that cannot necessarily be empirically validated. It is striking just 
how much de Witt’s observation appears to relate to both the qualities and characteristics 
that the heart represents – particularly when understood through Corbin, Hillman, and 
Romanyshyn’s lenses. In particular, each of these scholars understand the heart as a bridge 
that is capable of linking the inner subjective human experience to the outer world. In 
Hillman’s terms, the world is understood as having animate possibilities – a “soul spark” 
(2007, p. 101). Hillman contends that, as individuals, we respond to the living presence of 
the world through the images that it delivers to us through the organ of imaginal perception 
– namely, the heart. Through the heart, it therefore becomes possible for the immediate 
presence of the world to live in us, in our imaginations. In this deeply sensing and imagining 
mode of perception, the world is no longer a dead, purposeless machine created by an 
extended world of dead objective facts.   

 

By sinking into the heart-space and embodying the connective qualities of the heart – 
including love, compassion, empathy - a different way of approaching the world becomes 
possible. Indeed, the author has been practically engaging with this particular heart as a way 
of forming knowledge about the world for the past three years, developing a deeper, 
expanded perspective of life as a result. Using auto/biographical enquiry (Formenti, 2015; 
Formenti & West, 2018; Merrill & West, 2009) and Romanyshyn’s imaginal methodology 
(2013), the author has been engaging in a conversation with her heart through the active 
imagination using transference dialogues, reveries, dreams and reflections. This process 
takes place in relationship with oneself, with one’s heart, with other human beings, and can 
be extended outwards to the relationships with the earth, animals and plants. By engaging 
deeply with the imagination, the author, in connection with her heart, has identified the 
following way of coming into relationship with an-other:  
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1. Sink into the heart - physically feel the qualities and characteristics that would 
normally be associated with it; that is, love, openness, compassion, kindness 

2. From the heart-space, recognise ‘the other’ in the relationship with you (in whatever 
form that ‘other’ takes – a person or nature) 

3. From the heart-space, encourage the other to tell their story and reveal themselves, 
just as the other opens a space for you to do the same 

4. From the heart-space, listen, look for connections, honour differences 
5. Cultivate a sense of wonder at the different conversations you might be able to have 
6. Continue to move in the space of the heart together to co-create the possibility of a 

different story 
 

While this can only be a brief overview of an approach that has slowly emerged over the 
course of doctoral research, it is important to state that the author has experienced 
dramatic improvements in her inner wellbeing and in her personal relationships with others 
as a result of consciously taking to heart each step detailed above and acting upon 
knowledge gained. The author has also developed a deep connection with nature and a 
growing sensitivity to the plight of the earth through embodying this process that she terms 
“heart sense” (Livingstone, 2020).6 Rather than feeling distanced from the world, the author 
now has greater sense of connection to life, and has become more aware of her actions in 
the world. 

 

Conclusion 

 

As the goals of the ESDGS are to influence human behaviour in relation to sustainability 
issues, it is interesting to consider how the author’s approach towards the world was able to 
change through a heart-based, imaginal approach to life. In this sense, it is interesting to 
consider transformational learning scholar Edmund O’Sullivan’s suggestion that if we are to 
survive on this planet, “we need new connections to each other and to the natural world” 
(2012, p. 171). As such O’Sullivan asks, “where might we seek direction regarding change?” 
continuing to state that, “We need a different conception of how knowledge is going to be 
garnered in this century” (2012, p. 171). Nowhere in his paper does O’Sullivan highlight the 
heart as a generator of knowledge, but he continually speaks in terms of wholeness, 
relationships and interconnection - qualities that could be associated with the heart itself. It 
is here that O’ Sullivan directly touches on the main problem with thinking for sustainability 
– that is, the fact that very few people are talking about the importance of the heart in 
generating knowledge about, and consequently engaging with, the world.  
 
 

                                                           
6
 Further information about this, and the process the author undertook with her heart, is available in her 

doctoral thesis (Livingstone, 2020) 
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While some of these reasons have been highlighted in this paper, the author suggests that it 
is the approach of the heart, the qualities and characteristics that the heart embodies, and 
the different way of being in the world that it demonstrates, which could play an important 
role in guiding us towards a more sustainable world. When taken seriously, the heart as an 
organ of imaginal perception offers a way of engaging with, and thinking about, ideas of 
relationship, wholeness and interconnection – qualities that have been identified as 
important by numerous scholars in engaging with global challenges (de Witt, 2016). While 
the heart is not unproblematic, and can carry notions of moral superiority in the sense of “I 
know”, this paper written as an appeal to bring the heart back into conversation at level of 
political discourse, because of the very approach, qualities and characteristics that the heart 
embodies and the different way of being in the word that the heart makes possible. The 
author also wishes to make clear that a case is not being made in this paper to create a new 
binary opposition of heart versus head. Crucial to the heart’s way, is the possibility for 
profound connection; linking heart and head, imagination and objective, rational knowing. It 
is a movement that aims to unite the whole person with a myriad of possibilities, and ways, 
of experiencing the world in all of its colourful, living splendour. 
 
 
Finally, there are limitations to this research as it stands in the present moment. Specifically, 
the author has not had the opportunity to practically apply heart-based approaches beyond 
her own personal relationships. However, as transformative learning scholar Rosemarie 
Anderson states, research that delves into the depths of human experience demands an 
awareness of the “personal-political-universal circle of our endeavours” (1998, p. 79). In this 
sense, the human journey is simultaneously individual, communal and global (Anderson & 
Braud, 2011, p. 9), with all realms interdependent upon the other. In conclusion, it is hoped 
that this paper has helped to illuminate potential pitfalls with engaging with sustainability 
issues from the same approach that created them, and to ask, what different kinds of 
conversations does the heart make possible? As educator Elizabeth Tisdell states, “to teach 
for personal and social change also requires a way of engaging people’s hearts and spirits” 
(Tisdell, 2003, p. 18). By re-imagining the heart for contemporary times, can heart-based 
approaches to sustainability provide the inspiration needed to motivate people to engage 
with sustainability issues and consequently support our planet to flourish into the future?  
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