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ecopsychology
is to help
reconcile
humanity with
nature, it must
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eritically
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Ecopsychology

Therapy for a Dysfunctional Society

ANDY FISHER

THE MANY ETHICAL DILEMMAS
I faced as an environmental engineer,
one stands out in particular. A sand and
gravel company that had consulted my
firm wanted to expand its quarrying into an area that
was home to a regionally endangered species of but-
terfly. The conflict between butterflies and gravel
disturbed me profoundly, especially when Iwastold
(jokingly) to step on any of those butterflies should I
happen to see one. At that time in my life, I was be-
coming increasingly aware ofa feeling I had long held
but rarely allowed into full consciousness: that Ilive
in a world where something has gone terribly wrong,
where a pervasive madness rules our actions.
Ecophilosopher John Rodman shares this view:

I strongly suspect that the same basic principles are mani-

fested in quite diverse forms — €. in damming a wild

river and repressing an animal instinct (whether human

or nonhuman), in clear-cutting a forest and bombing 2

city, in Dachau and a university research laboratory, in

censoring an idea, liquidatinga religious or racial group,
and exterminating a species of flora or fauna.!
No longer an engineer, lam now an ecopsychologist:
I think about butterflies and why we might want to
step on them ... or not.

Ecopsychology has recently emerged as a new
player in the project of reconciling humanity with
nature. “Nature” is meant here in two senses: the
human nature studied by psychologists (among oth-
ers) and the more-than-human nature that concerns
ecological scientists, thinkers and activists.
Ecopsychology brings these two natures together to
study how they are interrelated: how the “inner” or
psychological dimensions of the ecological crisis are
linked to the more visible “outer” manifestations.
Ecopsychologists thus attempt to both break out of
the purely human bubble within which we presently
locate psychology and bring psychological insight

into the ecology movement. Central to ecopsycho-
logy is the idea that the diminishment of the human
self and the natural world are reciprocal processes, as
presumably are the processes for their liberation.
Given the “ecologizing” of other fields such as femi-
nism and economics, ecopsychology was perhaps
inevitable. The first major collection of ecopsycho-
logical writings was released last year as Ecopsychology:
Restoring the Earth, Healing the Mind (see page 27 formy
review), promising a creative new approach to our
contemporary problems. What makes ecopsycho-
logy unique among ecological perspectives is the

. detailed attention it gives to the inner experience

normally overlooked in a society more concerne
with economic indicators and technological innova- j
tions. It views the ecological crisis in existential or

in existential ot
§p—ixitgal_t§%1n.‘s, not merely technocratic or manage-
rial ones. While there is much talk of “healing the
planet,” an ecopsychologist mightask why thereis so
little talk about the psychological dynamics behind
our wounding of the planet in the first place. Why, in
short, is “the screaming link between pervasive per-
sonal dysfunction and the ecological crisis™ so little
recognized, especially by psychologists? Ecopsycho-
logy, then, sees psychological distress as a key com-
ponent of the glue that holds our crisis in place and
looks to what a more sane state of affairs might be.
While to assert, as ecopsychologists do, that the hu-
man soul is intimately bound up with the natural
world is in itself a kind of radical act, ecopsychology
nonetheless needs to be pursued as a more self-con-
sciously radical discipline. «Radical” suggests chal-
lenging the underlying systems that produce and
maintain personal suffering, social oppression and
mistreatment of the earth. A truly radical ecopsycho-
logy would thus draw more fully on existing radic
approaches within psychology and the ecology move:
ment to expose the deeply pathological nature of our
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social arrangements and relations to the more-than-
human, and offer support for radical social change.

- Specifically, ecopsychology lacks radical social criti-
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cism, is inadequately engaged with significant critical
currents within psychology, and has a tendency in
some quarters toward a naive, conservative politics.
Though not applicable to all ecopsychologists, these
criticisms do apply in general.

THE INHERENT RADICALNESS OF
ECOPSYCHOLOGY

Ecopsychology has positioned itself as an alternative

* to, or a revisioning and expanding of, mainstream

psychology.? In 1960, psychoanalyst Harold F.
Searles — a proto-ecopsychologist - stated that in the
writings of most major developmental psychologists:

[T}he nonhuman environment is ... considered as irrel-
evant to human personality development, ... as though
the human race were alone in the universe, pursuing in-
dividual and collective destinies in 2 homogeneous ma-
trix of nothingness.4

From the point of view of ecopsychology,
psychology’s ignoring of the “nonhuman environ-
ment” is a staggering oversight, one which persists to
this day. David V. Kidner suggests that this is because:

[T}he ideological preconceptions that underpin [psychol-
ogy] are similar to those of the technological-economic
system that is largely responsible for degradation of the
environment. Psychology, by normalizing the behav-
ioral, life-style and personality configurations associated
with environmental destruction, and lacking a historical
perspective on changesin consciousness and technology,
i; un?ble to contribute effectively to the ecological de-
ate.

Following Kidner, then, ecopsychologists must nec-
essarilytake a radical stance, beginning, as some have,
with a critical examination of the ideological and
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limit its relevance, and even make it hostile, to eco-
logical concern. They must likewise add an ecologi-
cal voice to those that already criticize mainstream
psychology for its general promotion of adjustment
and conformity to a mad (ecocidal) social order, and
its repressing and forgetting of a growing “social un-
reason.”®

Ecopsychology also distinguishes itself from the ex-
isting discipline of environmental psychology. While
some environmental psychologists do study human-
nature interactions and the psychological conditions
underlying the ecological crisis; they generally do so
from within the research tradition criticized by
Kidner. To put it plainly, environmental psychology
does not go far enough in addressing the kind of sys-
temic, anti-ecological prejudices within psychology
that ecopsychologists seek to redress. Environmental

metaphysical biases within psychology that presently f |

psychology is mostly interested in managing social

and natural environments for human health and in
modifying human behaviour toward the goals of
mainstream environmentalism.” Ecopsychology, by
contrast, is more interested in exploring the psycho-

. logical consequences of repressing the ecological di-

mension of our existence and in advancing an
ecocentric psychology. Despite that ecopsychology
embodies the more radical view, the interests of these
two psychologies clearly overlap.

RADICALIZING ECOPSYCHOLOGICAL
THEORY

Many of the themes taken up by ecopsychology, as
discussed above, are familiar to radical ecologists,
especially supporters of the deep ecology movement.
The promise of ecopsychology is to bring a more
detailed or sophisticated psychological approach to
these themes, hopefully opening up new theoretical
spaces in the process.

The potential contribution of ecopsychological
theory is two-fold. The first is to offer models of hu-
man psychology in which the earth is not a resource-
filled background to the human enterprise, but rather
the living matrix out of which we are born and in
relation to which our self-understanding and well-
being lie. Human ecologist Paul Shepard, for ex-
ample, has proposed an important model of normal
psychological developmentin which children spend
their pre-adolescent years bonding with the earth as
a crucial step in the process of individuation and in
coming to a sense of being at home in the cosmos.®
Others’ efforts in this area include extending existing
psychological perspectives, such as Jungian, psycho-
analytic, Gestalt and transpersonal theories, to in-
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clude nonhuman nature; exploring psychologies of

_-indigenous peoples and of early pagan cultures;

studying the “effect” of wilderness experience; and
using narratives about the evolution of consciousness
and the unfolding of the cosmos to speclate about
the relationships between humans, the natural world
and the cosmos.?

The second potential contribution — continuous
with the first - is to illuminate the deep psychologi-
cal conditions (including their socio-historical con-

 texts) that tend to contribute to, and result from, the
ecological crisis. Of particular interest here is how to
bring more psychological know-how to ecological
activists, who as a group “often work from poor and
short-sighted ideas about human motivation.”® Guilt,
shame and scare tactics, for example, may do more
to engender resistance and hopelessness in the pub-
lic than to embolden them to act. In another major
area of theoretical development, some ecopsycho-
logists are arguing that our runaway consumerism,
addictions, denial, psychic numbness, emptiness, love
of artificial realities, and so forth all indicate that we
live in a deeply wounded society that has trouble fac-
ing up to the reality of our contemporary crisis, and
that is in need of radical healing.!! '

While many ecopsychological theorists have al-
ready made insightful contributions to ecological and
psychological debates, I am concerned with some of
the ways in which the field is developing. My first con-
cern is methodological. If ecopsychology is going to
adopt an interpretive, conversational and speculative
approach, as seems appropriate, then it must at a
minimum present theories in which we can recognize
ourselves. Consider, for example, historian Theodore
Roszak’s use of the Gaia hypothesis, Anthropic prin-
ciple, and other highly abstract scientific findings in
weaving together some of his ecopsychological specu-
lations. 12 His approach is characteristic of many “new
age” and “paradigm shift” thinkers who often make
“unjustified leaps from contested scientific claims to
metaphysical assertions.” Such flights into high ab-

" straction are less helpful than those efforts that can

make a more immediate appeal to our concrete ex-
perience. These include David Abram’s phenomeno-
logical description of the intimate conversation that
is always already underway between our living bod-
ies and the earth, and Joanna Macy’s discussion of our
“pain for the world.”"

Secondly, ecopsychology needs to broaden its
theoretical base to include other radical perspectives,
both psychological and ecological. Most noticeably,

_ecopsychology is presently limited by its failure to
consider adequately what deep/social ecologist

George Bradford calls the “social question.” The gen-
eral reluctance in ecopsychology to bring radical so-
cial analysis into its theorizing seems to have been
carried over from mainstream psychology. Psycholo-
gist Philip Cushman charges that psychology has tra-
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ditionally profited from treating decontextualized, .

hollowed-out individuals, while not challenging the
social arrangements that cause personal distress in the
first place.!5 As suggested above, in upholding the

ideological status quo, psychology has in many ways™

actually retarded social change.

Some ecopsychologists, mindful of such consider-
ations, do argue for non-individualistic psychological
approaches and community building, and general
criticisms of modern society are found throughout
ecopsychological writings. What ecopsychology has
yet to do, however, is adopt 2 critical rationality,
wherein issues of race, class and gender .are
foregrounded and placed in historical context. In this
respect, ecopsychology generally mirrors the reluc-
tance of many deep ecology supporters to adequately
consider the legitimate claims of social ecologists and
the more demanding political claims of
ecofeminists.' Social ecology’s contention that social
conflict and ecological crisis are intimately linked and
ecofeminism’s critique of the middle class and
masculinist biases (among others) in deep ecology
must be given serious attention by ecopsychology if
it is not to repeat some of the mistakes of deep ecol-
ogy. This is no small matter, for ecopsychologists are
unlikely to see any real societal shift toward a more
ecological consciousness unless they consider more
fully how socio-economic and political forces pres-
ently mould consciousness otherwise, namely toward
the demands of a capitalist, patriarchal and racist
social order.

By neglecting social analysis, ecopsychology has
also avoided reflecting upon its own politics. Carl An-
thony is one critic who has found ecopsychology
wanting in this respect:

There is a blind spot in ecopsychology because the field

is limited by its Eurocentric perspective, in the same way

that the environmental movement as a whole has been
blind to environmental racism. There are 2 lot of people
who would like to hear the voice of the Earth who are not
currently being reached by the movement for deep ecol-
ogy, which, I believe, can be seen as the basis for
ecopsychology.”
Anincorporation of more critical social theory, then,
would add valuable breadth and depth to
ecopsychology. A good starting point would be to
turn to the work of critical psychologists/psychia-
trists,'8 particularly to that of radical psychoanalyst
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as a well-versed social critic with sympathies for both
deep and social ecology. His writings include a discus-
sion of how the domination of nature is tied to “the
major forms of social domination, of class, of race and
of gender,” each of which is “mediated through the
domination of nature-as-body.”*
My third point closely relates to the last one, but
needs to be stated separately: ecopsychological
theory risks becoming a form of psychological reduc-
%onism. The ecological crisis is far too complex a
ocial and cultural phenomenon to be reduced solely
to its psychological “roots,” yet this is what some
ecopsychological theorists seem to do. Roszak, for
example, whose earlier writings have elsewhere been
criticized for such reductionism,” argiies that “open
access to the ecological unconscious is the path to
sanity.”?! Perhaps most dangerously, such a viewpoint
can be used to support a naive politics in which social
reconstruction is seen as primarily Sollowing from
personal transformation, rather than necessarily oc-
curring in concert with it.

Finally, some of the politically conservative think-
ing in ecopsychology undermines its own radical im-
plications. Roszak, a central figure in ecopsychology,
has suggested, for example, that it “might generate 2
new, legally actionable, environmentally based crite-
rion of mental health that could take on prodigious
legal and policy-making implications.”? Psychologist
Sarah Conn has similarly argued that the American
Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual (DSM) be revised to include such diagnoses
as “materialistic disorder,” to describe the need to
consume.23 The danger here is that the DSMisa
highly contested document which has been criticized
for both its metaphysical dubiousness and its use as

_ atool for oppressing and mystifying people by label-

{

ing them with psychodiagnoses, thereby serving the
dominant power interests of society. Thus, while chal-
lenging psychology’s lack of consideration for the

RESUME

suffisamment radi

’ECOPSYCHOLOGIE est une nouvelle discipline prometieuse qui cherche &
apporter une perspective écologique @ la psychologie mais aussi une perspective
psychologique a écologie. Elle se différencie de la psychologie
environnementale actuelle en opposant Uécocentrisme a une approche
anthropocentrique et directrice, et en tenant compte des conséquences
psychologiques de la répression de la dimension écologique dans nos vies.
L'écopsychologie est par essence radicale puisqu’elle questionne les parti pris
idéologiques et métaphysiques de la psychologie traditionnelle qui ne lui
accorde actuellement qu’une attention limitée et qui est méme défavorable @ la
question écologique. Pourtant, Pécopsychologie dans sa forme actuelle n’est pas
cale. Ainsi, elle ne propose pas une (1t
elle n'est pas suffisamment impliquée dans les courants contestataires &
Vintérieur méme du domaine de la psychologie,
parfois tendance & avoir des vues politiques naives. Liintégration de théories
sociales plus critiques pourrait donner a Vécopsychologie une perspective plus
large ainsi qu’une profondeur et une ampleur plus intéressantes.
Lécopsychologie doit aussi encourager des pratiques comme la prise en charge
individuelle et Vintérét pour la santé de la collectivité, au lieu des
psychothérapies conventionnelles proposées par la psychologie traditionnelle.

tique sociale radicale,

ef certains de ses tenants oni
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earth, Roszak’s and Conn’s proposals may wind wp %
further legitimizing the authority of an oppressive
mental health establishment.

RADICALIZING ECOPSYCHOLOGICAL
PRACTICE : .

Because ecopsychology aims to provide a detailed
analysis of the psychospiritual dimensions of the eco-
logical crisis and of the human-nature relationship, it
holds the promise of offering original, perhaps criti-
cal, practices for personal, social and ecological re-
newal. Whatever else may be necessary toreverse the
ecocidal behaviour of our society, such a reversal is
unlikely to occur unless we find ways to address the
deep fear, anger, grief, despair, hopelessness, denial
and so forth which presently block our finding cre-
ative responses to our present dilemma. The practi-
cal tasks for ecopsychology, then, are to offer (eco)

sychological support for social movement, facilitat-
ing whatJoanna Macy has called “the ‘inner work’ of
social change,” and to develop practices that affirm £
our deep interconnection with the rest of nature.

Practical developments in ecopsychology fall into
two main overlapping categories that parallel the two
major categories of theoretical development. The first
deals with the human encounter with nonhuman
nature, and includes wilderness practices, vision
quests, shamanism, ecological restoration work,
bioregional practice, experiential deep ecology, and
finally “eco-counselling,” in which participants allow
themselves to “reconnect with nature.”?* The second
area is more socially and urban centred. The main
developments here are in psychotherapy and “de-
spair and empowerment” work.

Some {eco-)psychotherapists aré now legitimizing
and working with the distress their clients — activist
and otherwise — experience about the ecological cri-
sis, and are endeavouring to become more socially
active themselves. Some therapists are also using
“patural” settings with their clients. In despair and
empowerment workshops, participants are encour-
aged, with the support of a group setting, to face the
dreadful facts about the state of the world on an emo-
tional and existential level. As Macy argues, such
unblocking of our “pain for the world” energizes us,
clears our heads, allows us to feel our connections
with one another and the earth, and empowers us to
act.

As a radical move, ecopsychology needs to stress
those approaches that involve collective, grassroots
healing, empowerment, and nature “remembrance”
over those that adopt a more traditional psycho-
therapy mode, with nature possibly incorporated into
the therapy. Psychotherapypriented ecopsychology
risks continuing a conservative, conformist tradition .
that retreats from political engagement, and in which |
those who can afford it and are inclined toward
therapy will benefit, while those who are less able or
inclined will not. Focusing on individual “improve-
ment,” MOreover, tends to play into the hegemonic ,
view that social inequalities result more from indi-
vidual deficiencies of character than from institution-
alized inequities.??

Feminist therapy —in which the therapist’s role in-
cludes both empowering her clients and being an
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chotherapy in a way that aims at social change, and
some ecopsychologists have indeed adopted a simi-
lar approach. Beyond such reforms to psychotherapy,
however, the enormity of our contemporary crisis
calls for bold and creative ways to invite as many
people as possible to do the personal emotional work
that will help them find the energy, courage, humour,
motivation, compassion, and clarity to find construc-
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Peer-counselling is already used by a number of ac-
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conscientization. This term, popularized by educator
Paulo Freire, refers to “the process whereby people
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political and cultural circumstances that affect their
lives, as well as their potential capacity to transform
their social reality.”?” Peer-counselling with an explicit
social change and ecological agenda could potentially
support despair and empowerment work on a wide
scale as well as the challenging of hegemonic defini-
tions of the human-nature relationship.
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A second area of great potential already advocated

- by some ecopsychologistsis spiritual practice, includ-

ing various forms of meditation, contemplation, ex-
periential work and ritual. Although spiritual practi-
tioners are not always interested in direct social activ-
ism, a more “engaged” spirituality is gradually emerg-
ing,28 and the links between spiritual practice and the
ecology movement are well established  Simply put,
these practices can help bring to social action the
much needed qualities of love, compassion and clear
vision, while helping attenuate hatred, ignorance and
greed. Furthermore, any practice that works to release
us from the sense of being a separate, isolated ego set
over against the (natural) world, helps to free us from
death anxiety, which some see as a deep source of the
human drive to control and dominate other humans
and nature.3°

A final practical concern is the political conserva-
tism of some ecopsychologists. Psychiatrist John
Mack, for example, states that “psychologists commit-
ted to environmental change must ... work with pro-
fessional environmentalists, policy makers, popula-
tion experts, corporate leaders, economists, and
others” toward institutional change.3! Such an
approach may have some merit, but by itself it sim-
ply carries on a mainstream tradition of trying to
change things from the “top,” while insufficiently con-
sidering more socially radical approaches. As aradi-
cal project, ecopsychology must address not only our
ecological unconscious, but also our political uncon-
scious. This would mean, among other things, look-
ing for the false consciousness that may be at work in
ecopsychology’s own politics, such as those advo-
cated by Mack.

There are, of course, many kinds of radical prac-
tices, from the most intimate and personal, to the most
public and broad based. There are likewise many
kinds of activities that are potentially consistent with
an “ecopsychological worldview.” Ecopsychology
should not, then, lay out some master political agenda
for changing society to a more ecological path, for
nobody really knows how this might happen, espe-
cially given our sad starting point. What is more im-
portant is that it should encourage and support us to
lead radical lives, aware of the forces that shape our
consciousness, and with our hearts open to the suffer-
ing of other beings, human and otherwise, whose free-
dom we work toward in our own particular ways.

CONCLUSION

In the several decades since the modern environmen-
tal movement was born, the much-heralded subver-
sive potential of ecology has been little realized. Per-
haps radical ecologists are learning that botk a more
(ecologically) mature and a more socially (self-)criti-
cal approach is needed. And perhaps the unique per-
spective of ecopsychology can play an important role
in finding this broader, more comprehensive ap-
proach. My criticisms here have been directed toward
this end. As it is now, ecopsychology will certainly
benefit some people, and will no doubt produce
many books and workshops, but I suspect that with-
out a commitment to a broad radical agenda, it will
fall short of its own potential. My hope, by contrast,
is that the good work begun by many ecopsycho-
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logists will lay the ground for ecopsychology to be-
come an even richer and more radical discipline than
it alreadyis.  ~ A

Andy Fisher is a doctoral candidate at the Faculty of
Environmental Studies, York University, North York,
Ontario. He would like to acknowledge the support of the
Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of
Canada.
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