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T
heoretical articles, evocative nature writing, reports on case

studies, reviews of important books, and both quantitative

and qualitative research belong in the journal Ecopsychol-

ogy. However, I do not believe this represents a ‘‘re-

visioned’’ ecopsychology (Kahn & Hasbach, 2012). The notion of

revisioning or revitalizing fails to recognize the diversity and crea-

tivity that is already inherent in ecopsychology. If ecopsychology as

it now exists is successfully tamed, I expect a new critical project with

a new name will replace it.

Beginning in the 19th century, psychology aspired to be an

objective science. Rejecting introspection, psychology committed

itself to the philosophy of positivism and, later, postpositivism.

While positivism has pretty much collapsed as a philosophy of

science, it continues to have a pervasive influence on scientific

psychology (Baker, 1992). While participants in psychological

research are sometimes still called ‘‘subjects,’’ academic psy-

chology has long rejected subjective experience as its subject

matter, unless the experience can be translated into question-

naire results, observable behavior, physiological responses, or

brain activity.

Clinical psychology came a bit later and grew more or less inde-

pendently of scientific psychology. Clinical psychology has mostly

been about the subjective lives of its clients. In medical terms, clinical

psychology has largely been about reported symptoms, not observ-

able signs. In recent years, third-party funders have required em-

pirically validated treatments through the scientific evaluation of

psychotherapy. In spite of this emphasis on behavior change and the

influence of new therapeutic approaches such as family systems

therapy, the therapeutic experience itself is still largely focused on

the unique subjective experiences of individual clients, including

autobiography, dreams, and fantasies as interpreted by the therapist.

Ecopsychology, with an emphasis on unique subjective experiences

of nature, is closer to the clinical tradition than to scientific psychol-

ogy. Ecopsychology is about the human experience of nature and

nature’s experience of human activity. It is intersubjective rather than

objective. The philosophical underpinning of ecopsychology is not

positivism or one of its offshoots, but phenomenology (Abram, 1996)

or radical empiricism (Dewey, 1925; James, 1912). The language of

ecopsychology is the first-person language of the humanities rather

than the third-person language of science. Ecopsychology explores the

view from inside nature, not the view of nature from the perspective of

an independent outside observer, therapist, or researcher.

This distinction between the intersubjective approach of ecopsy-

chology and the positivism of a revisioned ecopsychology may be

seen by contrasting accounts of encounters with nature (e.g., Abram,

2010) or the concept of nature as ‘‘us’’ (Cohen, 1997) with the ‘‘natural

language’’ recently described by Kahn, Ruckert, and Hasbach (2012).

The latter paper, interesting and useful though it may be, describes

the human-nature relationship with a third-person language—the

voice is that of a privileged observer of both other humans and

the natural world. They omit the phenomenological experience of

nature that is at the core of ecopsychology. Their revisioned ecop-

sychology is not ecopsychology at all.

Ecopsychology has taken the ‘‘eco’’ in its name quite seriously.

Rather than accept the dualism and reductionism that is typical of

Western culture and positivist science, ecopsychology has been ac-

cepting of other worldviews, particularly those of indigenous peoples

and of Asian spiritual traditions. Within Western traditions it has

been attuned to transpersonal psychology, systems theory, integral

theory, deep ecology, pantheism (or panentheism), and ecology. In

rejecting reductionism and expressing the worldview that everything

is connected and inseparable, ecopsychology is perhaps closer to

ecology and systems theory (Bateson, 1979) or process philosophy

(Whitehead, 1925/1997) than to positivism.

Along with clinical psychology, ecopsychology is ethically com-

mitted to the relief of human suffering through healthy connections
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with nature; and along with conservation psychology (Saunders,

2003), ecopsychology is committed to the protection of the ecological

integrity on which those connections depend. This latter concern is

what makes ecopsychology politically radical (Fisher, 2012) and

necessarily leads to a questioning of the social, economic, and po-

litical factors that underpin the destruction of nature.

Research on the efficacy of ecotherapy and of efforts to change

environmentally significant behavior is important and valuable and

belongs in the journal Ecopsychology, but it is not at the core of

ecopsychology. Ecopsychology should continue to be about under-

standing ourselves as members of an interconnected, changing, ex-

periencing universe—not about pretending we can stand aside and

measure the effects of our interventions. Ecopsychology is about

meaning, empathy, and intersubjectivity. Ecopsychologist Michael J.

Cohen (1997) said, paraphrasing Gandhi, ‘‘The only evidence we can

trust is self evidence.’’

If a ‘‘revisioned’’ ecopsychology values this diversity, it is not new.

Without revisioning, ecopsychology has been at the intersection of the

humanities, psychology, ecology, spirituality, deep ecology, social

ecology, activism, and social criticism (Scull, 2008). With this holistic

tradition, transcending academic categories, it can be a force for the

imaginative explorations of the human-nature relationship. Perhaps

ecopsychology, along with related disciplines, can help lead our cul-

ture away from the life-destroying dualistic objectification of nature.
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