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Logic cannot encompass Being.

- Huston Smith


For millennia, a primordial consciousness of life in its organic and creative processes shaped early human cultures. Western civilization has only very recently begun to subtly acknowledge the growing cultural undercurrent that has maintained a phenomenological approach to understanding the nature of nature and the human journey within it. Paul Shepard observes, “Intuitions of the interdependence of all life are an ancient wisdom, perhaps as old as thought itself, that is occasionally rediscovered, as it has been by the science of ecology in our own society” (1982). 


It is no coincidence that this slow surrender to empowering nature-based wisdom comes at a time when the lingering domination of skepticism and calculable fact has given birth to a number of self-destructive addictions—among them the giants of consumerism, industrial development, rugged individualism, and intellectual abstraction. These dehumanizing fixations have bolstered a societal fortress that conceals a growing collective spiritual chasm with consequences starkly visible in the devastation of life-sustaining ecosystems and a human mythos that is as desolate as it is deluded. 


Our social institutions, offspring of this mindset, often contribute to and reinforce behaviors that no longer serve us, paralyzing our potential as a culture and as individuals to change and flourish, to heal and grow—especially in the increasing urgency to preserve the integrity of Life. The holistic embrace of primordial insight and embodied living cannot be funneled through or captured by western institutions and intuition may suggest that a full claiming of its authority will ultimately demand a disintegration of our institutions as we redefine their social functions. 


Our desire to actualize the meaning of our existence is driven by an indwelt passion that surpasses intellectualization. Our endeavors stem from the very root of our being. The value of inquiry should never be to prove that personal experience is false but to articulate, by way of integration, meaning and function in our emergent lives. Concentrated rational methods bypass the soul and remain sheltered in an intellectually-devised world, restricting our need for creativity, receptivity and embodied action. Narrowing our means of learning to intellectual comprehension obstructs glimpses of the dynamic mystery of human existence and the infinite potential of the relational space in which we meet other expressions of life.


In what way does the tone of academic discourse contribute to preserving modes of learning and interpreting that limit the quality of our spiritual vivacity and weaken the relational space between humans and other expressions of nature? Ecopsychology, among many aims, seeks to bring us back into our bodies—which house the various receptors of our direct experience—the senses and emotionality being the primary focus thus far in the common literature. Yet, the integrity of this intention is somewhat obscured by submissiveness of the field to the mental acrobatics ordained by the western means of approaching a “body” of knowledge. In this case, intuitive modes of understanding, insights and experience that surpass our capacity for language, and depths of mystery and meaning that cannot be contained by categorization or are compromised when pursued through objectification are the bedrock of a psychology that promotes the sacred beauty of the human-nature relationship. For this reason, the bold task of grounding rational probing within the creative engagement and empowerment of embodied ways of learning and living could be crucial to what Andy Fisher astutely deems “the project of ecopsychology” (2002).


The innate and distinct wisdom of the body is pivotal to the interests and aims of the field of ecopsychology as it captures the dialogue between the human body and the Body of nature of which it is a part. There are a number of additional modalities by which our bodies ground the health of our psyche not often given the spotlight in ecopsychology, some more controversial and many less quantifiable—among them the “in”-sights of instinct, intuition, and sexuality. Andy Fisher notes, “Our bodily experience of the world implies certain social changes, and encourages us to take actions that move in the direction of those changes” (2002). In this regard, any ecopsychological project that attempts to dodge, for instance, sexuality in the context of community-earth bonding processes will fall short of its full transformative potential. 


Instinct, intuition, emotionality, sexuality, and sensory awareness can all be perceived as languages by which we access and interact with the natural world—languages with great overlap despite the distinction of concepts—voices of our innate wildness clamoring to be heard as we forge through the abstract consensual reality of modernity. The attainment of knowledge we associate with intellect is generally assumed to be assertively (and sometimes aggressively) extracted by right of our unique patent on consciousness from the objectifiable properties of external sources. Yet the alternative modalities mentioned defy the boundaries of internal and external and seem to imbue the body with knowledge that is often unquantifiable and emerges from a source that might be described but never pinpointed. Our culture’s disregard of these modes of interacting with the world on such a basis may as well disregard the truth of human consciousness based on our inability to pinpoint the proof of its location.    


It is worthy to note that newer fields like ecopsychology and transpersonal psychology by their very nature seek to accommodate this more subjectively charged way of receiving information from the overlap of the human psyche and the wisdom of the earth by strengthening experiential methods of inquiry:


 …Working experientially, offering a way to formulate alternative interpretations 
of reality, one’s drawn from our own felt contact with the world, challenging the 
existing reality principle…building an experiential sense for the interactive or 
dialogical nature of reality…having a sense for how all phenomena mirror 
each 
other, intertwine, and arise only in contact with one another, radically undoing our 
more usual dualistic, isolated-in-the-head, feel for the world. (Fisher, 2002).


Yet, that which cannot be articulated in logical and sterile academic terms is often dismissed by the academic community. Sallie Tisdale notes that “many scholars write as if they have never had a sexual thought” (1994). In any attempt to be accepted by the mainstream, ecopsychology would do well not to compromise the vitality and expansiveness of the human-nature relationship by forcing its worldview into a conceptual framework of dry, abstract, unpalatable attempts at articulation through the properness of academic language. In my opinion, popular terms—and the thought processes that led to their inception—in the more academic circles of ecopsychology like ‘the ecological self’ hint at such a diluted compromise. Likewise, it would be near heresy to attempt to academically institutionalize the numinous processes of the body. This puts ecopsychology in a precarious bind as an academic discipline.


David Abram suggests: “What we say has such a profound influence upon what we see, and hear, and taste of the world! To be sure, there are styles of speaking that keep us close to our senses and enhance the sensory reciprocity between our bodies and the flesh of the earth. But we often wield words in ways that simply deaden our senses, rendering us oblivious to our sensuous surroundings and to the voice of the land” (2001). The non-verbal aspects of the holy-moment of presence with another expression of nature—of the multi-faceted upwelling of mystery—is a wild language, just as it is born of wilderness. Rabbi Zalman Schacter-Shalomi muses:


 After reason is intuition…and in the realm of intuition we have very little 
language or vocabulary. So, we borrow from cognitive stuff, language to talk 
about intuition…But, it gets us into a category error because from then on people 
say, ‘give me some proof, show me your reasoning’; and it doesn’t work that 
way (personal communication, lecture, Naropa University).

It is within the reach of those drawn to the aims of ecopsychology to recapture the rich, poetic, mimetic ways in which we experience, access and express the meanings within organic truth. If we want to begin to more fully inhabit relational space with other expressions of nature, we will have to get our nose out of the books awhile. Gary Snyder insists, “It is not enough just to ‘love nature’ or to want to ‘be in harmony with Gaia.’ Our relationship to the natural world takes place in a place, and it must be grounded in information and experience” (1992).


The most extended period of time I have spent in sustained participatory consciousness was during my stay in a rural village in Kenya, Africa where the only legible paper to be found were scraps that, if acquired, were used as toilet paper. This is not meant to devalue written expression, intellectual dialogue and study, but to hold ecopsychology accountable to shedding light upon all of the habitual aspects of our daily lives that bring us indoors, both physically and psychologically. As David Abrams insists, “the fate of the earth depends on a return to our senses” (2001). As a culture sold on the primacy of words, ecopsychology as an embodied discipline must seek to balance intellectual articulation and written expression with a vigorously applied relearning of fully inhabiting the body as a center of experience and expression and unquantifiable truths. 


It is the function of education to give importance to knowledge through practices that nurture the growth of the psyche in its relationship to the world. The current academic world often superimposes an abstract world in which learning is removed from the whole of Life. Ralph Waldo Emerson argues:


We are shut up in schools and college recitation rooms for ten or fifteen years, 
and come out at least with a bellyful of words and do not know a thing. We 
cannot use our hands, or our legs, or our eyes, or our arms. We do not know an 
edible root in the woods. We cannot tell our course by the stars, nor the hour of 
the day by the sun (Orr, 1994).

A relationship with the universe is a fundamental part of our foundation as universal entities and must, at times if not most, come without text or human commentary. This direct communication of meaning is a necessary nutrient for our spiritual growth, accessible solely through listening to a part of ourselves that exists outside the scope of human reflexive thinking. To be truly effective, the field of ecopsychology must literally walk its talk. It must be diligent in stepping outside of the traditional academic framework—which by nature of being in the mind, in the book, in the classroom often denies nature-as-body—and bring its studies, learning, and exploration out-of-doors and into movement and the novelty of direct unfiltered experience. Stephen Harper writes: “We must be willing to bring back from wilderness more than ideas and philosophies. It is in practice and in the embodiment of what we discover that we find integration. The example of nature is that life is to be lived, to be experienced” (1995).


Ecopsychology as a framework for remembering our innate kinship with all of life has great potential in the realm of empowering personal and collective truth via the learning processes of the body. Emphasizing the value of instinct and intuition, grounding consciousness in the senses, giving voice to the wisdom of emotion, honoring sexuality as the very creative force that consummates the regeneration of life is nothing more than pointing toward what we all already know as a species. Academia need not be toppled, but deemphasis might give us a chance to step off of the hamster wheel of the mind long enough to hear that which we already know. And perhaps, in this way, it need not be articulated in any precise vocabulary. 
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