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I‘Iew thil‘lking by Joan Arhold

WhO is alWaYS at-
tuned to the weather and

the sky. When she says, “What

a beautiful day it’s been!” or “Did

you see that moon last night?”’ I look
up, startled to realize I've been so
narrowly absorbed in my string of
activities that I haven’t really noticed.
And I’m not alone. As our daily sur-
roundings become more synthetic, we
rush to work in cars or trains to spend
our days in sealed, climate-controlled
boxes. With our senses numbed by a
daily barrage of noises and images,
few of us deem it crucial to watch the
shape of the clouds or finger a leaf.

But a new field of psychology—
ecopsychology—attributes some of our
daily stress to our disconnection
from the natural world. Its propo-
nents are redefining mental health to
include a harmonious, respectful
relationship with nature.

We all have a deep, inherent
identification with the planet, what
cultural historian Theodore Roszak,
Ph.D., author of Voice of the Earth: An
Exploration of Ecopsychology, calls an
“ecological unconscious.” As a result,
we prefer the smell of moist earth to car
exhaust, the sound of the sea to ringing
telephones. In the absence of contact
with the natural world, we lose our
sense of belonging to a larger whole
and, therefore, our sense of meaning.

Studies show that even limited
exposure to nature can profoundly
influence our happiness, health, and
productivity. Rachel Kaplan, Ph.D., a
professor of environmental psychology at
the University of Michigan, for instance,
studied workers’ job satisfaction and
found that employees with a view of
greenery from their offices experienced
less job pressure and fewer symptoms of
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illness than their co-workers with

22> no natural view. And in health care,
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‘Bernadine Cimprich, Ph.D., an assistant
Michigan, found that women recov-

ering from breast cancer surgery
fared better when they were closer /"'
to nature. In her study, patients
were divided into two groups. /

Those involved in a nature

activity
three times a week for 90 days com-
plained much less of mental fatigue or
inability to cope. Compared with the
control group, their cognitive acuity was
measurably sharper, they were more likely
to return to work full-time, and were
more game for new endeavors, like losing
weight or learning to play an instrument.
The natural world can also be a
powerful vehicle for insight, as Steven
Harper, a wilderness guide in Big Sur,
California, relates in Ecopsychology:
Restoring the Earth, Healing the Mind (an
anthology released by Sierra Club Books
this month). A computer programmer
who joined one of his treks arrived
outfitted with the latest in high-tech
camping gear. So that he would be less
insulated from the outdoors, Harper
encouraged him to travel more simply,
with limited success. A few days into the
trip, the group finally persuaded this man
to come out of his cocoon-shaped tent
and sleep under the stars. That night

When he awoke the
next morning, he
shared his delight at
watching the moon travel the night
sky and began to realize that his work life
in the company of machines was void of
living things. He then began to relate
more to other members of the group and
to feel enlivened by sensing the complex
textures, sounds, and smells around him.
Clearly, recognizing our link to
nature has broad implications for the
environmental movement. One of
ecopsychology’s goals is to redefine
environmental abuse as an offense
to the community. “We could take
an environmental threat,” says
Roszak, “like the destruction of an
old-growth forest, go into a court of
law, and argue that it is an assault on
the mental health of a region, a
neighborhood, or the

children
of the human

species. For that
reason, it’s got to
stop.”’ Lawyers have
said that they can
make such a case.

Will such far-
reaching changes come
in time to save us! No one
knows. But if we can’t avert
global disaster, at least we can find deep-
er satisfactions than those found in
shopping and watching TV. Attending to
the earth’s balance is essential, not just
because we’ll have nowhere nice to go on
vacation, but because destroying ecosys-
tems is comparable to burning down our
own homes. When a distant rainforest is
ravaged, we have less air to breathe. And
savoring nature’s gifts—whether it’s
listening to the ceaseless motion of
a brook or observing the complexity of
a flower—can restore our perspective
and help us feel more fully alive.

For more information, subscribe to the
Ecopsychology Newsletter, Box 7487,
Berkeley, CA 94707, for $10 a year.
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Reconnecting with nature doesn’t have to involve a
trip to some remote, dramatic landscape. You can
simply take a walk in the park or get to know the trees
on your block. Here are a range of ideas and programs
for spending time out in the wild or not-so-wild.

aart

Local hiking, biking, and
running clubs as well as
museums, parks, and
botanical gardens often
sponsor outings. And
the Sierra Club’s regional
chapters run hikes in
your own area—
sometimes free of
charge.

Ecotourism is
spreading, and there are
now many beautiful
places to go that are
designed with the
environment in mind.

WMAHO BEAY,

ST. JOHN,

VIRGIN ISLANDS

This Caribbean camp-
ground has spectacular
views and affordable
prices. Tents for two are
between $60 and $90 a
night. Efficiencies,
studios, and duplexes
are $95 to $150 a night.
(800) 392-9004

adventures

ASPEN CENTER FOR
ENVIROMMENTAL
STUDIES, AUGUST 14
THROUGH 18

This $350 workshop
with ecopsychologists
Dolores LaChapelle

and Robert Greenway
includes daily lectures,
hiking, chanting,

and drumming.

(303) 925-5756
BREAXKING THROUGH
ADVENTURES/
OUTDOOR
LEADERSHIP-
TRAINING SEMINARS
This group offers a wide
variety of trips, from
rafting to skiing to team-
building for corporations
and organizations.

(800) 331-7238
ROBERT GREENWAY
WILDERNESS GROUP
Expeditions for colleges,
social agencies, and
corporations are

structured to address
addictions, antisocial
behavior, and other
personal problems.
(360) 385-2060
ESALERN INSTITUTE
Steven Harper leads
wilderness experiences
in Big Sur, California,
through Los Padres
National Forest,
emphasizing outdoor
skills participants can
then use on their own.
Weeklong trips are
$740. Weekends are
$380. (408) 667-3000
SIERRA CLUB
OUTINGS

These experiences go
everywhere with every-
body—families, singles,
seniors, kids with special
needs. Prices range from
quite inexpensive to a
few thousand for trips

to other continents.
(415) 923-5630 m




