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INTERVIEW

Shierry Weber Nicholsen: 
The Ecopsychology Interview

In this wide-ranging interview, psy-
choanalyst and author Shierry Weber 
Nicholsen discussed ways she addresses 
environmental issues with clients in her 
psychotherapy practice, the background 
of her book The Love of Nature and 
the End of the World (2002), and her 
thoughts about the benefi ts of a psycho-
analytic perspective on individual and 
group processes regarding environmen-
tal issues. Nicholsen also spoke about 
her intellectual and professional devel-
opment and current artistic pursuits as 
a stone carver and practitioner of the 
cello. She spoke to Ecopsychology editor 
Thomas Joseph Doherty from her offi ce 
in Seattle, Washington.

E
copsychology (EP): Let me say at the outset, Shierry, 
that I am pleased that you have taken some time to speak 
with me. I had a chance to look back over your book, 
The Love of Nature and the End of the World (2002), and 

was reminded how beautiful and refl ective it is. I get something 
new out of it every time I look at it. I know that you have moved 
on, and are focusing on your work as a psychoanalyst in Seattle, 
Washington. But, I also know that this topic is close to your heart, 
so in our interview we are going back in time a bit to capture 
some of the thinking that led to The Love of Nature and the End 
of the World.

Sarah Conn has spoken of ecopsychologists offering, in her 
words, “permission” for people to express their environmental 
concerns. Under what conditions does the natural environment, 
the “more than human world,” to use David Abrams’ (1996) phrase, 
enter into your work with people?

Shierry Weber Nicholsen (SWN): 
Thank you. Yes, that is an interesting 
question. Generally, as a psychoanalyst 
and psychotherapist in private practice, 
people do not come to me specifi cally 
because of environmental concerns. If 
somebody comes, and you think you 
can help them, and you can work out 
the arrangements—those are the people 
who become your patients.

If I think about the patients that I 
have been working with the last few 
years and how the nonhuman world or 
the more than human world does come 
into the work, there are a variety of 
ways. There are some people for whom 
historically the natural world and their 
time in it is very important and a very 

solid piece of their life. And those people will talk about it in their 
sessions, but they won’t talk about it with pain. It will be more 
something that is obviously important to them, which I certainly 
see and confi rm, and which may contrast with the diffi culties of 
not being out in the wilderness, say, which we would then talk 
about. That is one way that it comes in, and that is an unprob-
lematic way.

Another way that it comes in is people will have some very spe-
cifi c pain, usually grief, about, say, a beloved pet who has died or 
a beloved tree that has been cut down, and they may come in just 
plain sad, knowing they are sad, needing to express the sadness. 
No problem. But they may also come in saying, “Well, I feel silly, 
or I feel unjustifi ed, or I feel selfi sh. You know, this wasn’t a per-
son, this was a tree or a dog or a cat, whatever.” And that is a minor 
way in which I need to give them space to feel, to go beyond the 
embarrassment, and the sense of illegitimacy and feel that grief.
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would say is that in some ways, at least as I see it, psychoanalysis 
and psychotherapy have the general goal of helping people become 
more mature and more responsible. And, of course, responsibil-
ity goes with maturity; and that involves a lot of self-awareness 
and a lot of awareness of one’s capacities and one’s limitations. 
So an activist who might come to therapy very distraught about 
organizational problems or feeling like what they say does not get 
through—that pain can be the place of self-aware exploration of 
all sorts of feelings, which are also related to family dynamics, 
say, anger, accommodation, enmeshment with a leader, whatever 
it is, and the exploration, if it is going well, will lead to greater 
autonomy on the part of the patient—autonomy and realism in 
their environmental work.

So I guess I would say it is not necessarily a matter of redi-
recting. It is more like: What are the psychological issues that 
are being manifested there? In the course of the work, attention 
may get directed to family of origin issues or current relation-
ship issues. But the general trend would be toward increased 
self-awareness, increased self-responsibility, increased use of 
capacities, even though these are scary and risky, in any sphere 
of life—but also toward increased awareness of limitations.

EP: So you are staying in the moment, and in some ways the 
client will ideally make some of those connections through 
their increased awareness. They will see—potentially—a linkage 
between how they take care of their self and their health or how 
they manage their close personal relationships and how that may 
link to their work about sustainability or environmental health?

SWN: Yes. There is no such thing as being an activist without 
having relationships with the other people you are working with, 
so issues in relationships will come up immediately.

EP: I made a black-and-white case about it to start, and it is really 
helpful to move to a gray area, to more of a transaction or fl ow. 
I think sometimes people do approach environmental issues in a 
dualistic way, and their attention is outward, environmentally 
focused, and they do forget about themselves in the process.

SWN: I know it is true—I want to add this—that, in my expe-
rience being involved with people working in environmental 
organizations, there is a kind of bias among activists against per-
sonal therapy as being selfi sh and off the point, which of course 
I think it is not. But there is also, I think, a somewhat realistic 
perception that mental health practitioners, in having to focus 

And then the third way—and I’m sure there are others, but 
these are the ones that came to mind—is that people will come 
and they will be very tormented by the state of the world, which 
often means environmental issues for them, and self-tormenting 
about it. “I should be doing something. I don’t know what to do. I 
can’t do anything. Nothing I can do would make any difference 
anyway. How come I’m not doing anything?” Or “I send all these 
e-mails preaching to everybody I know about X and Y, and they 
don’t respond”— in other words, the preaching or the feeling of 
guilty impotence.

Often, in those cases, it is a question not only of the things that 
they are concerned about, but also of their expectations of them-
selves. It is a question of feelings of impotence, of self-criticism, 
of a grandiose sense that they should be heroic and saving the 
world, so to speak, as a single person, and so forth. And the ques-
tion is partly exploring that intense self-criticism, and partly get-
ting to the point where they fi nd what they can do that feels like 
a legitimate contribution.

Usually my job as an analyst or therapist is more to explore 
and moderate the harsh self-criticism and the despairing feel-
ing of helplessness than to fi gure out with them what specifi c 
contribution they end up feeling they can make. They may come 
in feeling despair about the environment, but not end up doing 
something that is specifi cally related to the environment.

EP: This is very helpful, Shierry. I like the distinction between 
the unproblematic way that nature or the environment can come 
into the practice and the more problematic, encumbered way, and 
then the intense, as you say, self-torment that people have—the 
guilty impotence.

Along the same lines, the idea of ecopsychology has done an 
important service in championing the idea that emotions about the 
natural world and environmental degradation can be validated as 
normal, and not simply reduced to underlying intrapsychic or inter-
personal concerns. On the same token, in my work, I have found it 
helpful at times to redirect environmentally engaged clients to a 
refl ection on the dynamics in their family of origin or to the atten-
tion and repair of their current home life, or signifi cant relation-
ships that may be less attended to or ignored. Can you speak on how 
you would handle the tension between validating someone’s activ-
ism and also directing awareness back to some of their blind spots 
regarding their self or their family or their personal history?

SWN: That is related to what I was saying earlier about the guilty 
impotence and working with what is going on there. I guess what I 
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humanistic psychology movement and the various forms of body 
awareness and bodywork and meditation that were part of that 
subculture. All of those awarenesses have stayed part of what I 
use in whatever I do—those awarenesses.

Then I spent a very long time in different places working with 
Antioch University doing adult experiential education at the 
undergraduate and then the graduate level. In between, I had a 
year teaching at a tribal college. And when I was in California, I 
spent a lot of time in the Mojave Desert and Joshua Tree, which 
were my most personal connection with nature, and actually 
being out in the natural world.

At Antioch in Yellow Springs, where I was teaching in the 
1990s, I had the opportunity to start new graduate programs for 
practitioners. When we got to the third one, I said, “This is the one 
I want to be part of as a faculty member.” That was the Environment 
and Community program, which was a program for activists and 
people working in nonprofi ts and so forth, that was social science 
rather than hard science oriented. It included environmental phi-
losophy and environmental psychology, and gave me a chance to 
teach those subjects. In the course of that experience, I had the 
opportunity to read a wide diversity of things related to environ-
mental issues, and also to get to know students—not only from 
North America—and fi nd out what they were doing in the various 
organizations they were part of. That was a tremendous learning 
experience for me, and all of that went into my book.

I want to add something. This will sound funny. Obviously, I 
am not a person who grew up with parents who went camping or 
spent a lot of time in the wilderness with friends. That was not 
me. I was not athletic either, and I have never been able to develop 
that very much. But something that was crucial for me in devel-
oping my environmental awareness happened in 1969, while I 
was in Cambridge involved in all these social justice activities. 
A friend, who was a vegetarian, visited me and my partner, and 
after spending time with him it made sense to me not to kill ani-
mals to eat them. Now I would say, “OK, if you are a hunter, yes.” 
But then, no. Around that time we also adopted a pair of cats. And 
that made a big difference. It was like, “Oh, I see. A living crea-
ture, a very interesting living creature to be respected.”

EP: It is a beautiful story, all these incredible experiences you 
are so lucky to have had. There are a number of parallels here to 
the last two people that I have interviewed, Robert Greenway and 
Joseph Reser.

Let us talk a bit about your book, The Love of Nature and the 
End of the World (2002). I think it is a profound meditation on the 

so much of their professional attention, learning, and training 
on  intrapsychic and interpersonal matters, have not necessar-
ily expanded their awareness into issues about the environment, 
just as we know that mental health practitioners were notori-
ously biased for decades about, say, homosexuality. So too activ-
ists need to have their eyes open, because clinicians can be very 
deprecating about concerns that activists might feel—and I might 
agree with them—are completely legitimate.

EP: An excellent point, and it speaks of attention to diversity and 
awareness of the therapist’s culture and values and what they 
privilege in the work. Let us back up a little bit: I was curious 
about your background and how you came to be a psychoanalyst. 
Were there salient experiences that led you to focus some of your 
work on the natural environment?

SWN: Yes, it is a long and complicated story. I was thinking over 
the course of my life, and its salient characteristic to me is the 
interweaving of three main threads, I would say. One is the arts, 
two is social justice concerns, especially as grounded in my stud-
ies of the Frankfurt School, and three is work with people’s minds, 
either as an educator or as a therapist/analyst. As a child, growing 
up, the only thing I really had was the opportunity to take piano 
lessons and the opportunity to take art classes at the Chicago Art 
Institute. And later, I had the opportunity to go to a very good 
public high school, and thus a good college.

At the end of college and in the early 1960s, I was introduced 
to the work of the Frankfurt School—Theodor Adorno, Herbert 
Marcuse, Jürgen Habermas and others—who were very interdisci-
plinary, very sophisticated, social critics combining philosophy, 
attention to the arts and aesthetics, and validation of psychoanal-
ysis with social criticism.

I went to study in Frankfurt with Adorno in 1965, and while I 
was there, I was also able to have psychoanalysis at a very cheap 
rate of US$6 an hour. I was very, very lucky. During that year, I 
listened to a lot of modern classical music, so to speak, and also 
had an opening in that direction. That year was probably the most 
life-changing year of my life. I felt that I became who I am much 
more that year.

And then I got to experience in the late 1960s in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, and was part of the antiwar movement and part 
of the beginnings of that wave of feminism. In those experiences, 
I was working more directly with people. Then, I had the oppor-
tunity to move to California and be part of the new California 
Institute of the Arts. During that period, I learned from the 
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tion, while also honoring their tendency toward exploration and 
creativity, on a personal level, and—if they are a therapist—how 
that may manifest in their work with clients.

SWN: I think that binocular vision is a very evocative term for 
something very basic to the growth of the human mind, but in 
particular to the work of psychotherapy or psychoanalysis. The 
essential concept is that a mind needs to be a container—a vessel, 
if you want a nicer word—a container for mental contents that 
kind of digests them, in a way, and that originally this gets devel-
oped through the mother working with the infant and containing, 
naming, tolerating, attending to, and giving feedback on what 
the baby puts out when the baby does not yet have much idea of 
what it is.

The way it works in psychotherapy and psychoanalysis is that 
the therapist provides that kind of containing and holding for 
what the patient puts out and works with the patient so that the 
patient can have the experience of both feeling the pain, articu-
lating the pain, and also paying attention to it. That is what we 
would call the development of the observing ego, which is one 
side of the binocular vision.

And so, in my work, I might see somebody for a year repeat-
edly come in and be in a rage at, say, a brother-in-law and we 
would talk about it and look at it from different angles, but it 
would still keep coming up. Eventually, my patient might say, 
“Yeah, I’m noticing a pattern there.” And the tone would be dif-
ferent. It is the arrival of an interest in examining the same thing 
they had been more immersed in, earlier. That is an example of 
the process by which the binocular vision about a particularly 
painful area gets developed, and it is not something you can just 
will. It is something that you could say grows, the capacity to 
observe as well as experience growth. And, of course, you have 
to begin by undoing the denial that you even have any emotions 
about whatever it is.

EP: So one of the potential roles of an ecotherapist is, again, to 
offer permission to entertain these thoughts and to help someone 
begin to articulate them, to move those things into awareness 
such that there is the ability to take a meta-position on them, an 
observing position on them?

SWN: That is right. Ron Heifetz, who is someone else I talked 
about in my book, has a wonderful line: “If you’re lucky, someone 
you love will pick a fi ght with you.” And I think that pertains to 

experience of environmental issues and, as you say in your book, 
the conjunction in each of us of “a connection to the environment, 
and also to the psychological forces that allow environmental 
destruction to continue” (p. 1). Can you speak about the thinking 
and the experiences that led you to create that book?

SWN: A lot of the content of the book really does come from what 
I heard from my students, while I was working in the Environment 
and Community program. As I said, we were a very varied group, 
and it was experiential learning, and we were talking a lot, and 
they were telling me a lot of their experiences. So, many things in 
the book come from those conversations, combined with the other 
threads of my interests, which are the psychoanalytic perspective 
on what helps people change, what helps people feel safe, and 
what trauma is like, and then my own appreciation for the percep-
tion of—let us just call it beauty, which for me, came a lot through 
the arts, but got extended to the natural world. The awareness of 
trauma and destructiveness did not start for me with an aware-
ness of the destruction of the natural world. Really, it started with 
living in a very dysfunctional family as I was growing up, and 
then going to Germany and abruptly learning massive amounts 
about the Holocaust, and then coming back and, in the 1960s, 
learning massive amounts about all sorts of social oppression and 
injustice. So, from the time I was a young adult, I had a lot of 
immersion in thinking about trauma, and then thinking about it 
psychoanalytically. But I also had experiences of creative percep-
tion and growth, and the humanistic psychology movement was 
an important part of that.

And so when I was going to write a book about the natural 
environment, which I did at the invitation of MIT Press, it made 
sense to me to combine refl ections on beauty, safety, growth, and 
creativity with my thinking about the experience of trauma.

EP: I want to discuss some of your writing on Wilfred Bion and 
his group work, which is described quite nicely in your book. 
You have written about the idea of a spaciousness of mind that 
can “contain both pain and curiosity about the world” and ask 
whether it is possible to be both “curious and disturbed” about 
the environmental situation (p. 156). You discuss Bion’s work on 
groups, particularly his concept of binocular vision. And I think 
this is very helpful for ecotherapists and ecopsychologists. I am 
wondering if you can give a plain-language description of how 
you see binocular vision operating and ways that people can learn 
to hold their discomfort and pain about environmental degrada-
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And part of learning is the sense of some degree of safety 
provided by some form of holding environment, and part of it is 
directed attention, and thus lack of denial. Heifetz is very help-
ful in distinguishing between leadership, which is functioning to 
start to address those learning experiences, and authority in the 
sense of formal authority and offi cial position.

One of the things he says about leadership when you are not in 
a position of formal authority is that you get to focus on a single 
issue, which someone who is the head of some big organization 
or government body cannot do, because they are responsible to 
all their constituents. So, in the case of a lot of environmental 
work, single issue is the way to go. It provides an opportunity 
to relentlessly focus attention on something and think of ways 
to deal with it and try to get it actually done. And when some-
thing actually gets done it helps everybody to be aware that some 
change is possible.

EP: I have been doing work with environmental leaders recently, 
and I have found Heifetz’s work really helpful, and I think you 
have captured it well: the person in authority has a role of provid-
ing a containing experience and directing attention and working 
against denial. And the person coming from outside of formal 
authority also has to work on containment, but in the sense of 
moderating their impact, moderating how much they are pushing 
against the status quo. Heifetz talks about “staying alive,” either 
metaphorically or literally. And, of course, we know in history 
there have been great leaders that have literally been sacrifi ced 
because their work was too dangerous—I am thinking of Gandhi 
or Martin Luther King.

And in terms of the single issue focus, the luxury of the sin-
gle issue, can be, I think, a liability for a leader at times because 
they may miss the bigger picture or other key factors. I am think-
ing, in particular, of the work of Shellenberger and Nordhaus (i.e., 
The Death of Environmentalism) who have taken the environmen-
tal movement to task for having a small-bore single-issue focus 
and missing the larger dynamics of social justice, economics, and 
political savvy. So I think it goes both ways. I think the single 
issue has a shadow side.

And that would bring us back to Bion. In my personal expe-
rience—I am not sure if this has been something that you have 
seen—I have observed some individuals and organizations in the 
environmental movement and in ecopsychology falling into some 
of the basic assumption modes that Bion talks about. I know these 
are part of our experience, so it is impossible to avoid them. But I 

the role of the therapist, the ecotherapist, or the group leader, too, 
or the person in an activist organization, someone who challenges 
by questioning: “You’re living in concrete, and at least as far as 
I can see, it’s not bothering you.” Or, “Something seems missing 
to me. What happens when you pay attention there?” Those are 
some of the ways I might say it, drawing attention to something 
that is missing from what the patient or client is putting out. That 
functions as a challenge. It is what Heifetz would call picking a 
fi ght. It is, kind of, like calling attention to someone’s chauvinism 
or racism.

EP: Yes. This is really helpful. Let us talk a bit about Heifetz, and 
then cycle back around to Bion. I think Heifetz’s (1999), Leadership 
without easy answers, is very psychologically sophisticated, and 
seems very well suited to leadership on social and environmen-
tal issues, including ecopsychology, partly in its recognition that 
important, crucial leadership can come from those outside posi-
tions of formal authority. And I think that is very inspiring for 
people that have worked in areas like ecopsychology, which often 
comes from the outside the mainstream. Can you say a little bit 
more about what drew you to Heifetz’s approach and how that fi t 
into your thinking?

SWN: Yes. Heifetz comes right out of [the work of Wilfred] Bion. 
His work is based on the Tavistock group work that came out of 
Bion’s group work. I had been studying Bion. And in my contact 
with environmental activists and people working in environmen-
tally focused organizations, and also teaching in universities and 
working at Antioch, it became very obvious to me that organi-
zations are full of confl ict, ineffi ciency, misery, let us just say 
energy not used to its best. So I wanted to learn about organi-
zational dynamics and build that into the Environment and 
Community program, because I thought people needed to try to 
gain awareness in this area. A colleague at Antioch introduced 
me to Heifetz’s work, and it seems, as you said, extremely helpful, 
worth reading and rereading.

I will just highlight a few things from that book. One is the 
idea that to deal with problems that we don’t already have a way 
to deal with is going to require new learning, and not just tech-
nical learning. It is going to require new psychological and social 
learning, and that is going to mean pain. And so just as an indi-
vidual patient is going to have to go through pain, painful aware-
ness of painful feelings in order to change, so also groups and 
organizations and societies are going to have to deal with pain.
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Take, for instance, the fi ght/fl ight energy. It is very useful to 
recognize it and to be able to say, “Hm, a lot of aggressive energy 
here. Can that be appropriately directed towards an actual obsta-
cle, where strong, forceful energy is actually needed and will be 
useful?” as opposed to “Okay, now we’re going to rip each other to 
shreds. We’re going to split and denounce the Trotskyites, or we’re 
going to scapegoat this person or that person within the group.” 
The same thing goes for the dependency energy, which you also 
fi nd in environmental groups who act helplessly dependent on the 
wisdom of the strong leader. Probably the fi ght/fl ight is the most 
obvious way that the basic assumption energies sometimes take 
over environmental groups.

And, I just want to validate what you said about the dark side 
of the single-issue focus. Maybe the thing to say is you can start 
with a single issue, but you cannot end there. And if you are not 
going to see the way your issue fi ts into the larger picture, you 
have gotten blocked somewhere.

EP: Thank you, Shierry. There are so many directions to go. I 
want to bring us to some of the more beautiful aspects of your 
work, and also the contemporary things that you are doing, par-
ticularly your own artistic expression, and also your writing and 
theorizing about the arts. I know that stone carving and music 
are important parts of your life today. Can you speak to how your 
thinking about the relationship between the arts, ecopsychology, 
and psychoanalysis has evolved?

SWN: Yes. Let us see. I have several different things to say about 
it. It is interesting to me that what I am doing now—I mean, I 
have done different art forms my whole life, but what I am doing 
now is I am doing stone carving, and I am also, for the past year, 
learning to play the cello. And in some ways, those are both very 
valuable in contrasting ways, but I think of as completely related 
to psychoanalysis and ecopsychology. And the cello is something 
I have wanted to do since I was about 20 but never got a chance, 
or never did until now. When I fi nished my psychoanalytic train-
ing, I said I always wanted to play the cello. I am going to start 
now.

And one of the values of that for me is that I am a total begin-
ner, right? So, I have to plod along, and I really have to notice 
that each step follows from the step before, but it is only one step 
at a time, and it falls so short of the star performer whose work 
I admire. And I think that is, kind of, like an object lesson for 
anybody wanting to contribute in any way to beauty or making 

wanted to talk a bit about that, the idea of individuals falling into 
a dependency mode, where they are looking for a strong leader 
or some sort of emotional consolation, or a fi ght-or-fl ight mode, 
where people are looking for an enemy or a scapegoat or really 
falling into a despair, kind of an end-of-the-human- species sce-
nario. And then, there is the idea of pairing, the ongoing hope 
for a new idea or innovation or some new social structure or 
movement, that will somehow solve our problems. I see some of 
that energy in initiatives like Transition Movement. I am won-
dering if you could speak a bit about basic assumption modes, 
and how they operate in ecopsychology or in the environmental 
movement.

SWN: First, I want to add something about Heifetz, and then 
I will come back to the basic assumptions. And this is really 
something crucial that Heifetz helped me with. He talked about 
it not in his book but in a workshop, where part of the purpose 
was to get everybody to talk about where they were situated 
organizationally, and to think about what they could do from 
the position they were in. That idea seems to me absolutely cru-
cial and useful for anyone who is in a psychological place of 
wanting to make a contribution, namely to realize that wherever 
you are situated, there is something that can be done from that 
position.

Thinking back about my own history, for instance, I realized, 
“Okay, I was situated in the suburbs of Chicago with a dysfunc-
tional family. But the Art Institute was there. I was situated in 
graduate school, and I was able to go to Frankfurt. I was situated 
in Cambridge, and here was the women’s movement. I was situ-
ated in Antioch and Yellow Springs, and, oh, we could start an 
environmental program.” So there are opportunities for activism, 
if you like, no matter where you are and what organizations or 
groups you are connected with.

The basic assumption groups do operate, as you say, Thomas, 
because everyone has an unconscious, and the unconscious has 
contact with other people’s unconscious. There are always these 
currents running through any group, and one can distinguish 
between the dependency, the fi ght/fl ight and the pairing tenden-
cies. There is no way any group process can avoid having those 
energy currents running through it.

The issue is, can those energies be tapped by consciousness to 
be put to work at whatever the actual work challenge is so that 
you have a work group drawing on the energies of the uncon-
scious rather than being sabotaged by those energies?
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is a lot of just plain housekeeping required in pursuing the ulti-
mate goal of preserving and enhancing life processes.

Essentially, the artistic, the aesthetic experience that peo-
ple have reminds them of the intensity and value of life energy. 
Ideally, anyway, people feel more alive and enlivened in aesthetic 
experience, and this helps them tolerate the frustrating, grubby, 
administrative, plodding, administrative, and technical experi-
ences involved in working for lower carbon emissions or what-
ever.

EP: Yes, that is helpful. This brings us to my fi nal question. Can 
you speak to your personal goals at this stage of your life and 
career, and any hopes that you have for ecopsychology or this 
journal or human–environment relationships at this time.

SWN: You know, I feel like I am in the late stage of life. In some 
sense, I am not that old. I am in my late 60s. But at the same time, 
I am looking back at my unfi nished life goals and trying to do 
them. I always wanted to be a psychoanalyst. Okay, now I am. I 
wanted to play the cello, now I am. I wish I had gone to the High 
School of Music and Art in New York, but I did not. I wanted to 
do music and art. And so in some ways, that is what I am doing. 
I do feel that over the course of my life I have neglected aesthetic 
experience in favor of intellectual and educational or therapy 
work. My life has not been balanced quite right, so I want to rec-
tify that now. This work in psychoanalysis, you just keep doing it, 
and it keeps unfolding, and that is true in the arts, as well. And so 
for me, right now, my plans are just keep doing it, to keep going 
with the psychoanalytic work and the art and music, and we will 
see what unfolds.

And in terms of the hopes, I think issues about hope and disap-
pointment and disillusionment are really important. It is interest-
ing for me to notice that as I learn more and more about the world, 
and especially about non-Western parts of the world—which is 
something I am paying a lot of attention to these days—and as I 
get a greater picture of history, it all seems pretty gruesome. There 
is not much about history that makes me feel hopeful except for 
what I would call the freedom fi ghters of various kinds, who have 
existed throughout history, and the artists and musicians who 
have also always been there. They make me hopeful. I do not suc-
ceed in being hopeful about the big picture, but why should I be 
pretentious enough to say I can see the big picture?

I see lots of change for the better in my psychoanalytic prac-
tice. I see lots of change for the better in all sorts of people working 

things better. It is one step at a time, and boy, are you limited. So 
that is one of the aspects.

The stone carving, if I want to take that as a contrast, has to 
do with making something that was not there before and that has 
never existed before. And that one I also have to do one step at a 
time. I have to really, really look and feel with my hands what I 
have done so far. So, my perception has to really open up in order 
to notice where it is dead or lumpy or whatever, stuck, rigid. And 
the place in it that will be the next step to take to make it better. 
And it is like a challenge at each step, because I am not working 
from a preconceived, “This is what I need to build. I know it all 
ahead of time.” I am working as I go along.

And I think that is precisely true of the kind of adaptive chal-
lenges that Heifetz is talking about when we take what looks like 
the right next step, and then we have to look around. The land-
scape looks a little different now. We have to look around and see 
what next.

These things are related to what I wrote about in my book 
about beauty and the arts, although, there, I wrote mainly about 
the opening up of perception. Here, I am also talking about the 
practical, about having a practice. I have to practice my cello, and 
I carry on the practice of stone carving. I am also talking about 
the way an activist would engage in practice or a therapist would 
have a practice.

EP: This brings us to a more basic question: Can artistic work be 
a valid expression of environmental sustainability or conserva-
tion? My experience, and I think others may experience this, too, 
is that it is hard to trust that this piece of beauty really is con-
tributing to a beautiful world. I have to think that it does, but it is 
hard, given the stress of the current situation.

SWN: I have some thoughts about that. One thought is, in order 
to do my psychoanalytic practice, I have to do things like renew 
my license, make my accounts, keep required information logged 
in the fi les correctly. Some of this is helpful in my thinking about 
my patients, but a lot of it is just technical, administrative stuff. 
I think that the underlying purpose of the environmental move-
ment is the promotion, preservation, and enhancement of life 
processes—life-giving, creative processes. And a lot of what is 
involved in working on carbon sequestration, is analogous to the 
administrative work I have to do for my psychoanalytic practice. 
It is housekeeping. Not getting the idea but carrying it out. There 
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for social justice. (As you can see, I am thinking of ecopsychology 
as a social justice movement in its own way.) I like very much the 
idea of your journal with its openness and its broad reaching out. 
The way you are reaching out to include research, for instance, I 
think is really useful. So big picture, who knows? But little pic-
ture, yes, it is good.
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