
t’s an amazing time to be a human living on earth. 
We are at a tipping point, a crux moment in our evolution. 
 The pressures of the ecological crisis, heralded just a few 
decades ago, mount daily. A recent Washington Post article her-

alds a recent scientific study, published by Will Steffen in Science, 
delineating nine ‘boundaries’ of various indicators that must not be 
crossed in order for the planet’s biosystems to remain stable. The 
study states that we now have crossed four of the nine boundaries: 
rate of extinction, deforestation, levels of CO2, and the flow of 
phosphorous and nitrogen (fertilizer) into the ocean (Achenbach, 
2015). 
 The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Changes’ Fifth 
Assessment Synthesis Report, finalized in 2014 states,
 “Human influence on the climate system is clear, and re-
cent anthropogenic emissions of green house gases are the highest 
in history. Recent climate changes have had widespread impacts on 
human and natural systems (SMP 1) . . .
 Warming of the climate system is unequivocal, and since 
the 1950s, many of the observed changes are unprecedented over 
decades to millennia. The atmosphere and ocean have warmed, and 
amounts of snow and ice have diminished, and sea level has risen 
(SPM 1.1) . .  .
 Surface temperature is projected to rise over the 21rst 
century under all assessed emission scenarios. It is very likely that 
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heal waves will occur more often and last longer, and that extreme 
precipitation events will become more intense and frequent in 
many regions. The ocean will continue to warm and acidify, and 
global mean seal level to rise (SPM 2.2)” (Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change, 2014).
 The potentially extreme and unpredictable threat we (not 
to mention all our fellow living creatures) now face is unprece-
dented.
 We can choose to look at our situation in different ways. 
From one perspective, we have been made a grave error. Our 
trajectory — a clear result of our great success as a species and our 
inability to foresee the effects of our activities— has a momentum 
behind it that seems impossible to reverse. Facing the reality is 
mind numbing. And even if we want to act, how can our small 
individual attempts make any impact at all? After all, the earth has 
always been changing, and always will. We are doing what comes 
naturally to our species, aren’t we? So perhaps if we destroy our 
own environment and our own demise follows, that’s also natural.
 From another perspective, this is a precious opportuni-
ty. Because here we are, 7.3 billion self-conscious, self-reflective, 
tool-making, meaning-making bi-pods who have successfully 
evolved from a species who was subject to the forces of nature, to 
a species who is a force of nature. Perhaps our individual choices 
and actions at this time are the only thing that matters. 
 Which perspective should we choose? Or must we choose 
one?

World views and Perspectives
 Richard Tarnas posits that the modern psyche is under-
going a collective rite of passage. Perhaps in this environmental 
crisis we have conveniently created for ourselves “a kind of closed 
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“The real act of discovery consists not in finding new lands, 
but seeing with new eyes.”     
   — Marcel Proust



container, a psychic pressure cooker, an alchemical vessel that 
is intensifying the archetypal energies into a collective morphic 
field of explosive power” (Tarnas, 2001). Perhaps our precious 
opportunity is this: We are now being pressed hard to wake up 
to the critical importance of our individual actions as collective 
action and carefully look our own world views. Each of us is 
being pressed hard to transform our level of consciousness and 
our embodied relationship to the more than human world.
 What does the field of ecopsychology have to offer in 
these times? 
 Way back in 1985, Bill Devall and George Sessions 
wrote in their seminal book, Deep Ecology, “The environmental 
problems of technocratic-industrial societies are beginning to be 
seen as manifestations of what some individuals are calling ‘The 
continuing environmental crisis.’ This is coming to be under-
stood as a crisis of character and of culture.” They recognized, as 
have many others, that the deeper causes of our environmental 
crisis stem from a world view of dominance, and a fundamen-
tal failure to see ourselves as an organic part of the whole. 
As Devall and Sessions go on to say, “ . . . we may not need 
something new, but need to reawaken something very old, to re-
awaken our understanding of Earth wisdom” (Devall & Sessions, 
1985). 
 Ecopsychology attracts individuals who are re-dis-
covering this Earth wisdom that Devall and Sessions called 
for — that is, the deep, indigenous identity that every human 
being possesses, and the knowledge of their oneness with all life 
and all systems and processes of this planet. Many have begun 
to awaken from the modern cultural trance of separateness 
and hard-core rational objectivity, and while retaining healthy 
individuation, they also know that they are something more, 
something not objective, not seen, not easily measured. They 
are able to include in their identity the biomatrix out of which 
we evolved. This knowing is not merely rational, conceptual or 
physical. It is also psychological and spiritual. They feel some 
relational affinity in the natural world that is not seen, some 
kinship, some belonging that goes beyond their personal selves 
(Davis, 2011).
 I often wonder what our global culture could look 
like as we evolve further — if every person had awakened in 
themselves this kind of self-identity, and that it was alive and 
actively functioning in our everyday choices and actions. Even 
now, in spite of the gathering storm of a coming ‘long emer-
gency,’ people who feel this expanded self-identity are unable 
to do anything other than dedicate their lives towards changing 
and influencing the culture toward sustainability, toward greater 
awareness, toward a new world view. For them, this knowing 
is not simply a concept that is heartily agreed with. It is a felt 
knowing, from which their action arises. From locking arms 

to block logging trucks or occupying tar sands extraction sites 
as witnesses, to speaking, writing, teaching, to creating locally 
sustainable communities, re-creating economic systems and new 
approaches to triple bottom line business structures, to energy 
efficient and human scale city planning, and even simply being 
attuned to the resources we are using in our everyday lives, we 
are responding and changing. 
 Whether it will save us from extinction is perhaps less 
important than how we might be transformed by the process.
 On my own life path, I have been led from a 30-year 
career in design and design education, to the world of ecospsy-
chology, transpersonal psychology and contemporary wilder-
ness rites of passage. As I continue to awaken to ancient Earth 
Wisdom and my own ecological consciousness deepens, I have 
discovered there the ideas in the principles and processes of 
design are useful metaphors (or perhaps even deeper patterns of 
the same dynamic) for the psycho-spiritual transformational pro-
cess that is being called for now. I believe the paradigm shift in 
perspective that design students experience is akin to the kind of 
shift we presently need to awaken our ecological consciousness 
and so shift our cultural paradigm. We must learn to see with 
new eyes.

Gestalt and Art Eyes

Foundational to the field of design are the Gestalt Principles of 
Visual and Spatial Perception, which were codified in the early 
20th century by a small group of German psychologists (Wikipe-

Figure 1. Two lines and one dot placed within a square space, as 
a beginning point for exploring �gure/ground.
Figure 1. Two lines and one dot placed within a square space, as a starting 
point for exploring the Gestalt principle of figure/ground.



dia). The way our brains make sense of visual information, and 
the way we cognitively make meaning of our existence are inex-
tricably linked. General Gestalt Theory (a psychological theory) 
states that “the whole is other than the parts,” which is to say, 
we make meaning from a collection of parts that is somehow a 
different animal than the simple sum of the parts. The Gestalt 
Theory of Visual Perception breaks down very specifically a 
number of visual principles that elucidate this idea in terms of 
visual information. Artists, architects, photographers, as well as 
designers of all types — graphic, industrial and product design-
ers, landscape designers, and others — have been trained in these 
fundamental Gestalt principles of visual perception. As a result 
of this training, they understand the how humans see, and by 
extension, they have particular information about how humans 
understand their world.
 As a design educator, my favorite classes were Design 
Foundation courses, teaching university level students the basic 
principles and processes of design that are fundamental to all de-
sign fields. In these classes students learned, among other things, 
the Gestalt Principles of Visual and Spatial Perception. They were 
taught the ideas conceptually, and then learned them kinestheti-
cally through working with physical materials, using their hands, 
eyes, and bodies. I used to tell students that I was going to teach 
them something they already knew. The principles and process-
es of design are innate in all of us. We just don’t know that we 
know, until it gets pointed out to us. Still, there was often a 

struggle at first to comprehend the concepts.
(I recall my own experience in my first intensive design work-
shop class as a young student. For weeks I was bewildered at the 
words coming out of my professor’s mouth, which sounded like 
Greek. “Work? What do you mean, ‘Does the design WORK?’”)
  But by facing the struggle, most students began to 
recognize what they already somehow knew, and in this remem-
bering, their view of the world changed.
 An understanding of the Gestalt principle of figure/
ground is useful as a metaphor for thinking about how we 
need to learn to “see” in order to take advantage of this time of 
change. 
 All artists, designers, architects and others who have 
had formal visual training know this principle well. It states 
that our brains make sense of what we see by separating what 
we perceive in our field of vision into ‘figure’ and ‘ground’. The 
‘figure’ is the object of observation, such as a person, a tree, a 
building, etc., and the ground is everything else — the back-
ground or space around the object. This principle was made more 
clear to my students through a design assignment that utilized 
very simple visual elements to study the figure/ground relation-
ships. 
 In a Dot and Line design problem, students would 
be asked to arrange a black dot and two black lines within a 
white square space. They were instructed to refine the design 
by moving the elements in small increments, to find a design 

Figure 2. One line from the previous �gure has been shifted down.
Notice how all the relationships between the three objects change 
when one object is shifted this small amount .

Figure 3. The entire con�gurations of dot and lines has been 
moved to the right. Notice how the negative space changes, 
now comparing this composition to either previous Figure.

Figure 2. One line from the previous figure has been shifted down. 
Notice how all the relationships between the three objects change when one 
object is shifted this small amount.

Figure 3. The entire configurations of dot and lines has been moved to the 
right. Notice how the negative space changes, now comparing this composi-
tion to either previous Figure.



that ‘worked’ the best. They invariably began by seeing only the 
‘figure’ of a composition, the black dot black lines on a white 
field (Figure 1). But as they worked with the problem (with 
physical materials, as they were not allowed to use a comput-
er), most would be eventually able to see not only the black dot 
and the black line, but would also begin to see that there are 
relationships between the dots and lines as a function of their 
relative positions and orientations (Figure 2), and that the entire 
composition would change visually as the relationships of the 
objects changed (Figure 3). They would begin to see that there 
are relationships between the objects and the edges of the page, 
and that there is a form and shape to the ‘empty’ space surround-
ing the dots and lines, i.e. the ‘ground’ or ‘negative space’ of the 
composition. Take a close look at the Figures and see if you can 
see these things.
 Here’s the point: the ground or negative space is ac-
tually an active participant in any design composition. It is the 
ground that makes the figure possible. In some mysterious way, 
the figure (or objects) and the ground (the empty space surround-
ing the objects) are interdependent, are one. A good design is one 
that takes account of the negative space — a difficult concept to 
articulate, but one that can be seen and sensed within a compo-
sition.
 I loved watching students get it and start to consciously 
work both with objects and newly seen space in exploring design 
assignments. Once they saw all this richness, hidden in plain 
sight, they had one more clue about what it meant for a design 
to ‘work.’ They also never saw the world the same way again. As 
one student told me, his voice full of excitement and wonder, as 
he cast his gaze here, there, up and down, and around the room, 
“I’m getting my art eyes!” The magic seemed to lie in suddenly 
being able to distinguish with equal awareness, both the figure 
and the ground, the visible and the invisible, the thing itself and 
the context out of which the thing arises — to see both of these 
opposites as equal and essential parts of the whole.
 This ability to distinguish both the figure and the 
ground is a capacity of a mind that has been trained to see in 
this way.  Evolutionarily, our brains are wired see the figure, the 
object. It is advantageous for us to see the figure — the tiger, the 
mammoth, the antelope on the plain. It does not matter so much 
to our physical survival to be able to see the ground; the space 
around the tiger, the mammoth or the antelope.
But many humans do see the invisible, the space or ground or 
bigger context around a thing, which makes seeing that thing 
possible. Once we have this vision, it becomes obvious that being 
unable able to see the ground is actually a partial and immature 
view. Our apparent cultural blindness to the natural world and to 
the depth and stillness found there, is a view, I maintain, that we 
must grow beyond. 

Getting Our Nature Eyes
 Indigenous people see the world in a different way 
than modern ‘civilized’ people do. They are intimately connected 
with the natural world, the ground of our human existence. For 
a moment, let’s make a distinction between ‘Nature’ and ‘the 
human-built world,’ and call the human-built world the figure 
and nature the ground. Modern culture exists almost exclusively 
within the human-built environment and is more comfortable 
with visiting nature in a controlled way or better still, watching 
it on TV. 
 How about a distinction between ‘technological’ and 
‘primitive?’ We can call technology the figure, and primitive/
totemic the ground. Modern culture highly values the techno-
logical and co-opts the primitive for clothing name brands or 
encases behind museum glass as a memory of something we’ve 
luckily advanced beyond. 
 We can also make a distinction between the cultural 
attitudes toward ‘domestic’ and ‘wild,’ where domestic is the 
figure and wild is the ground. Modern culture cultivates the 
domestic and has made no space for wild. This deficit affects us 
psychologically as well as spiritually — a deficit that is the core 
of ecopsychology’s raison d’etre.  
 Nature, the primitive and wildness are the invisible 
ground. Whether the analogy of figure/ground is made at the 
level of our collective physical presence, our cultural values, or 
at the individual psycho-spiritual level, it’s clear that in today’s 
world, the figure is highly dominant and the ground has been 
made superficial or is forgotten.

 Yet this seemingly inherent monocular duality may be 
beginning to break down. In the last decade, new thinking that 
indicates a more holistic world paradigm is bursting forth in 
nearly every aspect of culture.
 Our cities and land use can be integrated with the nat-
ural world, both aesthetically and functionally. Green building 
and many other sustainable design practices are taking root 
around the world and this awareness is growing. (2014 Italian 
Presidency of the Council of the European Union, 2014; McHarg, 
1969) 
 Within the field of ecopsychology, Kahn and Hasbach 
(2012) have called for the integration of our technological and 
our primitive or “totemic” selves, which in some camps has re-
jected our technological selves as erroneous and detrimental. We 
are both, so we need both, in balanced proportions — admittedly 
with some radical doses on the primitive/totemic side at this 
junction. (Kahn & Hasbach, 2012)
 More recently, a growing movement toward ‘re-wilding’ 
ourselves as individuals is on the rise. Re-wilding in this person-
al sense seeks to carefully re-examine our cultural paradigms 



and see where we’ve been numbed. It seeks to re-connect us at 
the physical, emotional and spiritual level with the innate capac-
ities for joy and wonder that we have as human beings, which 
are found in an authentic, conscious relationship with the natu-
ral world (ReWilding University).  Re-wilding offers an intense, 
emotional engagement with the living world, a broadening of the 
depth of experience in our lives (Monbiot, 2014). 
 As Abrams has said, “Only as we begin to notice and to 
experience, once again, our immersion in the invisible air do we 
start to recall what it is to be fully a part of this world.” (Abrams, 
1996) pg. 260
Conclusion
 Just as the negative space in a design is an active par-
ticipant of the design, and is essential to what makes the design 
‘work’, our earth environment and the context or psycho-spiritu-
al space that holds our lives is an active participant in the human 
story, and is essential to making our culture and our individual 
human lives ‘work.’  We cannot remain blind to this Ground.
 A culture that has awakened to the Ground of its eco-
logical consciousness will make life-sustaining choices that work, 
in a design sense, with the balance of the Earth. 
 Joanna Macy says it this way:
“Now in our time, these three rivers — anguish for our world, 
scientific breakthroughs, and ancestral teachings — flow together. 
From the confluence of these rivers we drink. We awaken to what 
we once know: we are alive in a living Earth, source of all we 
are and can achieve. Despite our conditioning by the industrial 
society of the last two centuries, we want to name, once again, 
this world as holy” (Macy & Young Brown, 1998) pg. 21.
 The time has come to get our nature eyes. The Ground 
of our humanness is calling us to remember it. Our wholeness 
and evolution forward depends on our heeding the call. 
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