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Abstract

This article examines a taxonomy of three environmental paradigms.The egocentric paradigm is grounded in the person and is based on the assumption that what is good for the individual is good for society. The homocentric paradigm is grounded in society and reflects the utilitarian ethic of the greatest good for the greatest number of people. The ecocentric paradigm is grounded in the cosmos, and the environment is considered whole, living, and interconnected. Historically, nurses have adhered primarily to the egocentric paradigm and to a lesser extent to the homocentric paradigm. However, because the world has become a global community, contemporary nurse scholars are shifting to the ecocentric paradigm.


  The environmental focus of nursing has traditionally been centered on clients' immediate surroundings in the hospital or other institution, home, or community. This circumscribed environmental worldview of nursing is undergoing change as nurses become aware of the adverse effects of environmental disasters and degradation on human health. Regional catastrophic environmental events like the Bhopal chemical leak, the Chernobyl nuclear disaster, and the Exxon Valdez oil spill have had immediate and lasting consequences. Global dimensions of the decline of the planet's environment include worldwide temperature rise, ozone depletion, destruction of the world's forests, human over-population, depleted fish populations, soil erosion, worldwide hunger, homelessness, and massive species extinction. [1,2] These are not isolated environmental problems that can be addressed by individual effort; they require the coordinated effort of people across the entire planet. Nurses are beginning to understand the scope of environmental threats that threaten everything that exists, living and nonliving. Nurses' enhanced consciousness of the environment has caused the profession to question its current assumptions about the environmental domain of nursing knowledge.

  Nursing scholars are becoming cognizant that the existing environmental paradigm does not provide the knowledge and theoretical base to account for environmental conditions that compromise health promotion and interfere with optimum health. Nurses in general do not understand the interrelations between social, political, and economic structures and the origins of health and illnesses. [3] Nursing theory does not adequately describe the concept of the environment. Almost all nursing research conducted in the domain of environment involves only the immediate milieu of the client, family, or nurse. [4] Nursing's care theories do not allow for nonhuman interchange of care or caring because of their anthropocentricity. Anthropocentrism results in the subjugation of non-human nature, which jeopardizes the quality of the physical world and causes other forms of oppression and domination. [5]

  These critiques of nursing's environmental assumptions indicate that the profession is experiencing an environmental paradigm shift. A paradigm is the body of values, commitments, beliefs, and knowledge shared by members of a profession. Research guidelines, questions, and methodology emanate from the paradigm. When new knowledge is discovered that no longer fits the paradigm, or when the paradigm no longer provides model problems and solutions, an anomaly exists. When anomalies become so numerous and significant that they can no longer be ignored, investigations are initiated by the profession. Theories are explored and rejected until a new paradigm emerges that leads to a new basis for practice. [6]

  Contemporary nursing scholars are exploring a variety of new environmental ideas and theories as the profession changes its environmental worldview. To contribute to this dialogue, I examine a taxonomy of three environmental paradigms-egocentric, homocentric, and ecocentric-that summarize the assumptions of Western culture regarding the natural world since the 17th century. [7,8] I propose the inclusion of the ecocentric environmental perspective into a central position in nursing's body of knowledge. This mainstreaming of a global view would encourage and support nurses to act with others in averting worldwide environmental disaster.
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  EGOCENTRIC APPROACH

  The egocentric approach is grounded at the personal level and assumes that what is best for the individual is best for society. It is concerned with liberty, rights, and independent action of the individual. It is the dominant Western worldview. Its philosophical foundation is individualistic and mechanistic and includes the thought of Plato, mainstream Christianity, Descartes, Hegel, George Berkeley, Hobbes, Locke, Adam Smith, Malthus, and Garrett Hardin. [8] The egocentric approach is a mechanistic paradigm and assumes that matter is composed of atomic parts, the whole is equal to the sum of the parts, causation is a matter of external action on inactive parts, quantitative change is more important than qualitative change, and there is dualistic separation of mind-body and matter-spirit. [7] In the egocentric approach, the individual is the focus of change.

  Most practicing nurses adhere to the egocentric worldview. Their approach is individualistic. They regard the environment as the immediate surroundings or circumstances of the individual or as an interactional field that individuals adapt to, adjust to, or control. [3] The environment is defined in relation to the individual person rather than in terms of its own essence and intrinsic value.

  Because the egocentric approach has been the dominant perspective in the Western world, many nurse theorists incorporated those ideas into their theories. An example of a nurse theorist who adhered to the egocentric paradigm was Roy. [9] She defined the environment as all internal and external conditions, circumstances, and influences surrounding and affecting the development and behavior of individuals and groups. Stimuli emanate from the environment and are categorized as focal (immediately confronting the person), contextual (all other stimuli present), and residual (beliefs and attitudes that impinge on the situation). The purpose of nursing is to enhance the adaptation of the patient to environmental stimuli. Roy [10] believed that the science of nursing focuses on human life processes as the core knowledge to be developed. Roy's theory is considered egocentric because of its emphasis on individual adaptation to the environment and on human beings to the exclusion of the rest of nature.

  Egocentrism has been the guiding ethic of private entrepreneurs and corporations whose goal is maximization of profit from the development of natural resources. The egocentric approach is limited because of its assumption that the individual good is the highest good that will ultimately benefit society as a whole and that humans are fundamentally different from other creatures, which they are to dominate and control. [7]
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  HOMOCENTRIC APPROACH

  The homocentric approach is the utilitarian ethic and is grounded at the social level. [7,8] Social justice, rather than individual progress, is the key value. Decisions are made based on the common good, which is the greatest good for the largest number of people. Humans are considered stewards and caretakers of the natural world. The philosophical foundations of homocentrism are both materialism and positivism. Its assumptions are that humans have a cultural heritage in addition to their genetic inheritance that results in their being qualitatively different from animals, that the determinants of human affairs are social rather than individual, and that culture is a cumulative progress that can continue indefinitely. All social problems are viewed as ultimately solvable. Exponents of the homocentric approach include John S. Mill and Jeremy Bentham (utilitarian theorists), Barry Commoner (socialist ecology), Karl Marx and Mao Tse Tung (political theorists), and Jorgen Randers and Donella and Dennis Meadows (limits-to-growth theorists).

  The body of knowledge derived from epidemiology serves as an information base for the practice of public health nursing. Public health nurses use epidemiology in diagnosing, planning, treating, and evaluating community health problems. The nurse who interacts with individual clients and families uses the information for assessing, planning, intervening, and evaluating at the community level. [11] Epidemiology is considered homocentric because of its emphasis on the health of populations rather than individuals.

  In the homocentric view, the environment is the focus of change rather than the individual. The homocentric approach to the environment is basically anthropocentric in that humans are to manage nature for the benefit of humans. The management of nature for the intrinsic benefit of other species is not considered in this paradigm. [7]
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  ECOCENTRIC APPROACH

  The ecocentric approach is grounded in the cosmos. The whole environment, including inanimate elements such as rocks and minerals, along with animate animals and plants, is assigned intrinsic value. It is rooted in holistic rather than mechanistic metaphysics. It assumes that everything is connected to everything else, that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts, that meaning is dependent on context, that biological and social systems are open, and that humans and nonhumans are one within the same organic system. Exponents of the ecocentric approach include most traditional Eastern systems of thought, traditional Native American philosophies, Thoreau, Gary Snyder, Theodore Rozak, Aldo Leopold, Rachel Carson, Fritjof Capra, deep ecology, the holographic model, and ecofeminism. [7,8]

  Within the ecocentric paradigm are four contemporary nursing theorists. Sarter [12] compared the philosophical perspectives of fellow nursing theorists Rogers, Neuman, Watson, and Parse and found common shared holistic themes of process, evolution of consciousness, self-transcendence, open systems, harmony, relativity of space and time, pattern, and holism. Process is the evolutionary change of human consciousness; self-transcendence is the method of the evolution of human consciousness through higher and higher levels toward unity with the universe. Open systems are the dynamic and continuous interactions between the person and the world and are essential for the evolution of human consciousness. Harmony is considered to exist both within the person and between the person and the environment. Space and time are considered nonlinear, relative, and fluid, with the past and future merging into the present. Pattern is information that represents the whole. Pattern recognition is nursing action that looks for patterns representing the whole rather than parts of the whole. Sarter noted that each of these theorists has been influenced, either directly or indirectly, by Eastern philosophies. She believed that the foundation of a commonly held nursing worldview has been laid.

  Watson [13] has continued to develop her ecocentric perspectives, moving toward a unitary-transformative viewpoint. This model has eliminated the subject-object and mind-body duality. It acknowledges unity and integrality between humans and the environment; thus conceptualized, human beings and their worlds are not separated.

  Other modern nursing scholars also adhere to the ecocentric paradigm. Schuster [14] advocated for a conscious choice of earth dwelling through self-identification and interconnectedness with all beings, which lead one naturally to care for the world in day-to-day living. It is a way of being in the world that allows for all of creation, not just humans, to emerge.

  Kleffel, [15] during a qualitative research study, identified 17 distinguished scholars whose work has addressed broad environmental dimensions related to nursing. All except two explicitly reflected the ecocentric paradigm and perceived the environment to be alive, whole, interconnected, and interacting. These scholars add strength to the idea of the united nursing worldview described by Sarter. [12]

  The ecocentric approach has some philosophical difficulties. The central problem is finding a philosophically adequate justification for the intrinsic value of nonhuman nature. In mainstream Western thought, only humans have intrinsic worth, while the rest of nature has instrumental value as a resource for humans. It is not considered wrong to kill the last of a species or use the last mineral if human survival is at stake. [7]
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  ECOCENTRISM IN THE WORLD'S TRADITIONS

  The egocentric paradigm has been the dominant worldview of most practicing nurses working in hospitals and other health institutions and is ascribed to by the greatest number of nurses in the profession. The homocentric perspective has influenced far fewer nurses, traditionally those practicing in the field of public health nursing, although there are signs of a shifting of the profession toward the homocentric approach in the form of aggregate and population-based nursing. [16] The ecocentric view is only beginning to inform the profession and has not yet achieved significant prominence in nursing scholarship or practice.

  Embracing an ecocentric viewpoint has exhilarating potential for transforming nursing scholarship and practice beyond its traditional boundaries. We are now living in a global culture that is united by economic interdependence, international air transportation, and worldwide communications networks. Contemporary environmental degradation and disasters that adversely affect humans have moved into the global arena. Actions stem from worldviews, and the worldview of nursing has been mostly egocentric. Moving to the ecocentric paradigm will encourage nurses to address worldwide environmental problems that affect the health of everything that exists.

  Solving global environmental problems will entail international efforts from a variety of disciplines and from many cultures. Such an approach will entail collaborative problem solving by people with differing traditions and cultural backgrounds. To work together, a common global environmental worldview that can incorporate these diverse perspectives is needed. The ecocentric paradigm, which is compatible with elements of Native American traditional ideas, Eastern philosophies, and contemporary Western thought, holds great promise for a unified worldview to which all humans can subscribe.
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  Native American tradition

  There are difficulties in universalizing the Native American belief system because it comprises so many different cultures. However, some generalizations can be made. [17] The Native American attitude was to regard all entities in the environment as having consciousness, reason, and volition as intense and complete as humans. These entities included the earth itself, the sky, the winds, rocks, streams, trees, insects, birds, and animals. This pervasive spirit in everything was considered a part of the Great Spirit, which fostered the perception of humans and nature as being unified and akin. The Native American's social circle or community included all nonhuman natural entities as well as other humans.

  The consequences of the Native American inspirited worldview of nature produced a harmony between them and their environment that restrained their killing of animals and gathering of plants to what was necessary for survival. Although there were occasional examples of destruction of nature during periods of enormous cultural stress, the overall and usual effort was conservation of resources. The Native American cultural traditions were not altruistic; they considered it in their own self-interest to defer to nature, which they believed would withhold its sustenance or actively retaliate if provoked. [17]
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  Eastern systems of thought

  Similar themes of a unified, living, conscious, and interacting world are found in almost all Eastern systems of thought. With the exception of Islam, these systems are antihierarchal and anthropocentric. Although Islam maintains that humans are dominant over nature, a view similar to the Judeo-Christian tradition, it instructs its adherents to prevent environmental deterioration because the world is God's creation. [18] Other Eastern philosophies emphasize harmony and balance. All aspects of the environment interact, with the parts being within the whole and the whole being within the parts. Humans are a part of the whole and admonished to live in equilibrium with all other parts of the planet. [19]

  Some examples of Eastern thought include the law of Karma of the Advita Vedanta, which binds humans together in continuity with the natural world. [20] The wu wei of Taoism is an awareness that allows one to maximize creative possibilities of oneself as a dimension of the environment. [21] The Ch'i of Chinese thought is a vital force that is the basic structure of the cosmos and exists in all things. Nature is the result of fusion and merging of vital forces to form the "great harmony." [22]

  A popular image for portraying the manner in which things exist is described from the Hua-yen school of Buddhism. [23] From the great god Indra there hangs a marvelous net that stretches out infinitely in all directions. There is a jewel in each eye of the net. Since the net is infinite in dimension, the jewels are infinite in number. When one jewel is selected and carefully looked at, all of the other jewels in the net are reflected. In addition, each of the jewels reflected is also reflecting all of the other jewels, so that an infinite reflecting process occurs.

  This image symbolizes the cosmos, in which there is an infinitely repeated interrelationship among all of the members of the cosmos. Thus, the part and the whole are one and the same, for what we identify as a part is merely an abstraction from a unitary whole. There is no part-and-whole duality as in Western thought. This totalistic world is a living body in which each cell derives its life from the other cells and in return gives life to the others.

  Back to Top

  Western approaches

  The ecocentric environmental themes found in Eastern and traditional Native American worldviews originated in ancient times. Several modern Western ecocentric environmental approaches reflect these ideas. The science of ecology, along with relativity and quantum theory, is creating a postmodern scientific worldview. This emerging worldview is in congruence with the traditional and indigenous environmental paradigms of preindustrial cultures. [24] Naess criticized traditional ecology (an egocentric approach), which he dubbed "shallow ecology," [25] (p95) as being concerned only with pollution control and resource conservation in the interests of people in developed countries. He argued that there are deeper concerns (hence the phrase "deep ecology," also called "radical environmentalism") that touch on the principles of diversity, complexity, autonomy, decentralization, symbiosis, egalitarianism, and classlessness. Deep ecology derives its essence from some Eastern and Native American ideas as well as from feminism, John Muir, and other naturalist literature. [26]

  The modern Gaia hypothesis is reminiscent of the ancient living organic theory. This view of the environment was proposed by Lovelock, [27,28] an atmospheric chemist. Lovelock saw the evolution of the species of living organisms as being so closely coupled with the evolution of their physical and chemical environment that together they constitute a single and indivisible evolutionary process. No clear distinction is made between living and nonliving material. The planet's organisms act together as a unity to regulate the global environment by adjusting the rates at which gases are produced and removed from the atmosphere. Lovelock warned that the earth's ability to self-regulate is affected by natural or human activity, which could force the climate into a new and different stable state that would result in the elimination of all living organisms.

  The idea of the planet's stable state in the modern Gaia hypothesis reflects the idea of harmony in ancient Taoist thought. In both notions, the balance of the environment of the planet must be maintained, or ecological disaster will result.

  Bohm, [29] a physicist and one of the early pioneers of the holographic model, believed that the universe is organized along holographic principles. Everything in the universe is part of a continuum, a seamless extension of everything else. There are no separate parts, just as a geyser in a fountain is not separated from the water from which it flows. However, the universe is not an undifferentiated mass. Things can have their own unique qualities and still be part of an undivided whole. Similarly, consciousness is present in all matter in various degrees. The universe cannot be divided into living and nonliving things. All things are interconnected; like a hologram, every portion of the universe contains the whole.

  There are similarities of imagery between the holographic model and Indra's net. The giant hologram and Indra's net symbolize the cosmos. All parts of the hologram are interconnected; each jewel in Indra's net is connected with every other jewel. The parts of the hologram and each jewel of Indra's net reflect the whole. The whole of the hologram and the whole of Indra's net reflect each part or jewel. Bohm believed that fragmentation is the cause of most present-day problems. Applied to the environment, one portion of the planet cannot be harmed without resulting damage to the entire planet.

  Another modern Western ecocentric view is ecofeminism. Ecofeminism is a theory that women and the environment are interconnected as both share and have been subjected to the same patriarchal domination. [30] A failure to understand these connections will result in the continued exploitation of both women and environment at the theory, policy, and practice levels. Ecofeminists recognize the interconnectedness of women and the environment and recognize the necessity of uniting feminism and ecology. However, feminist theory is not environmentally sensitive. Deep ecology and the Gaia hypothesis share themes of unity and wholeness to which ecofeminists can subscribe; however, both are oriented toward a patriarchal culture. Ecofeminists hold the view that the connections between the twin dominations of women and nature require a feminist theory and practice informed by an ecological perspective and an environmentalism informed by a feminist perspective. [31]

  Ecofeminism is against domination of all kinds, including ageism, sexism, and the exploitation of nature. It is contextual and relational and includes consideration of nonhuman relationships with each other, humans, and the community. Ecofeminism identifies human nature within the historical context. It is antireductionist and pluralistic, centralizing on diversity of humans and nonhumans, yet affirming that humans are a part of the ecological community. Ecofeminism provides a central place for values that are typically underrepresented or ignored in our society such as care, love, friendship, and appropriate trust. Ecofeminism views theory building, objectivity, and knowledge as historically and contextually situated and as changing over time. [31,32]
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  IMPLEMENTING THE ECOCENTRIC PARADIGM

  Understanding that the environment is alive, whole, interconnected, and interacting and that humans are one with the environment will encourage nurses to practice in an environmentally sensitive manner in whatever setting they work. Nurses working in local settings will understand the relationships between organizational resource use and the worldwide environment. Using the adage "think globally, act locally," they will act within their sphere by doing such things as calling for institutional audits of their work environment, taking client environmental histories, counseling clients regarding the effects of ozone depletion on the incidence of skin cancers and cataracts, reducing the use of toxic materials, purchasing recycled materials and supplies, using products with environmentally friendly packaging, saving water, managing waste safely, using both sides of the paper when copying reports and forms, using reusable products, reducing the use of disposable items, buying rechargeable batteries, [33] and questioning animal experimentation. [34]

  Moving to the ecocentric paradigm will mean extending the concept of the nursing client to include the planetary environment. Some nurses will choose to work in the global environmental arena and address international environmental causes of illnesses. For instance, the alarming increase of breast cancer worldwide is an area where nurses could make a difference. In the United States the risk of breast cancer has increased from 1 in 20 in 1960 to 1 in 8 today. Other industrial countries have similar rates. The incidence in developing countries is also rising, but at a slower rate. Risk factors and lifestyle account for only 20 percent to 30 percent of breast cancer cases. Some experts believe that pollutants and chemicals that duplicate or interfere with the effects of estrogen are a possible cause. They point to the fact that in Israel, breast cancer mortality in premenopausal women declined by 30 percent following regulations to reduce levels of DDT and carcinogenic pesticides in dietary fat. [35] Other experts believe that low-level radiation and synthetic chemicals such as chlorines are responsible for the increase in breast cancer in women. [36]

  Mainstream medicine and science have ignored the possible environmental causes of breast cancer, focusing on the identification of women with risk factors, early case finding through breast self-examination, routine mammograms, and changing lifestyles (smoking cessation, exercise, and lowering dietary fat intake). By contrast, groups like the Women's Environment and Development Organization and Greenpeace are advocating for public attention to the possible links between the environment and breast cancer. [37] Nurses have followed medicine's lead by emphasizing compliance with breast self-examination, counseling women with risk factors associated with breast cancer, and providing education regarding healthy lifestyles. However, they have not directed their attention toward the relationships between breast cancer and the environment, which are being ignored by most research organizations. Using a global, multidisciplinary perspective, nurses could network with other researchers throughout the world to coordinate investigative efforts to identify environmental causes of breast cancer.

  Emerging strains of recurring infectious diseases is another area where nurses could make a difference. AIDS, Lyme disease, the Hanta virus, the deadly Ebola virus, the recurrence of plague in India, and the increases in cholera, tuberculosis, and malaria worldwide are examples of conditions related to environmental alterations, climate changes, rapid international travel, and other human activity. [38] Although these diseases are causing illnesses and the deaths of millions of people, nurses generally do not regard scholarship or action in this arena as part of their domain. It is predicted that the epidemics will get worse as the displacement of wild populations and their habitats caused by development activities continue. International multidisciplinary efforts are required to keep ecosystems intact, minimize habitat alterations, require planners to prepare for unanticipated consequences of development, and establish a reliable global surveillance system. Acting internationally in concert with other nurses, other disciplines, and other organizations, nurses could, if they had a global vision, bring their unique skills and perspectives to addressing this type of global environmental phenomenon.

  Moving toward an ecocentric perspective will give nurses a common worldview, already held by a great proportion of the world's peoples, of oneness with a leaving planet, harmony, balance, interconnectedness, and transcendence. It will empower nurses to move beyond their present domain boundaries to align their efforts with other disciplines and organizations worldwide to address the devastating environmental problems affecting the earth and threatening all of existence.
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