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The ecological crisis is not something that is happening ‘out there’ in nature. It is anthropogenic in 

origin and increasingly impacting on the underlying conditions of human society. It has been 

proposed that the solution lies in finding the right ethical attitude towards non-human nature. In 

this dissertation I propose that a potent basis for such an ethical attitude lies in given greater 

attention to our multi-sensory experience of nature. I highlight the significance of our embodiment 

in facilitating that experience. 

 

I make my case by means of a theoretical proposal which is supported by a case study of 

ecovillages. I chose ecovillages since I believe there are a good example of ecological communities. 

My theoretical proposal relies on ideas from phenomenology, particularly those relating to 

embodiment. I propose that our embodiment draws us into community with the natural 

environment and it is by this means that we experience the biotic community of Leopold’s land 

ethic. 

 

Recognizing that some of the ideas proposed here may seem abstract or utopian I dedicate space to 

exploring how the concept of being in community with nature can engender and sustain ethical 

attitudes towards it regardless of whether one lives in an ecovillage or not.  
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1. Introduction 

No witchcraft, no enemy action had silenced the rebirth of new life in this stricken world. 
The people had done it to themselves1 - Rachel Carson   

 

We are in the midst of an ecological crisis. The biodiversity of the Earth is shrinking, with a recent 

study suggesting that we are entering the sixth mass extinction (Ceballos et al, 2015). The 

consequences of modern human society - overpopulation, pollution, soil erosion and global 

warming - threaten not only non-human life but could undermine the conditions necessary for our 

own civilization; as one of the researchers for the study put it, ‘’we are sawing off the limb that we 

are sitting on" (BBC News, 2015). Indeed, perhaps we are already starting to see evidence of this – 

from severe water shortages in California (Government of California, 2014) to the United Nations 

highlighting the growing challenge of ensuring food security by declaring 2014-15 as International 

Year of Soils (United Nations, 2015). Reconnecting human society to nature is what Thomas Berry 

has described as the great work of the present era (1999).  

 

Some have proposed that the solution lies in finding the ideal environmental ethic; the goal being a 

moral attitude towards the natural Earth environment which ensures equity for all species. Aldo 

Leopold’s land ethic argues that care for the natural environment follows from situating all species, 

human and non-human alike, within the larger community of life on Earth – the ‘’biotic 

community’’ (1949, p.210). The enduring nature of the land ethic attests to its potency, but what 

facilitates the lived experience of embeddedness within the biotic community?  

 

In this study I propose that this is achieved by our multi-sensory experience of nature; we cannot be 

in community with nature as an idea only. My theoretical approach focuses on phenomenology to 

demonstrate the significance of our embodied experience for communing with nature; for 

appreciating its qualities and recognizing its needs. Rather than using the full suite of literature on 

multi-sensory geographies I support my theoretical assertions with a case study of ecological 

communities, known as ecovillages.  

 

 
1 Carson, 2000, p.22.   
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Although many ecovillages present themselves as living examples of a different form of society and 

their practices as models which could be replicated elsewhere (Andreas et al, 2012) it is not my 

intention to argue that they are, in themselves, a solution to the ecological crisis. Rather, this 

project highlights that it is the multi-sensory experience of nature that provides the foundation for 

the lived ethical attitude towards the natural environment found in the ecovillage.  

 

Some of the arguments presented here may seem somewhat utopian; indeed I have chosen to use 

a case study of a social milieu, the ecovillage, which some consider to be a utopian project (Jackson, 

2004, p.2). Therefore, in chapter 5 I propose how these ideas may be useful to a mainstream 

society which seems unable to find a mutually beneficial relationship with the natural environment.  
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2. Embodiment as foundation for an environmental ethic 

When these organs [eyes and ears] are taken together with the organs of taste, smell 
and touch, as interactive components of a single synaesthetic perceptual system, we 
may discern that the living body is a natural clairvoyant, and that extrasensory 
perception is not extrasensory at all2 – David Abram  

 

Many different frameworks have been offered as possible foundations for an environmental ethic. 

For example, deep ecology rests on metaphysical connection between humanity and non-human 

nature (Naess, 1973), and eco-feminism proposes that attention to ‘otherness’ and the cessation of 

monological relations is a necessary component of caring appropriately for the Earth environment 

(Plumwood, 2002). Central to Leopold’s land ethic is the concept of the biotic community – the 

interdependent and interacting web of life on Earth. Since many ecological communities are 

established on a belief that human society is embedded in a larger web of life I use the land ethic as 

a foundation for this study. If we accept Leopold’s argument that considering humanity as a ‘’plain 

member’’ (1949, p.204) of the land community engenders a caring attitude towards it, then it is 

useful to explore what facilitates and sustains this sense of embeddedness within the wider Earth 

community. In this chapter I propose that this is offered by the most direct relationship we have 

with our environment – that of our perceptual embodied experience. I will use the term 

embodiment to refer to the fact that we have a body, independent of other bodies and indeed all 

other things. By perceptual embodied experience or just embodied experience I refer to our 

awareness of and interactions with bodies and things other than ourselves, which is facilitated by 

our senses. I propose that embodiment provides a rich foundation for ethical attitudes towards 

nature because of the multi-sensory experience of nature that it affords. My use of multi-sensory 

refers to the five direct senses in conjunction with emotion and imagination. I recognize that there 

are other faculties which could be considered to form part of multi-sensory experience, such as 

intuition. Figures 2.1 and 2.2 are graphical representations of my theoretical conceptions. I believe 

they are self-explanatory, so I presented them here for reference without comment.  

  

 
2 1985, p.9.  
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Phenomenology is the study of how humans discover and construct meaning through direct 

experience (Wood, 2001, p78). For the purpose of this project we do not need to proceed too 

deeply into phenomenological thought, but it will be helpful to pick up some key ideas which we 

will rely on later. As the founding figure of phenomenology Edmund Husserl considered to great 

depth the intricate nature of the interplay of subject, object, and experience. One of his key ideas, 

the lebenswelt or lifeworld, explores a ‘world’ that is common to all of us – regardless of the actual 

life circumstances we find ourselves in (Husserl, 1970). He writes that  

 

[T]he lifeworld, for us who are wakingly live in it, is always already there, existing in 
advance for us . . . as horizon. To live is always to live-in-certainty-of-the-world . . . [The 
lifeworld consists of] . . . the certainty of coming to know, through seeing, touching, 
feeling, hearing etc, the same thing through its properties, through ‘repetition’ of the 
experiences (1970, p.127). 

 

The lifeworld is the place of our direct experience, prior to thoughts about that experience. It is that 

which we count on to be available to us in our day to day lives; the shared platform from which we 

live our individual lives, yet which draws attention to our inseparability – we are all immersed in the 

lebenswelt.  

 

Important for this project, is to recognize that for Husserl the lifeworld exists between 

transcendental consciousness and what the natural sciences consider as objective matter (Abram, 

1996, p.40). Jane Howarth helps us understand Husserl’s concept when she writes,  

 

The body subject is not consciousness; it is made up largely of habits, habitual actions, 
skills which are, he [Husserl] says, ‘sedimented’ in the body. These are things we do 
intentionally, intelligently, skilfully; but the ‘we’ there is our bodies and not our conscious 
minds (1995, p.27).  
 

There is more to be said about our shared direct experience of the world, and I will develop this by 

turning to work which elaborated upon Husserl’s line of enquiry – the phenomenology of Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty.  

 

For Merleau-Ponty, Husserl did not elevate the role of the body in our experience of the world high 

enough. Where Husserl clung to the idea of a transcendental ego, Merleau-Ponty conceived of the 
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body itself as the ultimate experiencing subject – not as a mere avatar for a separate thinking mind; 

he writes,  

 

There is a body of the mind, and a mind of the body . . . The essential notion for such a 
philosophy is that of the flesh, which is not the objective body, nor the body thought by 
the soul as its own (Descartes), [but] which is the sensible in the twofold sense of [that 
which is sensed and that which senses] (1968, p.257). 

 

Merleau-Ponty points out that which we may neglect - that our ability to perceive (and therefore 

reflect on) the world around us is possible only because we have a body. Thus, thinking is more of a 

bodily function than we may realize.  

 

If the body is the seat of our experience, then our interactions with the world – our relationship 

with the world – is made possible only because of our perceptual abilities. If we were merely a 

thinking mind we could not philosophize about the environmental crisis, for example, because we 

could not be aware that such a crisis is occurring. Indeed, if we were a separate thinking mind 

would we care? The importance accorded to the mind in modern society could undermine the 

significance of sensuous interaction. According to Merleau-Ponty’s we should give greater attention 

to our direct perceptual experience and recognize that we are both a body and a mind, 

simultaneously; a mind in a body and a body in a mind.  

Merleau-Ponty uses the term ‘flesh’ in an attempt to elucidate his idea of the platform of our 

shared perceptual experience. In this conception, flesh refers both to our physical body and to the 

’’flesh of the world’’ (Abram, 1988, p.109). Flesh, in a similar vein to Husserl’s lebenswelt, attempts 

to focus in on the basis of our experience – and importantly, our shared experience. He writes,  

 

That which looks at all things can also look at itself and recognise, in what it sees, the 
'other side' of its power of looking. It sees itself seeing; it touches itself touching; it is 
visible and sensitive for itself (Johnson, 1993, p.124).   

 

For Merleau-Ponty this was not mere abstract phenomenology, but rather eco-phenomenology – 

an attempt to understand the experience of engagement with worldly others, human and non-

human. He remarked, ‘’Do a psychoanalysis of Nature: it is the flesh, the mother’’ (1968. p. 267). 

Thus, if we are pursuing an ethical attitude towards nature, an attitude based on framing our 

relationship with nature in a particular manner, then perhaps Merleau-Ponty can help guide us. Isis 
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Brook explains that Merleau-Ponty’s flesh attempts to recognize the reality of our situation of 

neither being entirely separate from the world around us, or indistinguishable from it (2005, p.361).  

 

David Abram has been a leading interpreter of Merleau-Ponty’s work as a basis for engendering a 

closer relationship with nature. He proposes that an environmental ethic should be grounded in 

greater attention to our perception of the Earth, not based on philosophical or legislative structures 

(1996, p. 69). Abram, like Merleau-Ponty in his exposition on ‘flesh’, draws attention to the two-

way nature of perception; to be able to touch implies that the subject can also be touched; to be 

able to see, that the subject can be seen. He is drawing attention to Merleau-Ponty’s assertion that 

‘’the world is made of the very stuff of the body’’ (Johnson, 1993, p.124). But Abram uses this 

understanding of perception in an ecological way which may not have occurred to Merleau-Ponty 

since, as Abram puts it, ‘’his thought never quite leaves the city’’ (1998, p.112). Abram, on the other 

hand, recognizes that it is our perceptual abilities which allow us to appreciate nature’s qualities 

and needs (1996, p.268). 

 

In The Spell of the Sensuous he explores numerous examples of oral and indigenous cultures for 

whom all of non-human nature is considered animate. He writes 

 

Enacted primarily in song, prayer, and story, among oral peoples language functions not 
simply to dialogue with other humans but also to converse with the more-than-human 
cosmos, to renew reciprocity with the surrounding power of earth and sky, to invoke 
kinship, even with those entities which, to the civilized mind, are utterly insentient and 
inert (1996, p.70).  

 

Abram is suggesting that the reciprocal nature of perception applies not only in human to human 

relationships but also between humans and their environment; ‘’perceptual reciprocity’’ (Abram, 

1996, p.69) - that our perception of nature draws attention to the fact that we can also be 

perceived - draws us into community with the Earth in the immediate sense that we are each 

sensuous to the other. In the same way that being part of a human community engenders certain 

moral and ethical expectations, so it is with our relationship with the natural environment.  

 

For some Abram’s account of the sensuous aspects of indigenous cultures bolster his project of 

grounding an environmental ethic in perception, but others see ‘orientalism’ in his work, 
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reproaching him for associating ‘’such peoples with pre-alphabetical - and hence pre-reflective - 

modes of interacting with the world’’ (Toadvine, 2005, p.159). Indeed, Toadvine proposes that 

while Merleau-Ponty considered reflection as an elaboration of perceptual experience, Abram 

treats it as a challenge to it (Toadvine, 2005, p.161). I would argue that Abram is merely attempting 

to highlight that the emergence of alphabetic culture introduced the possibility to reflect about 

nature in a manner which has the potential to be somewhat removed from it. The fact that Abram 

himself is presenting his ideas through the written word is surely not lost on him. He does not deny 

the significance of the human mind, but is proposing that multi-sensuous perception of the natural 

environment may provide more fertile ground for an environmental ethic than abstract 

philosophical argument.  

 

Abram remarks that we should bring the same attitude towards our relationship with the Earth as 

we do towards others in human society; to consider the Earth to be watchful over our actions 

(1996, p.69). While he is clearly sympathetic to the conception, common to many indigenous 

peoples, of a fantastical Earth or Earth community, he is not suggesting that human actions are 

literally being ‘watched’ by the land and the other species that live on it. Rather he is offering 

human corporeality as a basis for a ‘’perceptual kinship’’ (Toadvine, 2005, p.157) with the Earth. We 

can touch the Earth and the Earth can touch us, we can see the Earth and our actions which impact 

on it can also be seen. He writes,  

 

My divergent senses meet up with each other in the surrounding world, converging and 
comingling in the things I perceive. We may think of the sensing body as a kind of open 
circuit that completes itself only in things, and in the world (1996, p.125).  
 

Building on Merleau-Ponty, Abram not only upholds the body, the flesh, as primary experiencing 

subject, but uses that as the basis for an environmental ethic based on sensorial empathy towards 

the land (1996, p.69).  

 

Thus far we have seen that embodiment engenders an immediate sense of perceptual community 

with the Earth and facilitates our awareness of nature’s needs. In the remainder of this chapter I 

will present embodiment as a means of engendering an ethical attitude towards nature by allowing 

us to perceive its aesthetic qualities. In A Near View from the High Sierra, John Muir decries the 

tourist’s ocularcentrism as misappreciation of the extent of nature’s qualities (1894). Visual 
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qualities are means by which nature is often valued. For example, we may be motivated to protect 

a landscape for its scenic value. However, aesthetic qualities reach far beyond those we can see. In 

fact, aesthetic qualities are drawn out using input other than the primary senses. Holmes Rolston 

suggests that aesthetic appreciation must go beyond sensuous beauty; that the aesthetic 

appreciation of nature can help engender an environmental ethic but only if it goes deep enough 

(Carlson et al, 2008).  

 

In Aesthetics of the Natural Environment Emily Brady writes,  

 

Aesthetic appreciation begins in perception. The immediate, first-hand experience of 
environments and their objects constitutes the basis of all aesthetic valuing of nature. 
Perception, though, has many dimensions. It includes all of the different types of our 
sensory contact with the world – seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting and touching, 
combined with thoughts, imaginings and beliefs. All of our senses, alone and in 
conjunction with other capacities, enable the perception of aesthetic qualities (2003, 
p.123).  
 

Brady reminds us that although the direct senses are our primary perceptual tool, our aesthetic 

experience is inseparably subject to other inputs; beliefs, thoughts, imagination and emotion all 

inevitably play a part in our aesthetic judgement of an environment. Bryan Bannon asks if ecological 

values might be transformed by engaging with our aesthetic experience of nature (2011, p.416). I 

contend that ecological values can be transformed most effectively by our multi-sensory aesthetic 

engagement with nature.  

 

Although we often prioritise visual information, it may be useful to consider beyond what an 

environment immediately presents to us. For example, a seemingly inert and uninteresting 

landscape may contain a vast network of life under the surface and wild animals who are expert at 

keeping out-with easy reach of human eyes. By invoking our imagination – ideally in conjunction 

with a well-developed thought process – we may be able to ‘’achieve new ways of seeing’’ (Brady, 

2003, p.157). We can employ the full range of our sensory abilities and consider the land in a more 

sympathetic manner – even if it does not immediately present positive aesthetic qualities to us. 

Brady writes that, ‘’the senses enable aesthetic engagement with environments and provide a 

primary route to the discovery of aesthetic qualities . . . Practising multi-sensuous perception may 

lead to greater aesthetic sensitivity . . .  with our natural environment’’ (2003, p.128).  Thus it is our 
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embodied faculties which allow us to draw out nature’s qualities – for example, by imagining the 

interaction of lifeforms that may exist under the surface of an apparently barren landscape.  

 

However, some argue that the aesthetic appreciation of nature must rest on more than just 

sensuous engagement. Allen Carlson has been a staunch advocate for the necessity of bringing 

scientific understanding to aesthetic appreciation (2010). It is not my intention to present these 

arguments here. I merely want to recognize that for some the embodied experience of nature is not 

sufficient to form an aesthetic appreciation of it. In her discussion of the ambient and narrative 

approaches to the aesthetic appreciation of nature, Cheryl Foster writes that proponents of the 

narrative (read, scientific) approach, ‘’sometimes overlook how we ponder the world as 

existentially embodied beings, as individuals in search of transmogrified fact’’ (1998, p.132).  

 

While the picturesque may provide motivation for some to protect nature, generally we can 

discover nature’s qualities by focusing our full multi-sensory apparatus on it. However, Yuriko Saito 

points out that there may be cases where nature cannot, and should not, be appreciated 

aesthetically. For example, if our experience of some natural phenomena is dominated by its 

endangering aspects (1996, p.109). She contends that it may be morally wrong to attempt to 

appreciate such aspects of nature aesthetically. Although I take Saito’s point, she seems to be 

referring to examples of nature which human society is not impacting on. It may be morally 

unacceptable to celebrate a powerful storm knowing that it may cause significant damage or loss of 

life, but forming an aesthetic appreciation of such phenomena would not change our behaviour 

towards it. My interest is in how our embodiment facilitates the aesthetic appreciation of aspects 

of nature that we are impacting.  

 

Holmes Rolston proposes that science can engage us too objectively with the natural environment 

and that we must also encounter landscapes by ‘’being embodied in them’’ (1995, p.381). I have 

shown that attention to our perceptual embodied experience can form the basis of a closer 

relationship with nature by drawing us into perceptual community with the Earth and by facilitating 

an aesthetic appreciation of nature which draws out its qualities. Why then, given that perception 

comes so readily to us, are we in the midst of a seemingly worsening environmental crisis? It is 

because our modern lives do not afford space or motivation to sincerely contemplate our 

perceptual experience of nature? Has nature become an externality that we systematically rely on 
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yet systematically deny? (Plumwood, 2002) While this may be generally true of mainstream society, 

alternative lifestyles do exist. The ecovillage milieu seems to offer an example of communities 

where sensitivity to our relationship with, and dependence upon, nature has been somewhat 

recovered; where lifestyles are attuned to the ethical constraints of being embedded in the larger 

web of life on Earth.  
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3. Exploring community in the ecovillage 

Ecovillagers believe that if they can inspire and encourage enough people to also adopt 
this way of life, it can lead to a more ecological future for everyone3 – Diana Christian 

 
 
In this chapter I explore the common features of ecovillages and consider the motivations of those 

who choose to live there. The goal is to offer a balanced presentation, keeping in mind that 

ecovillages range widely in scale, location and form (De Young et al, 2012, p.130). This chapter 

offers a general overview of ecovillages, whereas in chapter 4 I present specific examples of 

practices taking place in ecovillages as reported by research participants.  

 

Intentional communities have existed for over two and a half millennia with the oldest recorded, 

Homakoeion, founded by Pythagoras around 525 BC in what is now southern Italy (Andreas et al, 

2012, p.22). Intentional communities are formed with the common aim of supporting a lifestyle 

which attempts to ameliorate the perceived inadequacies of mainstream society. Bill Metcalf 

defines an ecovillage as ‘’an intentional community where environmental sustainability is sought, 

along with social justice, equality, [and] peace’’ (Andreas et al, 2012, p.21). Writing in Permaculture, 

Ross Jackson states that ecovillages are best framed as a part of the anti-globalisation movement 

(2004, p.1). One study suggests there are around 5,000 ecovillages globally whereas another, using 

a more inclusive definition, estimates there may be as many as 15,000 (Kasper, 2008 ,p.14). It is 

likely that many ecovillages are not registered as such, particularly in the global south. In Divorced 

from Reality, Mary Garden points out that the Global Ecovillage Network (GEN) is a self-appointed 

organization with its management committee making the final decision on whether a community 

meets their criteria as an ecovillage (2006). She gives examples of communities from Australia who 

seem to meet the criteria but who have been denied ecovillage status.   

The first formal definition of the ecovillage was offered by Robert Gilman as ‘’an intentional 

community, which is human-scaled, full-featured, harmlessly integrated with nature, supports 

healthy human development and is sustainable’’ (Gilman, 1991). According to former GEN 

president Jonathan Dawson, this definition is too exclusive and denies ecovillage status to 

communities which are in the early stages of development (which many are) or which do not 

 
3 Andreas et al, 2012, p.19  
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contain all of the features which Gilman’s definition demands (2006). Dawson points out that 

ecovillages are constantly evolving in response to the conditions of mainstream society; the 

‘features’ in Gilman’s definition are not static.  

 

Figure 3.1 The Community Centre in the ZEGG ecovillage (Source: ZEGG, n.d.)  

 
The term ecovillage immediately provides insight into what the underlying motivation behind such 

communities may be – ecological sustainability. Although it is true that all ecovillages have this 

motivation to a greater or lesser extent, there are many other incentives driving people to live out-

with mainstream society in this manner. In this chapter I present ecovillages with a focus on the 

desire to be in community - both human social community and as part of the wider community of 

all life on Earth. 
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To get a flavour for the variety of ecovillage Raison d'etre it is useful to view some ecovillage 

mission or vision statements. The following were taken from the websites of ecovillages who 

participated in this study:  

 

Lost Valley is home to a diversity of residents who choose to co-create their lives 
together because they understand the importance of responsible living in our world 
today, on an ecological, cultural, and spiritual level. Our interest in living our dreams and 
educating others naturally flows from this awareness.4  
 
Our deepest inspiration is bringing two aspects of change together - a sustainable way 
of living and space for inner growth. ZEGG is a living experiment and a place for 
transformation.5 

 
The Urban Ecology Australia vision is the transformation of conventional cities into 
Ecological Cities – vibrant, equitable, socially supportive, ecologically sustaining and 
economically viable communities.6  

 
Hummingbird Community is a family of pioneering souls whose vision is to cultivate a 
joyful, vibrant, co-creative culture in service to the evolution of consciousness. At our 
core we are cultivating a resonant field of safety, trust, playfulness, appreciation and 
love that nurtures our spiritual growth and empowers the fulfilment of our soul’s 
purpose.7 
 

 

While most of these statements do appeal to ecological sensitivity, a range of other values are 

present; social, spiritual, cultural, and educational are blended through the desire to live more 

harmoniously with the surrounding natural environment. This is not necessarily surprising – after 

all, ecological awareness is cultivated within a social or cultural narrative – but it reinforces that a 

variety of types of ecovillage exist, each with its own idea of the role they wish to fulfil (Jackson, 

2004, p.2).  

 

 
4 Lost Valley Education and Event Centre (n.d.) About the Community [Internet]. Available from: 
http://lostvalley.org/community/about-the-community [Accessed 21st June 2015].  
5 ZEGG Center for Experimental Cultural and Social Design (nd) Communal Living as an Alternative to Profit and 
Consumer Mentality [Internet]. Available from: http://www.zegg.de/en [Accessed 21st June 2015].  
6 Urban Ecology Australia Inc (2013), Vision [Internet]. Available from: http://www.urbanecology.org.au/about/vision/ 
[Accessed 21st June 2015].  
7 Hummingbird Centre for a Co-creative World (2012/13), Vision / Mission [Internet]. Available from: 
http://www.hummingbirdcommunity.org/hbcommunity/visionmission [Accessed 21st June 2015].   
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It would be amiss to proceed too far into a presentation of ecovillages without discussing ecological 

sustainability. Perhaps the first thing to note is that while in mainstream society geographical space 

is delineated by country, state, district, city / town, and so on, it is common for ecovillagers – those 

who live in ecovillages - to consider place in ecological terms. While reflecting on her ethnographic 

ecovillage research, Debbie Kasper writes,  

 

Place, for them [ecovillagers], is not just a house, a town, or a state. Rather, it is a living 
system within other systems, a process within processes. Many of the people I spoke 
with used the term ‘bioregion’ to describe where they live (2008, p.22).  

 

Conceiving of place in this manner creates a stronger link between the ecovillage and the 

surrounding environment. As a consequence it is common for ecovillagers to mostly eat food grown 

in their own community or bioregion, to use local building materials and to hold ceremonies 

celebrating the local land (Lockyer, 2008); they could be said to be ‘dwelling’ in the sense of 

Heidegger, which recognizes an intimacy between where and how we live (Howarth, 1995, p.25).   

But while attention to local resources and conditions may be strong in the ecovillage, the 

motivation to live ecologically sustainable lives also arises from the recognition of the global 

environmental challenges faced in the modern era. One ecovillager wrote,  

 

For me this relationship is no question because for me the whole humatiy [humanity] is 
part of the earth community. On a materialistic level all humans are part of life, part of 
the never ending process of evolution (Respondent 20).  

 

In the ecovillage, it is common to find practices and facilities designed with sustainability in mind. 

For example, the Findhorn Ecovillage has become somewhat of a showcase for ecological design, 

creating buildings using a range of techniques and materials.8 Additionally, they implemented the 

‘Living Machine’ – a biological waste treatment facility which has been replicated in other 

communities, they have community wind turbines, shared electric vehicles, and attempt to reduce 

their resource use through practices such as a daily communal lunch. These provisions, in addition 

to the prevalence of low-impact lifestyle choices, has resulted in Findhorn having a celebrated low 

ecological footprint – around half of the UK average (Tinsley et al, 2006). While each ecovillage 

 
8 http://www.ecovillagefindhorn.com/ecohomes/specification  
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forges its own path in attempting to fulfil its mission, the example from Findhorn demonstrates 

features present in many ecovillages.  

 

 

Figure 3.2 Christie Walk, Adelaide (Source: Urban Ecology Australia Inc, n.d.)  

 
Contrary to mainstream society’s apparent conception of a nature / culture dualism, the ecological 

paradigm of the ecovillage draws attention to the reliance of humanity on non-human nature. 

Joshua Lockyer captures a sense of this when he writes, ‘’Ecovillagers essentially are attempting to 

internalize what economists refer to as externalities’’ (Lockyer et al, 2013, p.16). In such a 

conception, responsibility for the by-products of human habitation – waste, pollution, and 

overexploitation – is accounted for within the ethos and actions of the community; they are 

attempting to close the circle of ecological inputs and outputs. Perhaps this follows from situating 

the ecovillage within the local bioregion and ecological resources, rather than viewing nature as a 

collection of resources for use by a separate human society. This is supported by the comments of 

one ecovillager who wrote,  

 
Nature is a system of systems. As individuals, we are a system in and of ourselves, but 
we also interact with other systems that make up our natural world. Systems can either 
work together, or in opposition. It seems wise to work in collaboration with other 
systems . . . particularly those ones supporting your very existence (Respondent 7).  
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Human social community is an important aspect of the ecovillage. Many ecovillagers consider social 

capital as the most useful replacement for the exploitation of natural resources in mainstream 

society. They may, for example, consider there to be excessive individualism outside of ecovillages 

which ultimately impacts on natural resource use through a lack of sharing, excessive waste and 

increased materialism. One ecovillage remarked, 

 

Ecovillagers are undertaking a profound quest: to show us what it might be like to leap 
from the dominant paradigm of materialism and environmental callousness to that 
imagined future paradigm in which people live simple, satisfying, cooperative lives in 
balance with the natural world, harming nothing and no one (Andreas et al, 2012, p.19).   

 

Many ecovillagers desire to be in a community where they feel supported in their efforts to tread 

lightly on the Earth and where those efforts are aligned with other residents and with the 

community ethos. One ecovillage resident remarked that if she falls there is always a fellow 

community member there to catch her (Lockyer et al, 2011, p.16).  

 

Human social community is important in the ecovillage but there is also a strong belief of being part 

of the wider network of life on Earth. One ecovillage resident explained their relationship to the 

Earth in this way; ‘’I perceive myself as a part of life, of earth. That there is an interconnection and 

an energy exchange between beings, be they animal or plant, and in a bigger picture with the 

universe’’ (Respondent 8). In the ecovillage research I conducted there was unanimous agreement 

on there being no nature / culture divide; that humanity is very much part of the Earth community 

which contains all life.9 This is consistent with the ‘biotic community’ as presented in Leopold’s land 

ethic, where he draws attention to the interdependency of all life and, in particular, that humans 

are not exempt from this (1949, p.205). Debbie Kasper suggests that by attempting to form a 

harmonious community amongst themselves and with the Earth, ecovillages are attempting to 

‘’demonstrate the ethical evolutionary progress that Leopold deems necessary’’ (2008, p.22). In 

other words, they are trying to develop a land ethic. Undoubtedly one can find various forms of 

community outside of the ecovillage but, as Kasper puts it, what distinguishes the ecovillage is 

grounding their ethical attitude towards nature in a wider notion of community (2008, p.12). 

 
9 See Appendix I question 19.  
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Ecovillagers see themselves as embedded in planetary socioecological systems rather than refugees 

from what they may see as failures in the mainstream (Litfin, 2012, p.136).  

 

In attempting to build a picture of what ecovillages are and what they are not, it is important to 

address common misconceptions. We saw earlier that the original definition given of an ecovillage 

is dissatisfying to some because it suggests that ecovillages exist in a finished state (Dawson, 2006). 

However, a brief tour of the GEN database and subsequent follow up reveals that many ecovillages 

are in the early stages of development. Many are actively advertising for additional residents with 

some hoping to entice prospective residents by providing details of their future expansion plans. 

For example, Zegg – a well-known ecovillage in eastern Germany, emphasizes that it is a ‘’living 

experiment’’10 rather than a completed project. This notion of lifestyle ‘trial and error’ is repeated 

in many ecovillages. Indeed, the entire ecovillage milieu could be considered as an experiment in 

alternative and sustainable living. If we frame ecovillages as a response to what the ecological crisis 

hints at as a failed political ecology in the mainstream, then it makes sense that they cannot be 

static entities, but will change dynamically as global conditions, economic and ecological, change 

(Jackson, 2004, p.2).  

 

Indeed, global economic conditions are surprisingly relevant to the ecovillage. Dawson points out 

that while some ecovillagers may attempt to undermine the global economy by working in their 

community or using local currencies – for example, the Credito in Damanhur, Italy, and the Eko in 

Findhorn, Scotland - most ecovillages are inextricably tied to the destructive global economy that 

surrounds them (2006, p.56). He further proposes that ecovillages cannot resist the ‘power’ of the 

global economy and that the best hope for the ecovillage model to thrive and spread its message 

about alternative and sustainable lifestyles is by forming alliances with other organizations, 

including those within the mainstream (2006). In being unable to resist the pull of the global 

economy, many ecovillages end up being coupled to the very thing they started out determined to 

counter. This seems to support Takis Fotopoulos’s argument that in bypassing mainstream 

institutions ecovillages undermine their ability to affect the social or ecological change they deem 

necessary (2000).   

 

 
10 See Footnote 2.  
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Figures 1 and 2 demonstrate effectively the difficulty of generalizing what life is like in an 

ecovillage. Figure 1 shows the ZEGG ecovillage in Germany. It is set in a rural location with buildings 

spread throughout the green spaces and patches of trees. A large communal building is at the 

centre of the community. Figure 2 shows a building from Christie’s Walk in Australia. This 

community of twenty-seven homes is set in an urban location and features many modern 

technologies aimed at reducing resident’s ecological impact. Clearly these two ecovillages are very 

different in nature. In some ecovillages residents may work in the community, while in others – 

particularly those developed as community housing projects such as Ecovillage Ithaca – residents 

mostly continue to work in mainstream society. In some ecovillages emphasis is placed on 

communal activities while in others residents may lead more independent lives. It has been 

observed that ecovillagers are generally able to live comfortably on $8,000 to $10,000 per year 

because they often share resources (Litfin, 2012, p.138).   

 

Although ecovillages may look very different there is generally significant cross-over in the lifestyles 

residents lead. This is seen particularly in that ecovillages are designed around social opportunities 

and social cohesion. It is common to find communal buildings and activities. In ecovillages which 

have a spiritual focus practices such as yoga and meditation are common. Communal meals are a 

popular means of supporting social cohesion while also reducing waste. Jackson writes that ‘’they 

[ecovillages] offer an alternative to . . . the institutionalisation of social services’’ (2004, p.4). Many 

ecovillages have formal means of mediating conflicts. For example, ZEGG developed the ZEGG 

Forum.11 Although not all ecovillages are founded on spiritual principles many residents adopt a 

spiritual sensitivity since a change in consciousness is often a factor in choosing the lifestyle they 

have (Jackson, 2012, p5). It is common to find the sharing of, in particular, consumer goods. Karen 

Litfin, who spent a year researching ecovillages in residence at fourteen different communities, 

points out that ecovillages effectively blend low and high-tech. She writes of finding ‘’computer 

programmers, web designers, and telecommuters living in solar-powered treehouses, adobe 

cabins, and rammed-earth huts (De Young et al, 2012, p.134).  

 

Unsurprisingly, the strong ecological focus in ecovillages means that many are built in a pleasant 

natural setting or create their own environment by planting trees, creating water pools or planting 

 
11 http://www.zegg-forum.org  
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habitat for local wildlife. Additionally one would expect to find food production and communal 

recreational activities focused on being outdoors. Composting and the re-use of grey water are 

common practices, as is the collection and use of rain water (De Young et al, 2012, p.132). I alluded 

earlier to the ‘living machine’ waste treatment system in use in the Findhorn community. In 

general, the lifestyles of ecovillagers are simple with social interactions replacing the consumerist 

aspect of mainstream society.   
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4. Sustaining ecological attitudes    

 

A land ethic changes the role of Homo Sapiens from conqueror of the land community to plain 
member and citizen of it12 – Aldo Leopold 

 

The world is made of the same stuff as the body13 – Maurice Merleau-Ponty 

 

In the preceding chapters I made reference to research into ecovillages which I conducted as part of 

this study. In this chapter I present my findings, my interpretation of those findings and show how 

the empirical evidence supports the theoretical framework of this dissertation. A summary of my 

research results can be found in Appendix I, and in Appendix II I present two complete sample 

surveys so that the reader can see all of the questions that were included.  

 

Since much of this study focuses on ecovillages, it was important to conduct research into one or 

more such communities. Since the Findhorn ecovillage – one of the most well-known and active 

ecological communities – is near to where I live, my initial intention was to conduct my research 

there, ideally in residence. However, although the community was agreeable to this, it was made 

clear that my interactions with residents would be limited, scheduled, and that they believed my 

presence would, in itself, invalidate my results. Concerned about the ‘staging’ of my interactions I 

decided against this option. Initially this seemed like a disappointing outcome but it motivated me 

to focus my research on multiple ecovillages instead. Ultimately I believe this was a richer approach 

since, as has already been discussed, ecovillages vary greatly in form and scale so to capture their 

general sense it was most effective to study many different communities. To achieve this I used the 

GEN database14 to contact 30 ecovillages to ask if they would be interested in responding to my 

questionnaire. I received 32 survey responses from 11 ecovillages that I know of – three 

respondents did not give details of the community in which they live. Figure 4.1 details the 

ecovillages who participated in the survey.15  

 

 
12 Leopold, 1949, p.206. 
13 Johnson, 1993, p.124. 
14 http://sites.ecovillage.org/projects/map  
15 Note that three respondents did not disclose the name of their community or their country of residence.  
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NAME COUNTRY RESIDENTS RESPONSES 

    
ATAMAI VILLAGE NEW ZEALAND  200 2 
BRAZIERS PARK UK 12 2 

CITE ECOLOGIQUE DE HAM-NORD CANADA  150 3 
CITE ECOLOGIQUE OF NEW HAMPSHIRE CANADA 35 1 

CHRISTIE WALK AUSTRALIA 40 3 
HUMMINGBIRD UNITED STATES 21 4 

KASTEEL NIEUWENHOVEN BELGIUM  Unknown  1 
KOMMUNE NIEDERKAUFUNGEN GERMANY  80 2 

LOST VALLEY  UNITED STATES 45 3 
ST. MICHAELS  COSTA RICA 35 1 

ZEGG GERMANY  100 7 

 
Figure 4.1 Participating Ecovillages  

 
 
I acknowledge that ideally this research would have been conducted in residence in a variety of 

ecovillages for long enough to be able to answer my research questions through first-hand 

experience and interaction with community residents; research of this nature conducted at a 

distance cannot hope to fully ‘get under the skin’ of such a community. However, since I had limited 

time available for this study and a goal of minimizing costs, in the end to meet all of these needs I 

chose to follow accepted human geography practice and ask my research questions using a survey 

(Goddwin, 2004, p.132). Furthermore, to allow me to easily reach a variety of communities and to 

provide a straight-forward means for respondents to answer the questions when it was most 

convenient for them, I used the online platform Survey Monkey. It should be noted that Survey 

Monkey was used to gather data only and not as an analytical tool. Any analysis, interpretation or 

presentation of the data is my own.  

 

In total I asked 36 questions of which 11 were open-ended to allow the respondent to elaborate on 

their yes / no answers. Questions were presented in three sections; section A gathered 

demographic information, section B explored respondents’ perceptual experience of the natural 

environment, and section C asked respondents’ about their relationship with the natural 

environment.  

 

I now proceed to discuss the findings of my research, from which I draw three conclusions in 

particular. Firstly, that ecovillages strongly align themselves with the wider community of life on 
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Earth, not just human society. Secondly, that it is multi-sensory experience which facilitates the 

sense of being part of this more than human community. And thirdly, that the multi-sensory 

experience of nature – leading to a sense of being in community with nature – motivates an ethical 

attitude towards nature in the ecovillage. The remainder of this chapter is presented in three sub-

sections to assist the reader in following my line of enquiry. Although the key research results I use 

to draw my conclusions are presented in the main body the reader may find it helpful to scan 

through Appendix I in conjunction with reading this chapter. If the three conclusions mentioned 

above are convincingly established, and since many ecovillages have demonstrably low ecological 

footprints,16 I will have made at least a link between multi-sensory perception of the natural 

environment and environmentally conscious behaviours.  

 

i – Embeddedness in the Earth community 

 

The survey data shows that there is a strong belief in the ecovillage of being embedded in the wider 

community of all life on Earth. All of the individual respondents aligned themselves with this notion 

and 91% of responses in consideration of the entire ecovillage community did also.17 Furthermore, 

96% and 82% respectively said that this was an important idea to them.18 Ecovillagers neither 

consider themselves separate from this larger web of life or as an exceptional part of it. One survey 

respondent illustrated this point by comparing herself to a leaf on a tree, highlighting the common 

temporary nature of herself and the leaf (Respondent 21). This is consistent with how Leopold 

presents humanity as a ‘’plain’’ member of the biotic community as a means of encouraging a 

consistent ethical attitude towards all life (Leopold, 1949, p.204).  

 

But for the purpose of this study perhaps the most potent result is that 96% of individuals and 90% 

of community responses reported that the notion of being part of the wider Earth community 

influences their life choices.19 This is a strong expression that for ecovillagers being part of the 

larger community of life on Earth is not just a useful idea, but is actually being lived out in their 

 
16 See Tinsley et al, 2006 and Sherry, 2014.   
17 See Appendix I, question 1.  
18 See Appendix I, question 2.  
19 See Appendix I, question 14.   
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communities. One respondent wrote, ‘’all living things inhabit the earth together and depend on 

each other in ways we don't understand’’ (Respondent 16). Not only does this speak to the 

inclusion of humanity in the larger Earth community but it also resonates with Leopold’s assertion 

that the complexity of the interactions in this community are beyond human understanding 

(Leopold, 1993, p.315). Recognizing that we do not fully understand how the web of life 

interoperates reduces any sense of dominance we may have over other species or the Earth itself. 

This lack of understanding, taken together with our dependence on other members of the biotic 

community, displaces humanity from the centre of moral considerability. Indeed one ecovillager 

said that they do not think in terms of a relationship between human society and nature since that 

implies separateness where they see none (Respondent 28).  

 

Another respondent remarked that they conceive of the relationship between their community and 

the larger Earth community as being based on ‘’acceptance, respect, and kindness – love’’ 

(Respondent 15). The use of such strong language speaks of the intimate nature of the relationship 

between ecovillagers and their environment. This resonates with Leopold’s contention that ‘’love, 

respect, and admiration’’ (1949, p.13) must be the basis for an ethical attitude towards the Earth. It 

would seem that ecovillages are not attempting to form a niche within human society, but to live in 

a manner which reflects a belief of being embedded within the larger web of all life on Earth. 

 

ii - Multi-sensory experience of nature 

 

It is clear that ecovillages strongly consider their communities as embedded within the larger Earth 

community, and that such a conception is important enough to them that it influences their 

lifestyle choices. For communities that place ecological sustainability at their core this is perhaps 

not surprising. To explore what facilitates the experience of the relationship between the ecovillage 

community and nature I asked questions about multi-sensory practices focused on perception of 

nature, feelings towards nature and imagination about nature. Respondents reported a high level 

of engagement with practices designed to stimulate the direct sensory experience of nature (81% 

individual and 85% community),20 fewer reported practices designed to draw attention to feelings 

 
20 See Appendix I, question 7. 
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about nature (69% individual and 67% community),21 and fewer still reported using practices 

designed to stimulate their imagination about nature (61% individual and 48% community).22 

Perhaps this is expected since the primary senses are more at the forefront of our experience, with 

feelings and imagination often playing a role of deepening what we immediately experience 

through the direct senses (Brady, 2003, p.146). But my interest is not to interrogate these results, 

but rather to highlight the prevalence of multi-sensory engagement with nature found in the 

ecovillage.  

 

In chapter two we saw that phenomenologist Merleau-Ponty offered his conception of the ‘’flesh’’ 

to describe our shared direct experience of the world. He draws attention to our embodiment 

facilitating our ability to sense and also to make us sensible; in his words ‘’my body is a thing among 

things; it is one of them. It is caught in the fabric of the world, and its cohesion is that of a thing’’ 

(Johnson, 1993, p.124). He reminds us that embodiment facilitates our relationship with non-

human nature. While the intellect allows us to reflect on experience, the experience itself occurs 

because we are embedded in the flesh of the world. The research results suggest that in the 

ecovillage significant attention is given to the multi-sensory embodied experience of nature. In the 

next section I will show later how such experience underpins ethical attitudes towards nature in the 

ecovillage.  

 

Although the quantitative results attest to the significance of the multi-sensory experience of 

nature and multi-sensory practices in the ecovillage, we get a greater sense of the depth of those 

experiences if we look at some of the practices that were reported. One survey respondent 

remarked that they dedicate time to being in a natural environment where they can observe and 

acknowledge nature’s progress, and that they stimulate their imagination about nature by seeing 

pictures in cloud formations and scripting the conversation between birds (Respondent 26). 

Another described how at certain times of year they have a lantern walk designed to experience 

the dark and cold of a winter’s night, and how at other times they walk through their orchard to 

look at the fruit which grows there (Respondent 16). While the mind clearly plays a role in these 

practices, it is the body’s multi-sensory capacities that facilitates the experience. One is reminded 

 
21 See Appendix I, question 9.  
22 See Appendix I, question 11. 
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of Merleau-Ponty’s statement that there is a mind of the body and a body of the mind (1968, 

p.257); what we often consider to be thoughts about something is actually thoughts about our 

experience of that something. To some extent thoughts mask our direct experience. It may seem 

that we can create experience out of thought, but in actuality the experience always comes first; 

this is Husserl’s lebenswelt.   

 

There are two striking features of the reports made by ecovillagers about their engagement with 

nature. Firstly, the depth of the experience. And secondly, that the practices described attempt to 

act for the benefit of non-human nature or to uphold its qualities. Of course, one does not have to 

live in an ecological community or engage in the practices described by ecovillagers to commune 

with nature. One can commune with nature by a quick walk through an urban park, by tending to a 

suburban garden or by weekend trips to a local nature reserve. Such practices could be dismissed 

as instrumental from some quarters. For example, that trips to a nature reserve facilitate relaxation 

and quiet, but do nothing for nature. However, we should be cautious about judging such practices 

since the nature reserve dweller may, for instance, engage in significant aesthetic appreciation of 

their walking environment. Mary Garden objects to ecovillages on the grounds that they imply that 

ecological living is not possible in mainstream society (2006). I am not suggesting that only those 

who live in an ecovillage can claim to commune with nature. I merely wish to highlight the fact that 

the lifestyle they have chosen and the environment in which they live affords greater opportunity 

to do so. In contrast to overt practices for communing with nature in the mainstream, ecovillagers 

engagement is woven through their lives by design.   

 

The research evidence suggests that in the ecovillage there is a consistent phenomenological 

appreciation of nature. In response to being asked to describe practices designed to draw attention 

to how one feels about nature one respondent wrote,  

 

It's more of a feeling/knowing/Being/Becoming experience rather than just about how I 
feel about the natural environment. Nature is no longer experienced as an object, rather 
a direct experience of and as the Livingness and Divinity of everything (Respondent 27). 
 

This comment is an excellent example of how the experience of nature is blended through the lives 

of ecovillagers and it is noticeable that ‘feeling’ (a bodily sensation) comes first. Nature is not 

considered as a discrete entity such as a ‘garden’ or ‘park’ - but rather as something that one is 
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always embedded within - the flesh of the world. An excellent example of the sincerity that 

ecovillagers bring to their relationship with nature is the description by one person of running 

counselling sessions designed for fellow ecovillagers to explore and release emotional hurts about 

the natural environment (Respondent 29). Ecovillagers may proactively explore their feelings about 

nature in the same way that in human society people may explore their feelings about their 

interpersonal relationships. In this way the multi-sensory experience of nature in the ecovillage - in 

this case the emotional experience - reinforces the idea of inclusion within the larger community of 

life on Earth.  

 

Building on Merleau-Ponty’s notion of the flesh, Abram suggests that our embodiment draws us 

into community with our environment simply by the fact that it is, as Merleau-Ponty put it, ‘’made 

of the very stuff of the body’’ (Johnson, 1993, p.124). We can make sense of the world around us 

because it consists of the same matter as us and obeys operating principles – natural laws – that 

our bodies are also subject to. In contrast we cannot relate to a subatomic particle, for example, 

since we cannot readily experience how it behaves and because it is subject to different operating 

principles than those our bodies are subject to; we cannot feel a sense of community with the 

micro subatomic world as we can with the macro world of our everyday experience. Abram draws 

attention to the role of that which is not us to facilitate our sensory perception. As mentioned 

earlier, he illustrates this idea by conceptualizing the body as a circuit which is completed in those 

things which are separate from it (1996, p.125). This is not a metaphysical conception but aims to 

draws attention to the fact that our experience depends on there being a surrounding environment 

which we are capable of experiencing. Our body is a thing among things and this gives us a sense of 

being in the community of those things, of being in community with non-human nature.     

 

iii - Motivation for an ethical attitude towards nature 

 

We have seen that ecovillages strongly consider themselves as part of the wider community of life 

on Earth and that this relationship is focused by bringing attention to the multi-sensory experience 

of nature. In this section I consider what the research data reveals about the role that multi-sensory 

experience plays in motivating an ethical attitude towards nature in the ecovillage. There has been 

considerable anthropogenic destruction in recent history as is demonstrated by the coining of the 
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term ‘the Anthropocene’ to describe the influence that human behaviour is having on the Earth’s 

systems (Crutzen et al, 2000). How can we be so aware of our reliance on nature yet seemingly so 

blasé about protecting it? In this section I propose that it is the multi-sensory experience of nature, 

rather than ideas about it, which is the basis of the ethical attitude towards nature that we find in 

the ecovillage.   

 

One survey respondent remarked that sensuous input allows them to experience the living nature 

of our environment rather than objectifying it in a mechanical way (Respondent 27). This is an 

excellent reminder that the mind is useful for framing nature conceptually and attempting to probe 

its mechanisms, but does not facilitate our feelings about it - that is a function of the body. Leopold 

wrote that an ethical relation to the land cannot exist without love and admiration (1949, p.13) and 

many survey responses echo this. For example, one ecovillager wrote that ‘’to perceive nature 

means to see, feel and care for nature’’ (Respondent 28) and another reported that it is their multi-

sensuous experience which facilitates contact with nature – further asserting that such contact is 

the basis for valuing the Earth environment (Respondent 13). A key theme emerging from these 

statements is a connection between the multi-sensory experience of nature and the valuing of it; 

there is a notable absence of ‘thinking’ recorded in the responses. I am not suggesting that the 

mind is a hindrance to valuing nature, but am attempting to emphasize the importance of the 

embodied experience for both perceiving nature and conveying our feelings about it. Of course, 

even to consider nature as a purely theoretical object, we still rely on the input of our senses. But 

there is a marked difference between using the direct senses passively as a means of gathering 

information for consideration and using the multi-senses actively as a means of discovering nature’s 

qualities (Brady, 2003, p.128).  

 

Toadvine writes that the usefulness of phenomenology to environmental ethics is to consider the 

relationship ‘’between our pre-reflective experience and reflection on this experience’’ (Toadvine, 

2005, p.156). He is suggesting that our direct experience of nature – our immediate embodied 

experience - can inform ethical attitudes towards it. Modern ecovillages are not preliterate 

societies akin to some of the indigenous cultures that Abram reports (1996). Indeed, many 

ecovillages have substantial educational programmes for both residents and visitors, and the Global 

Ecovillage Network operates five regional learning centres; the mind clearly plays a very active role 

in the ecovillage. That said, 91% of survey respondents reported that multi-sensory experience of 
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nature contributes to their valuing of it and many respondents connected perceptual experience, 

community, and a caring attitude towards the non-human natural environment in their remarks. 

One ecovillager wrote that his community is based on a simple, practical arrangement with as little 

philosophy as possible; that their raison d'etre is to pursue an attitude of non-separation with non-

human nature and to minimize the role of ‘’cerebral concepts’’ (Respondent 2). Perhaps we can 

interpret ‘non-separation’ as implying community – the wider community of life on Earth, the biotic 

community.  

 

Leopold used the term biotic community to suggest that there is no nature / culture divide as a 

means of motivating us to value the land and the other lifeforms that live within it. Abram, on the 

other hand, is less interested in an ecological sense of community than he is in community based on 

perceptual experience. He draws attention to the common materiality of our bodies and the 

environment as a means of immediately bringing the two together and also highlights the necessity 

of our sensory interaction with the environment for facilitating our awareness of its needs (1996, 

p.268). Where Merleau-Ponty was satisfied with the significance of the flesh of the world for its 

own sake, Abram realizes its potential as the basis for an environmental ethic.  

 

We find support for Abram’s assertion about awareness of nature’s needs in the research data – 

particularly in the comments that survey respondents made. For example, one ecovillager wrote, 

‘’More an[d] more I perceive nature as part of myself. Firstly just the closer environment, then 

more and more. I then naturally want to take care of it’’ (Respondent 21). Another wrote that we 

will not value nature unless we have directly experienced it and that nature should be experienced 

frequently or else we may forget its importance amidst busy modern lives (Respondent 16). These 

comments attest to the ease with which ecovillagers adopt an ethical attitude towards nature once 

they engage with it sensuously. As Abram points out, such engagement makes nature’s needs clear 

to us. As a final example, one person wrote that sensuous engagement with nature highlights how 

important it is to us; further remarking that, ‘’without nature, we wouldn't have any of those things 

that we most cherish’’ (Respondent 17).  

 

Jane Howarth uses the idea of cherishing to explore the contrast between valuing nature 

instrumentally and valuing it for the qualities it possesses, its intrinsic value. Cherishing, she 

contends, applies to the later only and has three aspects; she writes, ‘’What one cherishes, one 
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takes care of; what one cherishes is irreplaceable; and there is a history of past interactions with 

the cherished object’’ (Howarth, 2000, p.164). If we consider past interactions as not just time 

spent in nature but as humanity’s co-evolution with other species and the land itself, then we see 

that including humanity within the biotic community may be a potent force for engendering an 

ethical attitude towards nature; in the ecovillage, the multi-sensory experience of nature is the 

basis for cherishing it.  
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5. In community with nature   

In short, a land ethic changes the role of Homo sapiens from conqueror of the land community to 
plain member and citizen of it23 – Aldo Leopold 

 
 
The primary motivation for this study is to offer a potentially fruitful route to a more harmonious 

relationship between human society and non-human nature. In Realizing Utopia, Geseko von Lüpke 

describes ecovillages as ‘’islands of the future’’ (Andreas et al, 2010, p.74), suggesting that they are 

modelling a positive response to the ecological crisis. Even if that is so, ecovillage numbers are 

modest compared to an increasingly urban human society (United Nations, 2014) and some critics 

of lifestyle strategies consider ecovillages as self-indulgent and ineffective against powerful global 

structures (Fotopoulos, 2000). What lessons can the mainstream realistically hope to derive from 

the ecovillage milieu? 24  

 

Despite support from the research evidence, some of the theoretical conceptions presented here 

may seem abstract or utopian. For example, Merleau-Ponty’s flesh may be a useful conception for 

discussing how embodiment facilitates awareness of ecological problems but can that help combat 

biodiversity loss or climate change? Ecovillages are not the main protagonists of the ecological crisis 

but are they delivering important lessons for how to tackle it?  

 

Some environmental ethics seem to resist practical implementation. For example, Naess’s 

suggestion that we tackle the ecological crisis by living deep ecological lives is an important 

challenge to consumerist lifestyles. Yet it is hard to imagine the mass individual lifestyle change that 

deep ecology demands to be effective, or the reduction in humans numbers which it deems 

necessary (Naess, 1973, p.37). Although some ecovillages claim to align with deep ecological 

principles, they do so within a context of community which is not a feature of Naess’s argument. In 

this chapter I propose that the sense of being in community with nature that I have explored in the 

context of ecovillages, offers a concrete means for human society generally to pursue a more 

harmonious relationship with our environment. To achieve this I turn to community psychology’s 

theory of sense of community.  

 
23 1949, p.204 
24 Although there are examples of urban ecovillages the vast majority are in non-urban locations.  
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McMillan and Chavis define sense of community as follows:  

 

A feeling that members have of belonging, a feeling that members matter to one 
another and to the group, and a shared faith that members' needs will be met through 
their commitment to be together (1986, p.9).  

 

Although this work applies to studies of human communities, it strikes me that the definition fits 

with the relationship to the biotic community that ecovillagers have reported. The survey data 

clearly shows a belief in the ecovillage of belonging to the biotic community of life on Earth. The 

ethical attitude towards nature found in the ecovillage attests to the consideration given to non-

human members of the biotic community. And, particularly from the comments recorded in the 

survey, there is a strong sense of our reliance on the web of life on Earth to provide resources as 

well as being a source of recreation and inspiration. In the ecovillage, humanity and nature seem to 

be working together.  

 

It is not my intention to argue that psychological sense of community applies to human / nature 

relationships as it does to human / human relationships. I merely wish to demonstrate that the 

relationship ecovillages have to nature seems to meet the criteria of sense of community and to 

highlight the significance of that. Psychological sense of community engenders commitment to that 

community (Ahlbrant et al, 1979), and if that community is all of life on Earth, then it is worth 

considering how we achieve that sense of community with nature in the mainstream as a means of 

tackling the ecological crisis. I have already argued that in the ecovillage this sense of community is 

facilitated by the multi-sensory experience of nature. It is also clear that ecovillagers have a strong 

sense of working for the good of the biotic community – as is demonstrated by their low ecological 

footprints (Litfin, 2012, p.131). If I can demonstrate that psychological sense of community with 

nature does exist in the ecovillage, then a key implication of this study is that ecological attitudes in 

mainstream human society may be supported by bringing attention to our multi-sensory 

experience of nature.  

 

McMillan and Chavis identify four criteria that are necessary for psychological sense of community; 

membership, influence, integration and fulfilment of needs, and shared emotional connection 
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(1986, p.9). I do not have space here to explore these thoroughly, but I will use their broad 

definitions to demonstrate that the relationship ecovillagers have to nature meets these criteria.   

 

Membership is the feeling of belonging or of sharing a sense of personal relatedness (1986, p.9). An 

important aspect of membership is that it has boundaries and thus not everyone belongs. Although 

the biotic community refers to all life on Earth, one must feel like part of that community. Personal 

investment has been identified as an important contributor to this feeling (McMillian, 1976). By this 

definition members of the biotic community are those who feel like part of the larger community of 

life on Earth through their identification with it and the ethical attitude that they bring towards it. 

From the research evidence I presented earlier this is clearly the case for ecovillagers.  

 

Influence is defined as a sense of mattering, of making a difference to a group and of the group 

mattering to its members (1986, p.11). Key to this criteria is reciprocal influence between the 

community and its members. People are more attracted to communities in which they believe they 

can be influential (McMillan et al, 1986, p.12). This resonates with the lives of ecovillagers who may 

feel disempowered to achieve their goal of sustainable living in mainstream society. Ecovillagers 

have a sense of influence over their impact on nature by living where and how they do.     

 

The third criterion, integration and fulfilment of needs, is the feeling that group membership 

guarantees the meeting of member’s needs (1986, p.12). This can also be thought of as reinforcing 

the benefit of group membership. Although it is true that humans have many needs, not all of 

which are catered for by non-human nature, our survival requirements are met by way of natural 

resources. It has been shown that success results in a closer relationship between group members 

(McMillan et al, 1986, p.13). If we define success as the mutual fulfilment of member’s needs, then 

the ecovillage meets this criteria since they both rely on and care for nature.  

 

The final criterion for psychological sense of community is a shared emotional connection. This is 

the belief that members of a community have or will share a history and have similar experiences 

(1986, p.13). It is not necessary for community members to have participated in this history, but 

they must identify with it. Leopold’s use of the biotic community in his land ethic not only draws 

attention to humanity’s inclusion in the larger web of life on Earth but also our co-evolution with 

other species (1949, p.215). Furthermore, we have co-evolved in the same Earth environment. By 



35 
 

paying attention to our embeddedness in the biotic community, there should be an immediate 

sense of our shared history with Earth others. As we have already observed, this notion is prevalent 

and important in the ecovillage.  

By introducing psychological sense of community I have attempted to demonstrate the potential 

applicability of my theoretical proposal. However, it is important to acknowledge that my case 

study is focused on a social milieu, the ecovillage, which itself has been criticized as unhelpful as a 

response to the ecological crisis. In replying to Ted Trainer’s claim that the ecovillage movement 

may prove to be the most significant event of the twentieth century (2000), Fotopoulos proposes 

that the Global Ecovillage Network is a single-issue environmental group who, according to Mary 

Garden (2000), are trying to capitalize on the growing interest in sustainability (2006). Where 

Trainer sees the solution to the ecological crisis being based on a change of values and ideology 

(which in turn would impact on dominant power and institutional structures), Fotopoulos claims 

that it is the structures themselves which must change since they shape societies ideologies and 

values (2006). He further contends that since ecovillages, or as Trainer prefers, the ecovillage 

movement, is essentially a-political, ‘’they have no chance to create a new society and they are 

bound to be marginalised, absorbed or crushed by the system’’ (2000, p.308). In summary, Trainer 

believes in a bottom up approach based on lifestyle change following ‘’The Simpler Way’’ (2000, 

p.1), whereas Fotopoulos contends that the concentration of power in mainstream society is such 

that only top-down change could be effective.  

 

I am not proposing in this dissertation that ecovillages are the solution to the ecological crisis. I 

agree with Fotopoulos that the root of the ecological crisis is multi-dimensional (2000, p.293) and 

therefore the solution must also be multi-dimensional. However, my use of ecovillages as a case 

study is precisely because they are so heavily focused on ecological sustainability. I consider them 

to be a good example of ecological communities. They have weaknesses, but I would propose that 

it is as likely that the lifestyle and resource use model that ecovillages are demonstrating will filter 

through to the mainstream, as it is that those holding the concentration of power will relinquish it. 

Fotopoulos is a victim of his own argument; by suggesting that the concentration of power in 

mainstream society is so great that lifestyle strategies are ineffective against it, he is highlighting 

the reality that top-down change, which would involve a yielding of that power, is extremely 

unlikely. Rather than claiming that ecovillages are flawlessly showing the way to a more sustainable 
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society, I am suggesting only that the attention they give to the multi-sensory experience of nature 

can be used as the basis of an environmental ethic.  

 

If my proposal still seems somewhat abstract consider the WWF Natural Change Project which has 

been running in Scotland since 2008. The goal of this initiative is to encourage people of influence 

from various sectors of society to think deeply about the issue of sustainability. However, the 

approach taken is not a conference or seminar but rather to take participants to a wilderness 

environment which affords them the opportunity to deeply commune with and experience nature. 

Participants reported significant shifts in perspective of their embeddedness in nature and left 

highly motivated to share their heightened awareness of sustainability throughout their 

professional networks (WWF, 2009).  
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6. Conclusion  

In Wildness is the preservation of the World25 – Henry David Thoreau 

 

The goal of tackling the ecological crisis is not driven by a desire to return to a lost state of being in 

the world, but increasingly as a means of guaranteeing the conditions for our own survival. Indeed, 

some question whether there ever existed an original state of harmony between humanity and 

nature (Toadvine, 2005, p.162). As noted earlier, research into species extinction has demonstrated 

that we are undermining the conditions of our own survival (BBC News, 2015). We must urgently 

find a more harmonious relationship with the natural environment.   

 

Philosophizing about nature provides ideas that can be used as the basis for concrete change. 

Environmental ethics tells us why we should respect and care for nature but it is clear that we 

cannot tackle the ecological crisis by theory alone. We need practical and understandable 

environmental ethics that everyone can act upon regardless of whether they live in an ecovillage or 

not.   

 

In this dissertation I have proposed that the most potent force for changing attitudes towards 

nature is the multisensory experience of it. I have used ecovillages as an example of communities 

who are living in an ecologically conscious manner which is underpinned by the multi-sensory 

experience and appreciation of nature. Karen Litfin contends that ecovillages are not the exclusive 

dwelling place of escapists but are nodes of global engagement for those trying to implement 

positive ecological change (2012, p.136). But we do not have to live in an ecovillage to bring our 

attention to nature. We are already embedded in nature, we rely on nature and we influence 

nature. Overt wilderness experiences such as those offered by the WWF Natural Change Project are 

not necessary for engendering ethical attitudes towards nature. In our everyday lives we can bring 

our attention to the food we eat, the trees growing in our neighbourhoods, the local flora and 

fauna, the air we breathe, the life-giving power of the sun, and the landscapes in which we recreate 

and which inspire us. But to appreciate these things we must create space in our lives to afford a 

significant multi-sensory experience of them. Some of those on the WWF Natural Change Project 

 
25 1862, p.8  
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reported that the wilderness experience afforded them time to be in nature rather than having 

nature be a backdrop to their usually busy lives (WWF, 2009).  

 

Although Leopold is known for his land ethic he was very much aware of the potency of the 

aesthetic appreciation of nature. Baird Callicott concludes that while Leopold’s land ethic attempts 

to motivate an ecological attitude in a coercive way, his land aesthetic – not an explicit text but 

ideas woven through A Sand County Almanac - can motivate a more positive approach to caring for 

the natural environment (1983). In short, he contends that the land ethic and the land aesthetic are 

complimentary; one answers why we should care about nature and the other suggests how.  

 

In making the transition to a sustainable human society, ecovillages may be an important source of 

information and inspiration (Dawson, 2010, p.190); Senegal is the first nation to adopt the 

ecovillage vision as part of its official strategic policy (Jackson, 2004, p.8). I do not propose that we 

should all aspire to live in an ecovillage or that all towns and cities should be modelled on 

ecovillages. Rather, that we should pay attention to what the ecovillage pioneers of today can teach 

us about sustaining the natural environment for tomorrow. So simple that it seems almost blasé, I 

would suggest that one of the strongest lessons that the ecovillage has to offer mainstream society 

is the importance of experiencing nature for engendering ecological attitudes.  
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8. Appendix I - Summary of Survey Results 
 
 
In this section I present a summary of the survey data which I gathered using the online platform 

Survey Monkey. I have separated this appendix into three sections which relate to the three sub-

sections of chapter 4. I have not included every question or response here. Rather I have attempted 

to present only those questions and responses which I believe give the best overview of the total 

response. To view all of the questions that I asked see the sample survey responses in Appendix II. 

Note that the question numbers presented in Appendix II do not match those in this appendix. All 

comments made on the survey are presented in their original without spelling or grammar 

correction. 

 

Ecovillages and their relationship with the natural environment 
 

 

Q1. Do you consider yourself part of the Earth community which includes all life, 
not just human society? 

 

  
   
 
 
 
 
 
 

100%

0%

Individual Response 

Yes

No 91%

9%

Community Response 

Yes

No



44 
 

Q2. Is being part of the wider Earth community an important idea to you? 
 

  
 

 
 

Q3. Do you participate in any practices which reinforce the idea of inclusion within 
this wider Earth community? 

 
 

  
 

 
 

Q4. Do you believe that the Earth is one living system, Gaia? 
 

 

  

96%

4%

Individual Response 

Yes

No 82%

18%

Community Response 

Yes

No

78%

22%

Individual Response 

Yes

No
77%

23%

Community Response 

Yes

No

95%

5%

Individual Response 

Yes

No 80%

20%

Community Response 

Yes

No
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Q5. Is Gaia an important idea to you? 

 

  
 
 

Q6. Can you describe how you conceive of the relationship between yourself and 
the wider Earth community? 

 
 

INDIVIDUAL RESPONSES 
 

The Earth is Gaia, a living Being, which includes all aspects human and natural. 
 

For me this relationship is no question because for me the whole humatiy [Humanity] is part of 
the earth community. On a materialistic level. All humans are part of life, part of the never 
ending process of evolution.  

 
Sometimes it is hard to speak about a relationship, because I think we are one. The Earth, the 
people, the animals, everything. We are all connected and everything effects another. I am 
constantly aware of this interdependence. 

 
I see myself as a temporary phenomenon and it is for sure, that someday I will die. So on this 
level there is no difference to a leaf on a tree - someday it will fall. So I'm just an ordinary part 
of the wider Earth community. 

 
All living things inhabit the earth together and depend on each other in ways we don't 
understand. 
 
Nature is a system of systems. As individuals, we are a system in and of ourselves, but we also 
interact with other systems that make up our natural world. Systems can either work together, 
or in opposition. It seems wise to work in collaboration with other systems... particularly those 
ones supporting your very existence. 

 
 
 
 

77%

23%

Individual Response 

Yes

No 81%

19%

Community Response 

Yes

No
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COMMUNITY RESPONSES 
 

Our community defines itself as on the one hand naturally connected to the whole earth 
community and on the other hand as a project that has the intention to establish more and 
more connection between the human world and the other forms of life. 
 
We often hold space to acknowledge our love and connection to Earth in various ways.  
 
It's about producing a light footprint on earth. Being sustainable, so that earth will survive. The 
community has also done healing work on the land that it lives on.  
 
The Earth is Gaia, a living Being and, as such, we are committed to an honorable relationship 
with the Earth and all 'contained'. 
 
It's about producing a light footprint on earth. being sustainable, so that earth will survive. The 
community has also done healing work on the land that it lives on. 
 
The community design is based upon (more or less) permaculture design principles. 

 
 

Multi-sensory experience of nature in the ecovillage 
 

 
Q7. Do you undertake any practices which are designed to stimulate your 

perception of the natural environment? 
 

  
 
 

Q8. Can you briefly describe these practices? 
 

INDIVIDUAL RESPONSES  
 

I allot time to observing the native plants and trees outside my apartment and make an 
effort to go up to the roof garden to be with nature and acknowledge its progress. 

81%

19%

Individual Response 

Yes

No 85%

15%

Community Response 

Yes

No
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One of the key principles of permaculture is that of observation. As I become more and 
more experienced with permaculture, I consciously aim to expand and improve my ability to 
observe the world around me. 
 
We have a lantern walk around winter solstice where we experience the dark and the 
feeling of being outside on a winter's night. We have a harvest festival where we walk 
through the orchard looking at the fruit. 
 
Walking in the nature, observe the changing of the season by looking at plants and animals. 
 
Contemplation, meditation in Nature, talking pictures of Nature, Arts with Nature (sent of 
touch and smells). 

 
Spending more time outside and going with the flow of it . . . sunbathing, earthing, washing 
feet in the creek, doing yoga, breathing, meditation out in the forest trails. 

 
 

COMMUNITY RESPONSES  
 

Walking in nature simply to experience the sacredness and beauty, speaking in recognition 
and appreciation of the 'energy' of the land, working the soil of the gardens and relishing 
the bounty, loving and nurturing the animals in our care. Some are called to do ceremony at 
the medicine wheel or meditation point, part of which is for the enlivenment of our sensory 
experience of the natural world. 
 
A design of eatable landscape. 
 
Established practices like plant life caressing the winding pathway stimulates connection 
with the natural environment. 
 
Walk of power - you walk through nature [with] an inner question and perceive what is 
happening. silent walks. just listening and observing. 
 

Q9. Do you undertake any practices which are designed to draw attention to how 
you feel about nature? 
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Q10. Can you briefly describe these practices? 
 
 

INDIVIDUAL RESPONSES  
 
 
              There is always a feeling component to everything: biophilia 
 

Bearing witness to the unexpected moments delivered on mother nature's stage bring 
delight and inspiration to my soul. From the hatching of a spider's egg to witnessing the 
early morning dew in a blade of grass engenders feelings of wholeness, completeness and 
connectedness 
 
I have always felt a strong connection with nature. My practices involve being in nature as 
much as possible 

 
I consider 'feeling' also a 'sense' through which I interact since 'nature' and I are aware of 
each other 
 
We have celebrations throughout the year to mark important times. For example, we 
recently had a harvest festival, which helps us to not only enjoy the food we produce, but 
feel a strong sense of community around it 
 
I sometimes take "Co-Counselling" sessions about how I feel about my natural environment. 
In a Co-Counselling session normally two people are involved both taking once the role of a 
client and once the role of a counsellor. The client can talk, direct attention to his/her 
feelings and release emotional hurts by expressing the feelings through laughter, crying, 
shaking, trembling... 
 
 

COMMUNITY RESPONSES  
 

We have had many ceremonies at the medicine wheel, Native American vision quests, 
studies of the energy body of the earth (ley lines, etc). 
 
Individuals within the community share the joy and knowledge of their specific areas of 
intetest, like burd watching and botanical identification of flora and fauna which serves to 
educate and illuminate their passion with others. 
 
We plant additional plants around the village as habitat for wild birds and animals. 

 
We recently had a harvest festival, which helps us to not only enjoy the food we produce, 
but feel a strong sense of community around it. 
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Q11. Do you undertake any practices which are designed to stimulate your 
imagination about nature? 

 

  
 
 

Q12. Can you briefly describe these practices? 
 
 

INDIVIDUAL RESPONSES  
 

Contemplation and getting inspiration form Nature (bio-mimicry). 
 
To visualse a healthy environment, to do deep ecology exercises by Joanna Macy, 
Meditation, dreaming. 
 
I imagine how our planet will look like 30-50 years after we start practicing permaculture 
around the world.  
Before entering water we say thank you to the angel of water. In the garden we respect the 
moon phase to plan our crop. We like to make some theater play to put in action all the 
nature's elements.  

 
Looking, harvesting, collecting things I find in the wood to keep and look. 

 

 
COMMUNITY RESPONSES  

 
 

The practice of bio-dynamics (a la Rudolph Steiner) is prevalent in my community and offers 
both an understanding and an experience of these worlds and of the creative capacity of 
imagination. 
 
Envisioning together about the future of our ecovillage - common vision, desires, simplicity. 
 
In the garden we respect the moon phase to plan our crop. We like to make some theater 
play to put in action all the nature's elements. 
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Anual visionary days ('Visionszeit"), gathering the whole community in order to get ideas 
and imaginations about the future shape of our community, incl. the ground, its gardens, 
places, trees etc. 

 
Q13. Can you describe how your use of the senses, emotion and imagination help 

to reinforce the idea of Gaia in your community? 
 
 

If you cannot percieve, feel or at least imagine the gaia paradigm than it will be worthless 
concept.  
 
In communiy decisions I imagine how it affects the whole earth and all its being. That is the 
point of view, from where I take decisions and actions.   
 
Senses: just by breathing fresh air, exercising in nature, using nature to transform negative 
energies, gardening for example is a good way to feel mother nature.  

 
Exploring ideas and ideals whereby the community represents the microcosm of the global 
macrocosm.  

 
 I am reminded everyday through weather changes about how great nature is. 
 

 

Multi-sensory experience as motivation to care for nature 
 
 

Q14. Does the idea of being part of the Earth community influence your life 
choices? 
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Q15. Considering your previous answers, do you think that use of the senses, 
emotion and imagination contributes to your / your communities’ valuing of 

nature? 
 

 
 

 
Q16. In what way do they contribute to your valuing of nature? 

 
 

These practices offer a direct living experience with the natural world, not simply a 
mechanical experience but a vital recognition of the living nature of Nature.  
 
To percieve nature means to see, feel and care for nature.  
 
When I feel, I am more conscious, more aware, more present. So it deepens my perception 
for nature.   

 
People will not think to value nature unless they have directly experienced it. I think it is 
beneficial to 'experience' nature frequently in order to be reminded of its importance, which 
can sometimes get forgotten amidst busy lives.  
 
It makes it clear to us in a very straightforward way how important nature is to us. Without 
nature, we wouldn't have any of those things that we most cherish.  
 
Connecting with Nature will connect you with your inner life,will bring you peace and 
harmony in you and around you. 

 

 
Q17. Can you give any specific examples of how your use of the senses, emotion 

and imagination has resulted in a personal or community lifestyle decision? 
 

 
It was partly an emotion-driven decision for us to move to an eco-village 
  
We always begin with the question "what does the land want?" We have walked the 500 
acres we live on over and over, noticing with our senses the specific ecosystem of each 
different area, imagining what would best serve, all while we have held in our hearts 
(feeling/love nature) the sacredness of the land. 

91%

9%

Yes

No
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It wasn't until we moved to an ecovillage that we really got a sense of what good 
community can be. So, it was really the sense of emotional disconnection that caused us to 
seek out and subsequently move to an ecovillage. 
 
When you respect nature and all living thing regardless their shapes or forms you learn how 
to take wise decision. 

 
The choice of transportation, the choice of clothing – in general the consumption habits 
changed. 
 
The decision is not to separate from what is around uns, so the first thing that is around me 
is the air I breathe, the water I drink, the food, the trees around me . . .  
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9. Appendix II - Sample Survey Responses  
 

 
The sample survey responses provided here are presented as submitted with no correction to 
grammar or spelling.  
 
 

SAMPLE SURVEY 1 
 
Respondent 16. Survey completed on Wednesday June 17th 2015. 
 
 

Section A – Profile 
 
Q1: Are you female or male?  

      Female.  
 
Q2: What is your age?  

        45-54. 
 
Q3: Which country do you live in?  

        Australia.  
 
Q4: What is the name of your community?  

        Christie Walk.  
 
 

Section B - Perceptual Experience of the Natural Environment 
 
 
Q5:  Do you undertake any practices which are designed to stimulate your perception of the  
        natural environment? That is, which stimulate the interaction of your senses with the natural  
        environment? 
        Yes.  
 

Q6: Can you briefly describe these practices? 
My waking moments are often met by the collective chatter and song of the local   birdlife. I 
am ever surprised by the degree to which my natural neighbours integrate and harmonise their 
surroundings. I allot time to observing the native plants and trees outside my apartment and 
make an effort to go up to the roof garden to be with nature and acknowledge its progress. 
 

Q7: Do you undertake any practices which are designed to draw attention to how you feel about  
        nature?  
        Yes.  
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Q8: Can you briefly describe these practices? 
Bearing witness to the unexpected moments delivered on mother nature's stage bring delight 
and inspiration to my soul. From the hatching of a spider's egg to witnessing the early morning 
dew in a blade of grass engenders feelings of wholeness, completeness and connectedness. 
 

Q9: Do you undertake any practices which are designed to stimulate your imagination about 
        nature? 
        Yes. 
 
Q10: Can you briefly describe these practices? 

Creating pictures from cloud formations and scripting conversations between birds stimulates 
my imagination and bring me present to the moment and the wonders of nature. 
 

Q11: Are there any practices in your community which are designed to stimulate your perception     
          of the natural environment? 
          Yes. 
 
Q12: Can you briefly describe these practices? 

Established practices like plant life caressing the winding pathway stimulates connection with 
the natural environment. 
 

Q13: Are there any practices within your community which are designed to draw attention to  
          how you feel about nature? 
          Yes.  
 
Q14: Can you briefly describe these practices? 

Individuals within the community share the joy and knowledge of their specific areas of 
intetest, like burd watching and botanical identification of flora and fauna which serves to 
educate and illuminate their passion with others. 
 

Q15: Are there any practices within your community which are designed to stimulate your  
          imagination about the natural environment? 
          Yes. 
 
Q16: Can you briefly describe these practices? 

Individual belief systems like fairy magic are shared with awe and reverence amongst the     
community. 
 

Q17: Considering your previous answers, do you think that use of the senses, emotion and  
          imagination contributes to your / your communities’ valuing of nature? 
          Yes. 
 
Q18: In what way do they contribute to your valuing of nature? 

Highlighting, educating and encouraging the exploration of nature within the   community 
provides connection and a sense of belonging. 
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Q19: Can you give any specific examples of how your use of the senses, emotion and imagination  
          has resulted in a personal or community lifestyle decision? 

Experiencing community living at Findhorn in 2011 planted seeds in my imagination, which 
directly influenced my decision to seek out the same in Adelaide. My senses and emotions 
were set wild with possibilities and honed in to discover Christie Walk in 2014. 
 
 

Section C - Relationship with the Natural Environment 
 
 
Q20: Do you consider yourself part of the entire Earth community which includes all life, not just  
          human society? 
          Yes. 
 
Q21: Can you describe how you conceive of the relationship between yourself and the wider  
          Earth community? 
          An interconnected relationship of birth, life and death that is reflected in the phyiscal world  
          through the rituals and rhytms of seasonal change; weather patterns with feelings and   
          expansiveness of the spiritual nature of all things. 

 
Q22: Is being part of the wider Earth community an important idea to you? 
          Yes.  
 
Q23: Does this idea of being part of the Earth community influence your life choices? 
          Yes. 
 
Q24: Do you participate in any practices which reinforce the idea of inclusion within this  
          wider Earth community?        
          Yes.  
 
Q25: Can you briefly describe these practices? 

Enganging in rituals like choosing a motivational card each day, following instincts and         
stopping to smell the roses. 
 

Q26: Do you believe that the Earth is one living system, Gaia? 
          Yes.  
 
Q27: Is Gaia an important idea to you? 
          Yes.  
 
Q28: Does your community consider itself to be part of the entire Earth community which  
          includes all life, not just human society? 
          Yes.  
 
Q29: Can you describe how your community conceives of the relationship between itself and the  
          wider Earth community? 
          Developing, implementing and maintaining sustainable practices like recycling, composting            
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          and solar panelling for the generation of light and heat. 
 

Q30: Is being part of the wider Earth community an important idea to your community? 
          Yes.  
 
Q31: Does the idea of being part of the wider Earth community influence your community’s 
          choices? 
          Yes. 
 
Q32: Does your community participate in any practices which reinforce the idea of inclusion  
          within this wider Earth community? 
          Yes. 
 
 Q33: Can you briefly describe these practices? 

Protesting against the building of multi level apartments in close proximity to the community 
that will directly impact and adversely affect the pathway of sun abd distribution of sunlight 
on the solar panels and garden areas on site. 
 

Q34: Does your community believe that the Earth is one living system, Gaia? 
          Yes.  
 
Q35: Is this an important idea in your community? 
          Yes. 
 
Q36: Can you describe how your use of the senses, emotion and imagination help to reinforce  
          this idea in your community? 

Exploring ideas and ideals whereby the community represents the microcosm of the global 
macrocosm. 
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SAMPLE SURVEY 2 
 
 
Respondent 31. Survey completed on Saturday June 27th 2015. 
 
 

Section A – Profile 
 
Q1: Are you female or male?  

      Male.  
 
Q2: What is your age?  

        65-74. 
 
Q3: Which country do you live in?  

        USA.  
 
Q4: What is the name of your community?  

        Hummingbird.  
 

 

Section B - Perceptual Experience of the Natural Environment 
 
 
Q5: Do you undertake any practices which are designed to stimulate your perception of the  

natural environment? That is, which stimulate the interaction of your senses with the natural 
environment? 

        Yes.  
 

Q6: Can you briefly describe these practices? 
I'm assuming by natural environment you mean the non-human environment. Though not 
technically a 'practice' but a Way of viewing Life, my participation in Waking Down in Mutuality 
and more particularly The White Hot Yoga of the Heart, has led me to participate as fully as 
possible with my senses in my interactions with everything, honoring all life as Life and 
understanding that the senses are the way of direct interaction with the Living Universe. There 
is a 'seeing' which includes all the senses, not just the mechanics of taking in information, but a 
direct experience of the Godness of everything, whether that be the human or non-human 
environment, between which I actually do not make a distinction. 
 

Q7: Do you undertake any practices which are designed to draw attention to how you feel about  
        nature? 
        Yes.  
 
Q8: Can you briefly describe these practices? 
        I consider 'feeling' also an 'sense' through which I interact since 'nature' and I are aware of 
        each other. 
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Q9: Do you undertake any practices which are designed to stimulate your imagination about  
       nature? 
        Yes. 
 
Q10: Can you briefly describe these practices? 

 Same as previous.  
 

Q11: Are there any practices in your community which are designed to stimulate your perception  
         of the natural environment? 
         Yes. 
 
Q12: Can you briefly describe these practices? 

My community is located in the high mountains of Northern New Mexico USA in a quite lush   
natural environment. Though perhaps not considered a 'formal' practice, many people relish 
the natural environment in their own way: walking in nature simply to experience the 
sacredness and beauty, speaking in recognition and appreciation of the 'energy' of the land, 
working the soil of the gardens and relishing the bounty, loving and nurturing the animals in 
our care. Some are called to do ceremony at the medicine wheel or meditation point, part of 
which is for the enlivenment of our sensory experience of the natural world. 
 

Q13: Are there any practices within your community which are designed to draw attention to  
          how you feel about nature? 
          Yes.  
 
Q14: Can you briefly describe these practices? 

Primarily, I'd say this is ceremonial, sometimes a formal gathering, sometimes a simple   
statement of recognition of our living connection and interdependence with nature. We have 
had many ceremonies at the medicine wheel, Native American vision quests, studies of the 
energy body of the earth (ley lines, etc). 
 

Q15: Are there any practices within your community which are designed to stimulate your  
          imagination about the natural environment? 
           Yes. 
 
Q16: Can you briefly describe these practices? 

By imagination here I mean interaction with the real 'imaginal' (archetypal) realm and with      
nature spirits, etc, the unseen realms. The practice of bio-dynamics (a la Rudolph Steiner) is 
prevalent in my community and offers both an understanding and an experience of these 
worlds and of the creative capacity of imagination. 
 

Q17: Considering your previous answers, do you think that use of the senses, emotion and  
          imagination contributes to your / your communities’ valuing of nature? 
           Yes. 
 
Q18: In what way do they contribute to your valuing of nature? 

These practices offer a direct living experience with the natural world, not simply a 
mechanical experience but a vital recognition of the living nature of Nature. 
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Q19: Can you give any specific examples of how your use of the senses, emotion and imagination  
          has resulted in a personal or community lifestyle decision? 
           Currently we are determining how to best expand our facilities so that we can accommodate 
           more members and program offerings. In this, and similar previous decision points regarding   
          'building', we always begin with the question "what does the land want?" We have walked the   
          500 acres we live on over and over, noticing with our senses the specific ecosystem of each   
          different area, imagining what would best serve, all while we have held in our hearts    
          (feeling/love nature) the sacredness of the land. 
 

 
Section C - Relationship with the Natural Environment 

 
 
Q20: Do you consider yourself part of the entire Earth community which includes all life, not just  
          human society? 
          Yes. 
 
Q21: Can you describe how you conceive of the relationship between yourself and the wider  
          Earth community? 
          The Earth is Gaia, a living Being, which includes all aspects human and natural. 
 
Q22: Is being part of the wider Earth community an important idea to you? 
          Yes.  
 
Q23: Does this idea of being part of the Earth community influence your life choices? 
          Yes. 
 
Q24: Do you participate in any practices which reinforce the idea of inclusion within this         
          wider Earth community? 
          Yes.  
 
Q25: Can you briefly describe these practices? 
          See all previous answers. 
 
Q26: Do you believe that the Earth is one living system, Gaia? 
          Yes.  
 
Q27: Is Gaia an important idea to you? 
          Yes.  
 
Q28: Does your community consider itself to be part of the entire Earth community which  
          includes all life, not just human society? 
          Yes.  
 
Q29: Can you describe how your community conceives of the relationship between itself and the  
          wider Earth community? 
          The Earth is Gaia, a living Being and, as such, we are committed to an honorable relationship   
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          with the Earth and all 'contained'.  
 
Q30: Is being part of the wider Earth community an important idea to your community? 
          Yes.  
 
Q31: Does the idea of being part of the wider Earth community influence your community’s 
          choices? 
          Yes. 
 
Q32: Does your community participate in any practices which reinforce the idea of inclusion 
          within this wider Earth community? 
          Yes.  
 
Q33: Can you briefly describe these practices? 
          Simply, our decision making process recognizes the interconectedness of all life. 
 
Q34: Does your community believe that the Earth is one living system, Gaia? 
          Yes.  
 
Q35: Is this an important idea in your community? 
          Yes. 
 
Q36: Can you describe how your use of the senses, emotion and imagination help to reinforce  
          this idea in your community? 
          Same as personal answer. 


