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Introduction

The phenomenon of mankind’s resonance with each other, and their ability to connect and relate to the natural world is a topic of increasing interest in a variety of fields.  The negative impact of our actions on the natural environment has become an issue we can no longer ignore.  It is becoming increasingly more evident as a topic of urgent need and well researched interest in the fields of psychology, sociology, anthropology, and philosophy.  

Primary to our inquiry is exactly how do we measure this and what exactly is it that we are measuring?  Is there validity in these measurements and do they measure the correct factors contributing to the phenomenon of connection to the natural world.  If we are to create a healthier environment and world, what exactly is it that we need to change?  Is it found in changing our behaviors, refocusing our thoughts, adjusting our beliefs, or tuning into our feelings?  How do we assess and measure these differing areas of focus?  Which area will provide the most validity and the least bias?  What are the ethical considerations in the access and analysis of finding recommended actions without generating unintended consequences? These questions all culminate to inform the basis of this literature review about humans and our ability to live in this moment of time when the earth and its ecosystems are rapidly collapsing as a direct result of the actions of human beings and our way of life.  


Ontological Approach and Justification

This literature review comes from the ontological viewpoint that human actions are key in the construction and/or destruction of our ecological environment and that actions are a result of our feeling states for the natural world.  I have justified the examination of these particular literature contributions in the phenomenological and psychological fields because they focus on ways in which human resonance and emotion connection to the natural world has been studied and understood.  This critical literature review will explore ways in which human feelings for the natural world can be enhanced or discouraged by various factors and consider the potential consequences of this phenomenon for individual well-being, social cohesion, and health of the natural environment.  An examination of how a human resonates with the natural world, including sacred spaces, and why it is needed to sustain agreements and actions that move social behavior in a direction fast enough to have a positive impact on the current climate crisis and condition of life on this planet.   This is an examination of foundational as well as current literature on the underlying phenomenology, empathy, wonder and awe for the natural world.

 
Literature Review

Phenomenological approaches to the study of human experience and consciousness offer valuable insights into the nature of human resonance and emotions tied to sacred spaces in the natural world.   The phenomenon is sometimes called ‘nature mysticism’, referring to the experience of the natural world as a source of spiritual and transcendent meaning.   Sacred spaces in the natural world can take many forms, ranging from natural landscapes such as mountains, forests, and rivers to more mundane spaces such as gardens and parks.  One key aspect of phenomenological approaches is the emphasis on the subjective nature of experience and the importance of understanding the world through our lived experiences and relationships with it. In the context of sacred spaces in the natural world, this means that the meaning and significance of these spaces is shaped by the ways in which individuals experience and relate to them.  Several philosophers have explored the relationship between phenomenology and this type of nature mysticism, including Martin Heidegger and David Abram.  Research on the phenomenology of sacred spaces in the natural world has also been conducted in the field of psychology. For example, studies have found that individuals who have a strong sense of connection to nature tend to report higher levels of well-being and lower levels of stress and anxiety. (Clayton, S., & Opotow, S., p.3) These findings suggest that the natural world can have significant impacts on individuals' mental health and well-being and led to a transition of literature review to encompass the topics of compassion and empathy.  What types of feeling states make up compassion that could potentially be studied for further research into humankind’s compassion for the natural world? Is our well-being tied to compassion and empathy for nature as an embodiment of one of the creations of the natural world?  If she is viewed as our mother, then are there human feeling states that can help us reconnect with compassion for our ecological environment.

Identity and the Natural Environment: The Psychological Significance of Nature

Clayton and Opotow's book "Identity and the Natural Environment: The Psychological Significance of Nature" is a comprehensive review of research on the psychological significance of nature and the ways in which individuals' relationships with the natural environment shape their identities and well-being. The authors draw on a wide range of research from diverse disciplines, including psychology, sociology, anthropology, and environmental studies, to explore the multiple aspects of human-nature relationships.

One key aspect of Clayton and Opotow's approach is their emphasis on the importance of understanding the subjective and cultural aspects of human-nature relationships. The authors argue that individuals' relationships with the natural environment are shaped by a complex interplay of personal, cultural, and social factors, and that these relationships can have significant impacts on individuals' identities and well-being. This approach challenges traditional Western philosophical assumptions that view the natural world as a separate and objective realm that exists independently of human culture and history.

Another important theme in Clayton and Opotow's book is the role of emotions in shaping human-nature relationships. The authors argue that emotions play a central role in shaping individuals' attitudes and behaviors towards the natural environment, and that interventions that aim to promote pro-environmental behaviors should consider the emotional dimensions of these relationships.  An individual’s internal feelings of identity seem to have a ‘role in mediating behavior toward the natural world’ which ‘not only has provocative implications for research, but also has important practical implications.  If we better understand what makes people passionate about the environment, we can understand the psychological mechanisms capable of fostering protective environmental policies and behavior’ (Clayton, S., & Opotow, S., p.3)

From an epistemological perspective, Clayton and Opotow's book offers an understanding of the psychological impact on an individuals' relationships with the natural environment and how it can potentially shape their identity and well-being.  From an ontological perspective, Clayton and Opotow's approach recognizes the subjective, contextual, and cultural attributes of human-nature relationships.  Their compilation is a comprehensive review of research on the psychological significance of nature and the ways in which individuals' relationships with the natural environment shape their identities and well-being.

Emotions, Place Attachment, and Pro-Environmental Behavior

Diving into the emotions that make us human and how it impacts nature, Schultz, Tabanico, and Zelezny's write about, "Emotions, Place Attachment, and Pro-Environmental Behavior: A Review".  Their review discusses the relationships between emotions, and the sense of place attachment along with a qualitative analysis on the impact of emotion on pro-environmental behavior.  The authors begin by defining place attachment as an emotional bond that individuals have with a specific location, and pro-environmental behavior as actions that contribute to the preservation or enhancement of the natural environment.  Their inquiry brings up topics such as feeling homesick for a certain physical space or place in the natural world.

From an epistemological perspective, the review synthesizes research from a variety of sources, including empirical studies, theoretical articles, and book chapters, to provide a comprehensive overview of the current state of knowledge on the topic. The authors also consider different methodologies and research designs used in the studies they review, and they also highlight the strengths and limitations of each.

From an ontological perspective, the review assumes that emotions and place attachments are a real, measurable phenomena that can influence individuals' behavior. It also is written from the ontological perspective that pro-environmental behavior promotes a desirable outcome for nature and helps in understanding the factors that influence which in turn help promote more sustainable practices.  One potential bias in the review is that it focuses primarily on research conducted in developed, industrialized countries, and may not adequately consider the diverse cultural contexts in which pro-environmental behavior occurs. There is also a gap that exits in the review as it does not explicitly address ethical issues related to the research it discusses. It highlights the importance of considering the emotional and psychological factors that influence individuals' environmental behaviors and suggests directions for future research on the topic.

Knowing Compassion:  How Do We Come to Know, Understand and Measure Compassion 

Jennifer S. Mascaro's article "Ways of Knowing Compassion: How Do We Come to Know, Understand, and Measure Compassion When We See It?" is a review of the various ways in which compassion has been studied and understood within the fields of psychology and neuroscience. The article discusses the various definitions of compassion that have been proposed, highlighting the difficulties in accurately defining this complex and multifaceted emotion.

Mascaro examines the various methodologies that have been used to study compassion, including self-report measures, behavioral observations, and neuroscience techniques such as fMRI. She notes that each of these methods has its own strengths and limitations, and that a multi-method approach may be necessary to fully understand the nature of compassion.

One of the main epistemological issues raised by Mascaro is the question of how we can accurately measure compassion. Self-report measures, while widely used, may be subject to biases and may not capture the full range of compassionate behavior. Behavioral observations, while more objective, may be limited in their ability to capture the subjective experience of compassion. Neuroimaging techniques such as fMRI offer the potential to study the neural basis of compassion, but their interpretation is not always straightforward and may be influenced by various factors such as the specific tasks used, and the samples studied.
Mascaro also discusses the ontological questions raised by the study of compassion, including the question of whether compassion is a distinct emotion or a combination of other emotions. She notes that the available evidence suggests that compassion is a complex emotion that involves the integration of various emotional and cognitive processes, and that it may be influenced by individual differences such as personality and cultural background.
In terms of the reliability and validity of the measures of compassion used in the literature, Mascaro notes that there is some evidence for the validity of self-reporting measures, but that more research is needed to establish the reliability and validity of behavioral and neuroimaging measures. She also notes that there may be biases in the measurement of compassion, such as a tendency for people to report higher levels of compassion than they actually experience.

Finally, Mascaro discusses the ethical issues raised by the study of compassion, including the potential for exploitation and the need for informed consent. She also notes the importance of cultural sensitivity and the need to consider the potential impact of research on vulnerable populations.  Mascaro's article provides a comprehensive review of the various ways in which compassion has been studied and understood within the fields of psychology and neuroscience. It highlights the complexity and multifaceted nature of compassion, and the need for a multi-method approach to fully understand this emotion. The article also raises important epistemological, ontological, and ethical issues that could be further researched and should be considered in the study of compassion.

The Spell of the Sensuous: Perception and Language in a More-than-Human World

David Abram's book "The Spell of the Sensuous: Perception and Language in a More-than-Human World" is a deep work that explores the ways in which human perception and language are shaped by our relationships with the natural world. Abram argues that our perception of the natural world is fundamentally relational and that our relationships with the environment have significant ethical implications.  One key aspect of Abram's approach is his emphasis on the embodied nature of human perception and experience. He argues that our bodies and senses are not merely passive receptors of sensory information but rather actively engage and shape the world around us. This view challenges traditional Western philosophical approaches that view the body as a separate and external entity that is separate from the mind. Instead, Abram suggests that the body is an integral part of our experience of the world and that our understanding of the world is mediated through our senses and embodied experiences.

From an epistemological perspective, Abram offers a unique take on the nature of knowledge and how we come to understand the world around us. Abram argues that our modern, westernized understanding of the world is overly reliant on a detached, objective approach to perception that separates us from the sensory experiences that shape our understanding of the world. Instead, he advocates for a more embodied, participatory mode of perception that is more attuned to the rhythms and patterns of the natural world.  From an ontological perspective, he also challenges the traditional dualistic view of the world that separates the human from the non-human. Abram argues that this type of worldview is harmful to both humans and the natural world, and advocates for a more holistic, interconnected understanding of the world that recognizes the agency and subjectivity of non-human beings.

Abram additionally explores the ways in which language shapes and is shaped by our relationships with the natural world. He argues that language is not a neutral and objective tool for representing the world but rather is shaped by and reflects our experiences and relationships with the environment. In this sense, language is not a static and fixed system but rather is constantly evolving and shaped by our interactions with the world around us.  Abrams requests a reexamination of our relationship to the natural world and our own place within it.  Abram emphasizes the embodied nature of human experience and the ways in which our bodies and senses shape our understanding of the natural world.  His approach challenges traditional conservative assumptions and offers a new way of understanding the interconnected and interdependent nature of human and non-human beings.

One potential bias in the book is that it is written from the context of a western, white male, and may not adequately consider the diverse perspectives and experiences of people from other cultural backgrounds and different genders.  From an ethical standpoint, the book raises important questions about our responsibilities as humans towards the natural world and other beings, and calls for a more respectful, compassionate relationship with the more-than-human world.

Building, Dwelling, Thinking

In "Building, Dwelling, Thinking" (1971), Martin Heidegger explores the relationship between humans, technology, and the built environment from the perspective of our feeling states and the possibility of human resonance with the natural world. He argues that "the essence of dwelling consists in this, that man dwelling protects and preserves the earth as the earth" (Heidegger, 1971, p. 153). He suggests that protection and preservation of the earth requires a certain resonance to the natural world that is attuned through our feeling states, such as wonder and reverence when he states that, "This attunement to the earth, which we call dwelling, finds expression in the simple words of the peasant, who speaks of 'the dear earth.' The earth is dear to him, not because it is his property, but because he is at home in it and on it" (Heidegger, 1971, p. 153).

However, Heidegger also argues that this attunement to the earth has been lost in modern society, due to the increasing prevalence of technological thinking, which he sees as instrumental and detached from the world.  "The earth no longer is but becomes. The earth is no longer the solid basis on which we stand, but a giant power plant. The earth is no longer the homeland, but the field of business. The earth is no longer the home of man, but the object of man's industry" (Heidegger, 1971, p. 157).

From an ontological perspective, Heidegger's essay suggests that our feeling states - such as wonder, curiosity, and reverence - play a crucial role in our ability to resonate with the natural world. He argues that these feeling states are fundamentally attuned to the rhythms and patterns of the natural world, and that they allow us to inhabit the world in a more authentic and meaningful way. He also suggests that these resonant and feeling states are increasingly threatened by the dominant mode of technological thinking, which encourages us to see the world as a collection of resources to be exploited rather than as a source of meaning and connection.

The reliability and validity may be evaluated in different ways, depending on the specific research question and context in which it is being used.  Heidegger discusses the concept of "dwelling" as a way of understanding our relationship with the natural environment, arguing that we are not merely passive observers of the natural world but rather actively engage with and shape it through our actions and practices. 

Heidegger's arguments are consistent and coherent as well as being well-supported by references to other philosophers' work. However, it is presented in a dense, abstract style and this may make it challenging for some readers to fully understand or follow Heidegger's arguments.  This could potentially affect its reliability as a source of information or inspiration for further research.  The discussion points could be considered valid in the sense that it raises important questions about the relationship between humans, technology, and the built environment, and that it offers a unique perspective on these topics. However, it could also be argued that the essay's contextualization in the traditions of Europe may limit its relevance or generalizability within other cultural contexts. Additionally, the essay's reliance on close readings of other philosophers' work may make it difficult to assess its validity in terms of empirical evidence or real-world observations.  It may be more appropriate to consider its reliability and validity in the context within its contribution to phenomenological literature rather than as a source of data analysis or practical knowledge

Heidegger's "Building, Dwelling, Thinking" offers a unique perspective on the relationship between humans, technology, and the natural world from the ontological perspective of our feeling states. It invites us to consider the deeper implications of how we inhabit and shape the environments we live in, and to consider the role that technology plays in shaping our relationship to the world.
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E Schumacher, D, and Montada's, "Emotional affinity towards nature as a prerequisite for an environmental concern: On the relationship between biophilia and ecophobia", examines the relationship between an individual's emotional affinity towards nature and their level of concern for the environment. The authors begin by discussing the concept of biophilia, which refers to the innate human affinity for nature, and the related concept of ecophobia, which refers to a fear or mistrust of nature.

The authors propose that individuals with a strong emotional affinity towards nature are more likely to have an environmental concern, while those with ecophobia may be less concerned with environmental issues. To test this hypothesis, the authors conducted a study using self-report measures to assess the emotional affinity of participants towards nature and their level of environmental concern.

In terms of epistemological issues, the authors rely on self-report measures to assess both emotional affinity towards nature and environmental concern. Self-report measures are subject to various biases, such as the tendency for individuals to present themselves in a favorable light and may not always accurately reflect an individual's true feelings or behaviors.
Ontologically, the authors assume that emotional affinity towards nature and environmental concern are distinct constructs, and that the relationship between the two is causal, with emotional affinity towards nature leading to environmental concern. However, it is possible that the relationship between these constructs may be more complex and may be influenced by other factors such as an individual's cultural background and personal values.

The reliability and validity of the measures used in the study are not explicitly discussed, so it is not clear to what extent the findings can be generalized to other populations. The study also has a relatively small sample size, which may limit the generalizability of the results.
In terms of ethical issues, the authors do not discuss any specific ethical concerns related to the study. However, as with any research involving human subjects, it is important to ensure that informed consent was obtained and that the rights and welfare of the participants were protected.  Schumacher et al.'s (2004) study provides some initial evidence for the relationship between emotional affinity towards nature and environmental concern. However, more research is needed to fully understand this relationship and to determine the extent to which it holds for different populations.

Phenomenology, Empathy, and Mindreading
Top of Form

Dan Zahavi's article "Phenomenology, Empathy, and Mindreading" is a review of the literature on empathy, focusing on the role of empathy in our ability to understand and interpret the experiences and mental states of others. Zahavi begins by discussing the concept of empathy and its relationship to other related concepts such as perspective, analysis, and mindreading.
Zahavi argues that empathy involves a direct, affective experience of the other's emotional state, and that this experience is crucial for our ability to understand and interpret the mental states of others. He also discusses the various theories of empathy, including the simulation theory and the theory of direct perception, and the empirical evidence supporting each of these theories.

One of the main epistemological issues raised by Zahavi is the question of how we can accurately understand and interpret the experiences and mental states of others. He argues that empathy, as a direct, affective experience of the other's emotional state, is a crucial component of this process, and that it allows us to "tune in" to the other's perspective and understand their experiences from their point of view.

In terms of the ontological approach, Zahavi assumes that empathy is a distinct psychological capacity that is distinct from other related abilities such as perspective-analysis and mindreading. He also assumes that empathy involves a direct experience of the other's emotional state, and that this experience is a necessary component of our ability to understand and interpret the mental states of others.

The reliability and validity of the measures of empathy used in the literature are not explicitly discussed, so it is not clear to what extent the findings can be generalized to other populations. The study also has a relatively small sample size, which may limit the generalizability of the results.
In terms of ethical issues, the article does not discuss any specific ethical concerns related to the study of empathy. However, as with all research involving human subjects, it is important to ensure that informed consent is secured and that the rights of the participants are protected.

There is no inherent bias in Dan Zahavi's article "Phenomenology, Empathy, and Mindreading." However, all research can be subject to various types of bias, including the biases of the researcher, the participants, and the methods used.  For example, the researcher's own biases and preconceptions may influence the way they frame the research question, interpret the results, and present the findings. Participants may also bring their own biases and experiences to the research, which can affect their responses and behaviors. Finally, the methods used to study empathy, such as self-report measures and behavioral observations, may also be subject to various biases and limitations.  Steps to minimize bias may have been used such as securing multiple methods to study empathy, carefully training to minimize bias in data collection, and contextual analysis and review in data interpretation to identify any potential sources of bias in order to critically evaluate future research on empathy.

Overall, Zahavi's article provides a comprehensive review of the literature on empathy and its role in our ability to understand and interpret the experiences and mental states of others. It highlights the complexity of this process and the importance of empathy in facilitating our understanding of the other's perspective. However, more research is needed to fully understand the nature and mechanisms of empathy and its relationship to other related abilities such as perspective-taking and mindreading.

Phenomenology and Naturalism

Havi Carel and Darian Meacham's book "Phenomenology and Naturalism" (2022) is a comprehensive examination of the philosophical relationship between phenomenology and naturalism and its implications for understanding human experience and nature. The book delves into ontological, epistemological, validity, bias and ethical issues surrounding the interaction of these two perspectives.

The authors argue that while phenomenology and naturalism are often considered to be distinct philosophical approaches, they can be complementary and mutually enlightening when it comes to understanding human experience and nature. They present a case for a synthesis of the two perspectives, in which phenomenology provides insight into the subjective, lived experience of nature, while naturalism provides a deeper understanding of the objective, scientific analysis of the natural world.

The book also examines the epistemological implications of combining phenomenology and naturalism, arguing that this synthesis allows for a more nuanced understanding of human experience, including the impact of biases and cultural influences on perception. In addition, the authors examine the ethical implications of this synthesis, arguing that it allows for a more inclusive and empathetic understanding of human experience and the natural world.  Considering the issue of validity, they argue that combining phenomenology and naturalism can enhance the validity of research by providing a more comprehensive and inclusive perspective.
Overall, Carel and Meacham's book provides a detailed and nuanced examination of the relationship between phenomenology and naturalism and its implications for understanding human experience and nature. It offers a valuable resource for scholars and students interested in phenomenology, naturalism, ontology, epistemology, validity, bias, and ethics.
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Darian Meacham's, "Naturalism: Examining the Relationship between Human Experience and Nature" (2021) is a comprehensive examination of the philosophical approach of naturalism and its implications for understanding the relationship between human experience and nature. The book delves into ontological, epistemological, validity, and ethical issues surrounding naturalism.  Meacham argues naturalism from an ontological stance that views nature as all that exists and that everything, including human experience, can be explained by natural laws. He also examines the epistemological implications of naturalism, arguing that it implies a commitment to empirical methods and scientific explanation for understanding the natural world and human experience.

One of the strengths of Meacham's book is its examination of the validity and ethics of naturalism. He makes the case that naturalism, as a scientific approach, is based on the principle of falsifiability and that it can be considered as a valid approach in understanding the natural world and human experience. Additionally, Meacham examines the ethical implications of naturalism, arguing that it implies a commitment to a secular, human-centered approach that values rationality and evidence over faith or tradition.
Meacham's book provides a detailed examination of naturalism and its implications for understanding the relationship between human experience and nature. It offers a valuable resource for scholars and students interested in naturalism, ontology, epistemology, validity, and ethics.

As If: Connecting Phenomenology, Mirror Neurons, Empathy and Laughter

A fascinating journey into other aspects of empathy is found in the Journal of Existential and Phenomenology Theory and Culture.  “As If: Connecting Phenomenology, Mirror Neurons, Empathy and Laughter”, by Chris Kramer (2018), a book that explores the relationship between phenomenology, mirror neurons, empathy, and laughter, with the aim of understanding how these concepts are interconnected and how they relate to human experience. 

Kramer argues that the concept of "as if" is a useful way to understand the relationship between phenomenology, mirror neurons, empathy, and laughter. He explains that "as if" refers to the way in which the brain simulates or embodies the experiences of others, allowing for empathy and understanding. He also argues that laughter is an embodied response that emerges from the same neural processes that underlie empathy.

One of the strengths of Kramer's book is its examination of the ontological and epistemological implications of these concepts. Kramer argues that phenomenology provides a valuable perspective for understanding human experience, and that mirror neurons, empathy, and laughter are all key aspects of this experience.  He points out that, "The brain simulates or embodies the experiences of others, allowing for empathy and understanding. This process is referred to as "as if" and it is a key aspect of human experience."(Kramer, 2018) The book explores the validity of these concepts, by examining the scientific evidence for the neural mechanisms underlying empathy and laughter.

Kramer also examines the ethical implications of these concepts, arguing that empathy and laughter are essential for social cohesion and that understanding their neural basis can help us to foster more compassionate and empathetic interactions with others.
Overall, Kramer's book provides a detailed and nuanced examination of the relationship between phenomenology, mirror neurons, empathy, and laughter, and their implications for understanding human experience. It offers a valuable resource for scholars and students interested in phenomenology, neuroscience, empathy, and laughter.

Nature and the Human Soul: Cultivating Wholeness

"Nature and the Human Soul: Cultivating Wholeness and Community in a Fragmented World" by Bill Plotkin (2008) is a book that explores the relationship between human psychology and the natural world, with a particular focus on the idea that reconnecting with nature can be a path towards personal and collective healing. The book offers a unique perspective on the human-nature relationship, drawing on ontological, epistemological, methodological, and validity perspectives.

In terms of ontology, the book posits that the human soul is deeply connected to the natural world, and that reconnecting with nature can help to heal the fragmentation and alienation that characterizes modern human experience. This implies that nature is not just an external object, but also an essential aspect of human existence.  Epistemologically, the book relies on a combination of personal anecdotes, case studies, and research from fields such as psychology, ecology, and indigenous cultures to support its arguments. The author uses this approach to provide a holistic understanding of the human-nature relationship.

Methodologically, the book is based on the author's personal experiences and observations, as well as on research and interviews with experts in various fields. The author also draws on his experience as a wilderness guide and psychotherapist. This methodology allows the author to provide a unique perspective on the human-nature relationship, which is rooted in both personal experience and scientific research.  In terms of validity, the book relies on a variety of sources, such as scientific research, personal anecdotes, and case studies. The author supports his arguments with a wide range of evidence and refers to various sources to back up his claims. However, it should be noted that some of the research cited in the book is from the late 20th century and may not reflect the latest findings and perspectives in the field.
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