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Background and Context

As environmental crises intensify, modern human societies are increasingly disconnected from the natural world. This disconnection is particularly evident in urban environments, where the pace of life and built surroundings often separate city dwellers from direct experiences with nature. However, indigenous cultures offer alternative worldviews, deeply rooted in understanding nature as a living, interconnected system. These worldviews suggest that reconnecting with nature is not only possible but necessary for ecological and personal well-being.

This research aims to explore what nature can teach us about reconnection by examining indigenous practices through a phenomenological lens and incorporating an action research component to apply these insights in modern societal contexts. It will also investigate what nature can teach us about reconnection by examining indigenous practices through a phenomenological lens, which focuses on understanding individuals’ lived experiences. By using phenomenology, the study will delve deeply into the ways indigenous peoples perceive and engage with nature, hopefully revealing insights into the holistic and spiritual relationships that underpin their practices. 

As the research will incorporate an action research component to apply these indigenous insights in modern societal contexts, it is intended to specifically target residents of urban environments. Action research, with its participatory and practical approach, will allow urban communities to engage with and adapt indigenous methods to foster reconnection with nature. This dual approach of phenomenological inquiry and action research is expected to yield both theoretical and practical contributions to understanding how modern societies can rebuild a sustainable and reciprocal relationship with the natural world.


Aims and Objectives

The research addresses two interrelated problems: the environmental disconnection prevalent in modern urban societies and the need for practical, sustainable ways to re-establish a meaningful relationship with nature. While indigenous cultures provide a wealth of knowledge about living in harmony with nature, the challenge is to adapt this knowledge to urban settings. Therefore, this study will investigate both the phenomenological aspects of indigenous relationships with nature and expand those aspects into a qualitative action research project with urban dwellers to apply and assess these insights in a real-world urban context. 

Potential aims will be to discover how indigenous practices and cosmologies shape their relationship with nature and what phenomenological insights can be derived from indigenous experiences of nature. How can their insights inform modern approaches to reconnecting with nature in urban environments to foster a deeper connection with nature.

indigenous approaches to nature emphasize the importance of maintaining a balance between human activity and ecological integrity. This perspective can inform urban planning and development, encouraging cities to adopt biophilic design principles that prioritize the integration of natural elements into built environments. For example, green roofs, living walls, urban forests, and the preservation of natural water systems can transform cities into more harmonious and nature-friendly spaces. These design strategies not only improve the aesthetic and environmental quality of urban areas but also help residents experience the benefits of nature in their daily lives, reducing the sense of alienation from the natural world.

Indigenous wisdom also highlights the importance of storytelling, rituals, and community-based practices in maintaining connections to nature. In urban settings, creating shared spaces and cultural programs that honor the earth, seasons, and natural cycles can foster a collective sense of belonging to the environment. Indigenous ceremonies, storytelling sessions, and ecological education programs can provide opportunities for urban communities to reflect on their relationship with the environment, cultivating a deeper spiritual and emotional connection to nature.

Finally, indigenous practices offer insights into resilience in the face of environmental change. Many indigenous communities have developed adaptive strategies over centuries, learning to live in harmony with fluctuating ecological conditions. These strategies can inform modern approaches to urban sustainability and climate resilience. By incorporating indigenous ecological knowledge into urban resilience planning, cities can become more adaptable to the challenges posed by climate change, biodiversity loss, and environmental degradation.


The aim is to use two pathways to achieve the objective of furthering our knowledge of valid tools to reconnect with the natural world within cities: to expand the philosophical and environmental discourse on human-nature relationships through phenomenological inquiry into indigenous practices, and to offer practical pathways for reconnecting with nature in urban settings through qualitative action research. By integrating indigenous wisdom into the lives of city dwellers, this study has the potential to inspire urban communities to develop more sustainable, reciprocal relationships with nature. It also contributes to the growing field of urban ecology and environmental psychology, offering real-world applications of indigenous principles that can foster environmental stewardship in urban spaces.




Indicative Review of Literature


Indigenous Ecological Knowledge

A growing body of literature has explored how indigenous ecological knowledge (IEK) contributes to biodiversity conservation, sustainable resource management, and climate resilience (Berkes, 1999; Kimmerer, 2013). Many scholars point out that indigenous ways of knowing emphasize reciprocity, respect, and sustainability in their engagement with the environment and engaging in restoration projects as practices of environmental moral repair (Almassi, 2017)

An essential feature of indigenous human-nature relationships is the principle of reciprocity. Across diverse indigenous cultures, there is a recognition that humans must give back to the earth in return for what they take. This reciprocity is not only practical—ensuring the sustainability of resources—but also ethical and spiritual, reflecting a deep respect for the agency and rights of non-human beings. Through ‘eidetic reduction’, these essential qualities of interconnectedness and reciprocity can be identified as fundamental to indigenous human-nature relationships, providing valuable insights for contemporary efforts to restore ecological balance.

Robin Wall Kimmerer (2013) highlights the concept of reciprocity with nature, drawing from her Potawatomi heritage and combining it with scientific perspectives to offer a framework for reconnection. She emphasizes that nature is a teacher, and humans must re-learn how to listen, observe, and participate in natural cycles. Fikret Berkes (1999) explores traditional ecological knowledge (TEK), which underscores the symbiotic relationship between humans and nature. TEK involves spiritual, practical, and cultural knowledge, all deeply embedded in the natural cycles of the environment. His work suggests that indigenous practices offer valuable insights for contemporary environmental challenges. Additionally, Gadgil, Berkes, and Folke (1993) highlight the adaptive nature of IEK, demonstrating that it allows indigenous communities to sustainably manage ecosystems in dynamic environments. Their research reveals that indigenous societies often possess a deep understanding of resource cycles, species behavior, and ecological thresholds, contributing to resilience in the face of environmental variability.

Maffi (2005) similarly asserts that language, culture, and biodiversity are intertwined, with the loss of indigenous languages and knowledge systems leading to a corresponding loss in ecological understanding. Aikenhead and Ogawa (2007) further discuss the importance of integrating IEK with modern scientific approaches in environmental education. They argue that IEK can enrich science education by providing alternative ways of understanding and managing natural resources. For instance, the use of fire in traditional land management in Australia has been shown to prevent large-scale wildfires, demonstrating a sustainable practice rooted in IEK (Russell-Smith et al., 1997).

David Abram (1996) explores the phenomenological dimensions of human perception and the natural world, arguing that indigenous ontologies perceive nature as an active, sentient presence. This worldview challenges the mechanistic, resource-based relationship modern societies have with the environment. 

The phenomenological inquiry into indigenous practices offers valuable lessons for modern societies, particularly those grappling with the environmental consequences of industrialization and consumerism. Indigenous worldviews and practices, as revealed through phenomenology, provide alternative ways of relating to nature that emphasize an ethics of care, respect, reciprocity, and sustainability. These insights can inform contemporary environmental movements, offering a framework for reconnecting with nature in ways that are not only ecologically sound but also ethically and spiritually fulfilling. 

Studies by Nakashima et al. (2012) and Leonard et al. (2013) highlight the importance of Indigenous Knowledge in observing and responding to environmental changes. Nakashima et al. emphasize that indigenous peoples have long observed shifts in weather patterns, species migrations, and resource availability, developing adaptive strategies to cope with these changes. Leonard et al. (2013) explore the role of IEK in creating community-based adaptation strategies, emphasizing that indigenous knowledge systems can enhance local resilience to climate change. Moreover, Reyes-García et al. (2010) argue that IEK offers critical insights into climate resilience, particularly through traditional agricultural practices that have developed to cope with variability in precipitation and temperature. Their work with the Tsimane' people in the Bolivian Amazon shows that traditional farming systems are often better suited to dealing with unpredictable climate changes than modern, monoculture-based approaches. 

Urban Dwellers:  The Need for a Return to Nature

For urban and industrialized populations, we are “a culture clinging to a bankrupt worldview which prescribes a cramped materialistic individualism” (Matthews, 1991).  Modern society’s estrangement from nature is due not only to technological and economic factors but also to a broader cultural alienation from the very idea of nature as a living, dynamic presence. This research will advocate for a form of “reinhabitation,” in which humans return to a mode of existence that acknowledges their participation in the natural world. This involves a recognition of the intrinsic value of all beings and ecosystems, rather than seeing them only through the lens of human utility. (Matthews, 2005). Mathews’ ethics of care emphasizes the importance of developing empathetic and reciprocal relationships with the natural world.

Re-establishing a meaningful connection with nature and the ‘re-enchantment of nature’ (Matthews, 2009) can help foster a sense of respect, wonder, and ethical responsibility toward the natural world.  This may involve adopting practices inspired by indigenous traditions, such as rituals of gratitude, sustainable resource management, and mindfulness of natural cycles. These practices can help individuals and communities move beyond the objectification of nature and begin to see themselves as part of a larger ecological system, one that requires care, respect, and reciprocity. Additionally, the phenomenological exploration of indigenous practices challenges modern societies to reconsider their relationship with the natural world. By suspending assumptions, individuals can begin to question the dominant paradigms that frame nature as an external resource and instead embrace a more holistic, relational understanding of their place within the environment. This shift in perspective has the potential to foster greater ecological awareness and responsibility, helping to address the root causes of environmental degradation.

Urbanization has significantly transformed the relationship between humans and nature. As cities continue to expand, a growing body of research explores the phenomenon of urban residents’ disconnection from nature, its effects on well-being, and how reconnection can be fostered. Action research, which emphasizes participatory methods and practical solutions, has been increasingly used to investigate this disconnection from a phenomenological perspective. Phenomenology, as a qualitative approach, seeks to understand human experiences and perceptions, making it particularly well-suited to exploring how individuals in urban environments experience their relationship—or lack thereof—with nature.

Studies on the disconnection from nature often point to the physical and psychological barriers created by urbanization. Louv (2008) coined the term "nature-deficit disorder," suggesting that urbanization and the digital age are contributing to a growing sense of alienation from natural environments, especially among children. The built environment of cities often leads to a fragmented experience of nature, limited to parks or green spaces, which are sometimes inaccessible or insufficient for fostering a deep connection to the natural world.

Action research has been employed to understand and address these issues through community-based interventions. For instance, a study by Kaley et al. (2017) conducted an action research project in a highly urbanized neighborhood, where residents were invited to participate in urban gardening projects. Through interviews and observations, the researchers used phenomenological methods to explore how participants' perceptions of their environment changed over time. The results revealed that participants not only felt more connected to nature but also experienced increased feelings of well-being and community engagement.

Phenomenological studies emphasize the experiential aspects of disconnection from nature. Urban residents often describe nature as "other," something distant or apart from their daily lives. Studies by Kaplan and Kaplan (1989) and more recent research by Kuo (2001) suggest that prolonged absence from natural settings can contribute to feelings of stress, isolation, and reduced cognitive function. Urban environments, with their dense architecture and technological distractions, limit sensory experiences typically associated with natural environments, such as sounds, smells, and the feeling of openness.

Action research offers a collaborative framework for addressing these psychological and sociocultural challenges. A notable study by Roe and Aspinall (2011) used action research to engage urban residents in a series of “nature walks” in local parks. By incorporating participant reflections, the researchers captured the lived experiences of disconnection and reconnection, highlighting how even brief interactions with natural environments could foster psychological restoration and emotional well-being.

Numerous action research projects have sought to facilitate reconnection with nature through community engagement, urban planning, and environmental education. These projects often integrate phenomenological methods to capture the essence of participants’ experiences. For instance, the Growing Green Spaces initiative (Smith et al., 2015) involved residents of a densely populated urban area in co-creating community gardens. Participants described a renewed sense of connection to nature through their involvement, with phenomenological interviews revealing deep emotional ties formed through touch, smell, and visual engagement with plants.
Other action research initiatives focus on urban policy and planning to increase access to natural environments. Lenzen et al. (2020) conducted an action research study in a European city, working with local governments to implement biophilic design principles. Through phenomenological data collection methods, such as in-depth interviews and reflective journaling, the study captured how residents’ experiences of their neighborhoods changed following the introduction of more green spaces, natural light, and sustainable materials. Participants described feeling more "at home" in their city, attributing the changes to a renewed sense of harmony with their surroundings.

Phenomenological Insights into Disconnection and Well-being

Phenomenology provides critical insights into how urban residents experience disconnection from nature on a subjective level. This approach has revealed that feelings of alienation from nature are not just physical but deeply intertwined with emotional and psychological states. For example, Albrecht’s (2005) concept of “solastalgia” describes the distress caused by environmental change, which resonates with many urban residents who feel disconnected from their natural roots due to urbanization. Action research projects, such as those conducted by McCormack et al. (2018), show that this sense of disconnection can be alleviated through purposeful, participatory interventions that reconnect people to their environments.  In addition, action research methodologies, such as those discussed by Reason and Bradbury (2008), emphasize collaboration and real-world application, making them well-suited to working with urban communities to explore ways to foster reconnection with nature.



The phenomenological technique of eidetic reduction will also be useful in the research to identify the essential structures of an experience, moving beyond the particularities of individual cases to uncover what is universal. In the context of indigenous human-nature relationships, eidetic reduction allows us to distill the essential qualities that define these relationships across different cultures and practices. One essential feature that emerges through eidetic reduction is the recognition of nature as a living, sentient entity. This perspective is shared across many indigenous cultures, from the animistic traditions of the Americas to the cosmologies of Aboriginal Australians. Nature is not seen as an inert resource to be exploited but as a community of living beings—plants, animals, rivers, mountains—with whom humans share a reciprocal relationship. This understanding contrasts sharply with the dominant Western view of nature as a separate, objective reality that can be measured, controlled, and manipulated. 

Connecting with the Past to Reconnect with Our Future

Indigenous worldviews offer a powerful counter-narrative to the disconnection and exploitation of nature that characterize much of modern industrial society. Research aims to uncover the essential qualities of these relationships—interconnectedness, reciprocity, and respect for the agency of the natural world. Indigenous peoples’ ways of knowing offer insights for rethinking the human-nature relationship. Indigenous cosmologies, which often view the earth as a sentient being with agency, provide an alternative framework for understanding environmental ethics. Research into these epistemologies can guide Western societies toward a more sustainable and respectful engagement with the environment. The research will not advocate for a simple appropriation of Indigenous beliefs but rather call for a genuine dialogue between Western and Indigenous perspectives. By integrating these alternative worldviews, research will look at how modern societies can cultivate a deeper respect for nature and a more holistic understanding of their place within the biosphere. 

In a time of ecological crisis, indigenous wisdom and phenomenological inquiry together provide a path forward, one that fosters a more sustainable and ethical relationship with the earth, beginning to heal our fractured relationship with nature and work toward a future of ecological balance and harmony.


 Proposed Methodology

Phenomenology, as outlined by Husserl (1970), Merleau-Ponty (1962), and others, offers a framework for studying the subjective experience of urban residents in relation to nature. It emphasizes understanding lived experiences from the first-person perspective, focusing on how individuals perceive and make meaning of their environments. This theoretical approach contrasts with more positivist research methods, offering rich, nuanced descriptions of human experiences.

Action research, as defined by Lewin (1946), is a cyclical, participatory approach aimed at solving practical problems while generating knowledge. It actively involves participants in the research process, making it a valuable method for addressing real-world issues like urban residents’ disconnection from nature. Action research, in the context of urban ecology, integrates both phenomenological inquiry and participatory methods to explore and mitigate the disconnection from nature.

 
Given the sensitive nature of working with indigenous knowledge systems and the diverse perspectives This research adopts a dual methodology: phenomenological inquiry and qualitative action research. The phenomenological component will focus on research into the lived experiences and historical literature review about nature in indigenous communities, while the action research will be built upon the indigenous research and will engage city dwellers in applying and reflecting on some of these insights.

Phenomenological Research with Indigenous Communities Phenomenological research aims to uncover the essence of indigenous experiences with nature. Research will be conducted into the ancient literature of indigenous communities, with a focus on how nature was experienced in their daily practices, rituals, and belief systems. The phenomenological methodology will use techniques such as epoche (the suspension of presuppositions) and eidetic reduction 

Qualitative Action Research with City Dwellers, the second component, will involve a qualitative action research project with urban residents. The action research will be collaborative, iterative, and will be focused on real-world change. This approach will enable urban participants to actively engage in processes aimed at reconnecting with nature, using insights drawn from indigenous practices. 

The action research will follow these phases: 

1.  Co-Design of Interventions: Working with participants, we will co-create nature-based activities and rituals inspired by indigenous practices. These may include guided walks in urban parks, gardening projects, sensory engagement with nature (listening to birds, feeling the earth), or developing mindfulness exercises that encourage connection to the land. 

2. Implementation of Activities: Over a set period, participants will engage in these activities, documenting their experiences through journals, group discussions, and reflective exercises. 

3. Reflection and Adaptation: Regular group meetings will be held to reflect on participants' experiences, making adaptations to the activities based on feedback and insights. This iterative process will allow for the development of practices that resonate with urban life while fostering a deeper connection to nature. 

4. Evaluation of Impact: The final phase will involve evaluating the effectiveness of these interventions in fostering reconnection with nature. This will be done through qualitative interviews, reflective journals, and focus groups, analyzing the emotional, psychological, and practical impacts of the interventions. 



Ethical Considerations

Given the sensitive nature of working with indigenous knowledge systems and the diverse perspectives This research adopts a dual methodology: phenomenological inquiry and qualitative action research. The phenomenological component will focus on the lived experiences of nature in indigenous communities, while the action research will engage city dwellers in applying and reflecting on these insights.

Ethnographic fieldwork and in-depth interviews will be conducted with members of indigenous communities, with a focus on how nature is experienced in their daily practices, rituals, and belief systems.  This will have careful ethical preparation before the interviews are conducted.  There will be extensive literature review in preparation for the interviews which will assure that the correct ethical guidelines are met in working with indigenous populations and knowledge.   The phenomenological methodology will use techniques such as epoche (the suspension of presuppositions) and eidetic reduction, in which strict ethical guidelines will be followed. Collaboration and consent will be prioritized in working with indigenous communities, ensuring that their knowledge is respected and represented in culturally appropriate ways. 

Likewise, participants in the action research project will be fully informed about the study’s goals, and their participation will be voluntary and confidential. If there are multiple countries that will be worked within, we will research the data privacy policies of each country and ensure they are followed.  Reciprocity will be a key value, ensuring that both indigenous and urban communities benefit from the research.
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Reconnecting with Nature through Indigenous
Wisdom

Addressing Environmental Disconnection in Modern Urban Settings







Introduction

* Problem — Critical Paradigm:

* Urbanization has fundamentally altered the relationship between humans
and nature.

* A growing body of research identifies the negative effects of disconnection
from nature on well-being

* indigenous knowledge of connecting with the earth enhances well-being

Can urban dwellers implement indigenous practices to reconnect to nature?







Background

* Disconnection from Nature in Urban Settings:

* Fast-paced urban life and the built environment separate individuals from
direct nature experiences.

* Environmental crises exacerbate the need for sustainable relationships with
nature.
* Indigenous Worldviews:
* Indigenous knowledge systems emphasize harmony with nature, which is
considered essential to human well-being
* Research Aim:

* To explore what indigenous practices can teach us about reconnection with
nature using a phenomenological approach.

* To apply these insights in modern urban contexts through action research







Research Rationale

* Indigenous ways of knowing emphasize reciprocity, respect, and sustainability in
their engagement with the environment and engaging in restoration projects as
practices of environmental moral repair (Almassi, 2017)

* The urban environment limits direct interactions with nature, leading to
fragmented experiences of the natural world (Louv, 2008).

* Urban dwellers often experience nature as something “other” and distant,
resulting in psychological and emotional disconnection.

e Studies by Kaplan and Kaplan (1989) and Kuo (2001) indicate that prolonged
]zcabsence rom nature contributes to stress, isolation, and reduced cognitive
unction.







Aims and Objectives

1.Investigate how indigenous practices and cosmologies shape
connections to nature.

2.Assess the psychological and emotional impacts of these practices on
urban residents through phenomenological research.

3.Develop practical reconnection strategies via action research
interventions, such as urban gardening and nature walks.







Research Questions

Key Questions:

* What can indigenous practices teach us about creating a meaningful
relationship with nature?

* How can these insights be applied in urban settings to foster a deeper
connection with nature?

* How can action research be used to mitigate psychological and
sociocultural barriers to reconnection in cities?







Methodology

* Phenomenological Approach:

* Explore the lived experiences and perceptions of indigenous people
regarding their relationship with nature.

* Drawing on the work of Husserl (1970) and Merleau-Ponty (1962), this
approach focuses on understanding the humans experience of nature.

Action Research:

Collaborate with urban communities to design practical interventions based
on indigenous wisdom.

* Implement and assess these interventions in real-world urban contexts.

Participants will be engaged in reflective interviews, nature interaction, and
indigenous practices to explore their emotional and perceptual changes.







Literature Review

Indigenous Environmental Knowledge:

Studies by Nakashima et al. (2012) and Leonard et al. (2013) highlight the
importance of Indigenous Knowledge in observing and responding to
environmental changes.

Phenomenological Impact of Disconnection:

Urbanization limits sensory engagement with nature, leading to feelings of stress
and isolation (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989; Kuo, 2001).

Action Research Examples:

Roe & Aspinall (2011) demonstrated how simple nature walks can foster
psychological restoration and emotional well-being.







Reconnection Strategies

* Community Engagement: Action research projects, like Growing
Green Spaces (Smith et al., 2015), offer practical pathways for
fostering reconnection.

* Urban Planning: Biophilic desigh and increased access to green
spaces can reshape urban residents' experiences of their

environment, promoting a sense of harmony with nature (Lenzen et
al., 2020).







Expected Contributions

* Urban Ecology & Environmental Psychology:

» Offer real-world applications of indigenous principles in urban planning and
community engagement.

 Sustainability & Environmental Stewardship:

* Inspire more sustainable, reciprocal relationships between urban societies
and nature.

* Foster a culture of environmental stewardship in cities.







Key Takeaways

* Indigenous wisdom offers valuable insights for reconnecting with
nature in urban contexts.

* Combining phenomenological inquiry with action research can lead to
practical solutions for addressing environmental disconnection.

* This research contributes to growing efforts in urban ecology to
promote sustainable living and ecological well-being










