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Does Extraordinary Experience Play A Role In Establishing A Relationship With Nature?


Introduction

This essay aims to conclude whether extraordinary experiences play a role in establishing a relationship with nature. To do so, it first looks at the distinguishing factors between ordinary and extraordinary, and discusses the nature of experience, utilising theories such as phenomenology, epistemology, and Aesthetics,[footnoteRef:1] in order to do so. Similarly examined in this paper is the question of ‘what would an extraordinary-experience-established relationship with nature look like and how can we identify it to be as such?’. Does it need to be quantifiable and/or placed within a positivist’s cultural framework, or can it be described as a feeling of connectedness? Furthermore, this essay looks at what level of evidence is necessary in proving that it was an extraordinary experience that established the relationship with nature, and not something else that did so, such as an ordinary experience, incorrectly interpreted, or even nothing experiential at all. These are pressing questions that arose when attempting to answer the titular one. The possibilities will be discussed here, tied in with notions of subjectivity and the validity of evidence types, and even different perspectives on what nature is and how it relates to humanity, and how we naturally and unnaturally relate to it. [1:  Yuriko Saito, ‘Aesthetics of the Everyday’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2021 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2021/entries/aesthetics-of-everyday/> . [accessed 08 December 2022].] 


When considering these questions that make up the primary titular one, the purported types of extraordinary experience included psychedelic, religious, and experiences that were discussed in relation to their mystical, profound, and revelatory nature and properties. 

Before launching into our discussion of whether there is indeed a verifiable causation or correlation between extraordinary experience and the establishing of a relationship to nature, it is worthwhile differentiating between extraordinary and ordinary experiences, if indeed there is an objective difference. Whether there is a difference is distinctly both an epistemological and phenomenological question. [footnoteRef:2] Specifically, it is a question of social epistemology, which Alvin Goldman and Cailin O’Connor define as distinguished from what could be called an individual epistemology in its being ‘an enterprise concerned with how people can best pursue the truth (whichever truth is in question) with the help of, or in the face of, others. It is also concerned with truth acquisition by groups, or collective agents.’[footnoteRef:3] [2:  David Woodruff Smith, ‘Phenomenology’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2018 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2018/entries/phenomenology/>  [accessed 08 December 2022].]  [3:  Alvin Goldman and Cailin O’Connor, ‘Social Epistemology’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2021 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2021/entries/epistemology-social/> [accessed 08 December 2022].] 



The question of the validity of an experience’s extraordinariness can be categorised thusly because in order to get an overall sense, one must survey multiple phenomenological agents due to the unquantifiable nature of the definition of extraordinariness.[footnoteRef:4] The notion of this question being phenomenological too, is justified by David Woodruff Smith, who summarises phenomenology as the study of experiential consciousness, with focus on the objects of experience,[footnoteRef:5] the objects of experience discussed in this paper being those that are considered to be extraordinary and potentially influential.  [4:  Bradley B. Onishi, ‘2 PHILOSOPHIZING WITH RELIGION: Secular Reenchantment in the Early Heidegger’, The Sacrality of the Secular: Postmodern Philosophy of Religion, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2018), p. 56–85 (55) <http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7312/onis18392.7> [Accessed 04 January 2023].]  [5:  Smith, ‘Phenomenology’.] 


The phenomenological nature of the extraordinary in conjunction with and contrast to the ordinary should not, according to Haapala and Potgieter, cited by Yuriko Saito, be confined to a stationary definition.[footnoteRef:6] Saito goes on to state that the  [6:  Yuriko Saito, ‘Aesthetics of the Everyday’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2021 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2021/entries/aesthetics-of-everyday/> . [accessed 08 December 2022].] 


recent discussion of the notion of everyday emphasizes relationality and lability, a temporary framework that responds to specific time and place, whether it regards the course of an individual’s life (such as a painting becoming a part of one’s everyday life after being purchased and hung on the living room wall), or a general societal change, such as the increasing presence of the digital world today.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Saito, ‘Aesthetics of the Everyday’.] 


As such, inextricably linked to the notion of the ordinary, the idea of extraordinary must similarly be in constant flux. 

When surveying the literature associated with the titular question, it seemed that little research had been done on the more general extraordinary experiences’ role in establishing a relationship with nature. Rather, they tended to hone in on a specific type of extraordinary experience, such as the psychedelic or religious, or looked at extraordinary nature’s impact on this relationship between humanity and the natural world. 

If we are to break extraordinary experiences into types of extraordinary experience, which the literature seems to somewhat demand, the psychedelic side of extraordinary experience’s effect on relationships to nature is covered by the likes of Paterniti, Bright, and Gringart in their article The Relationship Between Psychedelic Use, Mystical Experiences, and Pro-Environmental Behaviors (2022),[footnoteRef:8] published in the Journal of Humanistic Psychology.  [8:  K. Paterniti, S. Bright, & E. Gringart, ‘The Relationship Between Psychedelic Use, Mystical Experiences, and Pro-Environmental Behaviors’, in Journal of Humanistic Psychology (2022) <https://doi.org/10.1177/00221678221111024> [accessed 08 December 2022].] 


For the religious extraordinary experience, Syracuse University professor or theology and philosophy, John D. Caputo’s work The Experience of God and the Axiology of the Impossible[footnoteRef:9] is one that lends itself to this field of study, as is the work of philosopher and psychologist William James (1842-1910), who dedicated much of his life to the study of extraordinary experiences – with a focus on the religiously interpreted.[footnoteRef:10] His work can be considered a staple in terms of religious extraordinary experiences’ impact on humanity and how they affect beliefs and actions.[footnoteRef:11] As we will become apparent in the discussion, William James also touches upon the extraordinariness of psychedelic experience.  [9:  John D. Caputo, ‘The Experience of God and the Axiology of the Impossible’ The Essential Caputo: Selected Writings, ed. by Keith B. Putt, (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2018), p. 321–335 (321) <https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt2005tww.23> [accessed 02 December 2022].]  [10:  William James, The Complete Works of William James. Illustrated: The Varieties of Religious Experience. The Principles of Psychology. Pragmatism. (Kindle Edition), (Strelbytskyy Multimedia Publishing).]  [11:  James.] 


Another pertinent resource when analysing this essay’s research question is Freya Harrild and David Luke’s: An evaluation of the role of mystical experiences in transpersonal ecopsychology[footnoteRef:12], which examines the ecopsychological impact of extraordinary experiences characterised as mystical, with the transpersonal ecopsychology detailed by Harrild and Luke as being the self, expanded to include its connectedness to its ecosystem.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Freya Harrild and David Luke, ‘An evaluation of the role of mystical experiences in transpersonal ecopsychology’, Transpersonal Psychology Review (2020), vol. 22, 1-15. <https://www.researchgate.net/publication/341453879_An_evaluation_of_the_role_of_mystical_experiences_in_transpersonal_ecopsychology> [accessed 11 December 2022].]  [13:  MacLean et al, cited by Harrild and Luke, p. 2.] 


Those that discuss extraordinary nature-based experiences and their profound impact include Becky Mathers (Arcadia University) and Eric Brymer (Sourthern Cross University);[footnoteRef:14] Yanick Joye and Jan Willem Bolderdijk of the Department of Marketing in the Faculty of Economics and Business, University of Groningen, Netherlands, with their 2015 study which explored the effects of extraordinary nature on a number of relevant metrics, such as care and connectedness;[footnoteRef:15] and Nurit Bird-David (cultural anthropology professor at the University of Haifa, Israel) whose work often focuses on relational epistemology – with specific attention paid to the relationality between humans and the environment and how these relationships manifest and transform, using culturally ethnographic case studies to do so.[footnoteRef:16]  [14:  Becky Mathers and Eric Brymer ‘The Power of a Profound Experience With Nature: Living With Meaning’  Frontiers in Psychology (2022), vo. 13 <https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.764224> [accessed 11 December 2022].  ]  [15:  Yanick Joye, and Jan Willem Bolderdijk, ‘An exploratory study into the effects of extraordinary nature on emotions, mood, and prosociality’, Frontiers in Psychology (2015), vol. 5 <https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.01577> [accessed 11 December 2022].]  [16:  Nurit Bird-David, ‘ ‘Animism’ Revisited: Personhood, Environment, and Relational Epistemology’, Current Anthropology (1999), vol. 40.1, S67–97 (73) <https://doi.org/10.1086/200061>.
] 


Discussion

One point on the potential role extraordinary experiences play in establishing a relationship with nature is that phenomenologically speaking, observed by Smith:

The central structure of an experience is its intentionality, its being directed towards something, as it is an experience of or about some object. An experience is directed toward an object by virtue of its content or meaning (which represents the object) together with appropriate enabling conditions.[footnoteRef:17]  [17:  Smith, ‘Phenomenology’.] 


As extraordinary experiences are often considered to often happen in or as a direct result of nature;[footnoteRef:18] by this logic it therefore would stand to reason that these extraordinary experiences are ‘directed towards’ nature as the experiences’ central structure in a way that does indeed establish a deepened relationship with nature.[footnoteRef:19] This is further evidenced by the work of Becky Mathers and Eric Brymer, whose research sought to ‘better understand how a singular, meaningful experience defines an individual’s self-awareness of his or her relationship with nature, changes social relationships, and directs environmental decisions and behaviors.’[footnoteRef:20] They concluded that these experiences can have lasting, meaningful implications on the subject,[footnoteRef:21] and that a ‘profound experience with nature was the impetus for change for every participant’.[footnoteRef:22]   [18:  Mathers, Brymer.]  [19:  Smith, ‘Phenomenology’.]  [20:  Mathers, Brymer.  ]  [21:  Mathers, Brymer.]  [22:  Mathers, Brymer.] 


On the other hand, upon closer inspection, this study’s participants’ so-called profound experiences with nature could perhaps be considered as distinctly un-extraordinary. These experiences included ‘playing in an abandoned field’ and even ‘Giving cabbage to three old women’,[footnoteRef:23] both of which, on the surface, seem mundane. However, as discussed in a previous section, the concept of extraordinary is a relational one, not necessarily fixed to a universal or even cultural framework.[footnoteRef:24] Having said that, ‘profound’ is similarly also not completely tantamount to extraordinary - what may be considered an ordinary experience may still have profound effects. However, to go against that too, with the hypothetically phenomenological nature of the extraordinary,[footnoteRef:25] it could also be surmised that these ordinary experiences’ resultant profound effects have made them extraordinary. This is exemplified in participants such as Bridget, seeing a line of ants transporting nest materials. She would have not been the first nor the last to experience this and in that way it’s arguably a fairly un-extraordinary experience, but it was her sudden awareness of the ants’ ‘connection to the soil’ that led to her realisation of the ‘interconnectedness of all living creatures’ and furthermore even chartering her trajectory towards her PhD studies.[footnoteRef:26] The resulting impact of these purportedly profound and thus arguably extraordinary experiences was concluded to have been directive of future environmental decisions and behaviour, and suddenly bestowing a sense of self-awareness as a being who is part of the natural world,[footnoteRef:27] and therefore, though I am tentative to draw too many conclusions from this research due to the aforementioned complications when used to answer this paper’s titular question, it does seemingly provide some evidence to the argument that extraordinary experiences do play a role in establishing a relationship with nature.  However, the final reservation that could potentiate uncertainty in this statement is the fact that all the experiences discussed in the Mathers and Brymer’s research were based in nature. As such, it could be posited that the participants had previously had at least some relationship with nature and that these experiences reinforced rather than established their relationships to the natural world, and similarly, it is not extractable from their research whether experiences outside of the natural context have any implications on their relationship with nature or whether that only applies to experiences of nature itself. [23:  Mathers, Brymer. ]  [24:  Saito, ‘Aesthetics of the Everyday’.]  [25:  Smith, ‘Phenomenology’.]  [26:  Mathers, Brymer.]  [27:  Mathers, Brymer.] 


On the potential for extraordinary experiences-not-pertaining-to-nature having any association with establishing a relationship with nature, Mircea Eliade noted how that, at least for the religious, extraordinary – such as the supernatural – is ‘indissolubly connected with the natural’.[footnoteRef:28]  This could suggest that all extraordinary experiences are at least in part nature-based experiences, and therefore affiliated with the same implications in terms of the possibly resultant establishing of a relationship to nature. Eliade goes on to state that ‘nature always expresses something that transcends it’, a comment that could explain why someone who has an extraordinary experience that is at least not overtly nature-based, may gravitate towards a deepening relationship with nature,[footnoteRef:29] it potentially exuding similarly extraordinary qualities that give the experiencer of the extraordinary the sense of empathetic intimacy.[footnoteRef:30] Eliade uses the term ‘supernature’,[footnoteRef:31] with super being synonymous with extra-.[footnoteRef:32] Of course, Eliade prefaces his comments that this applies only to the religious, which casts doubt on whether it can be universally generalised that extraordinary experiences are inherently partially establishing relationships to nature. However, on this, John D. Caputo of Syracuse University wrote that ‘the experience of the impossible makes the experience of God possible’.[footnoteRef:33] He means impossible in a phenomenological sense, shattering ‘the horizon of expectation and foreseeability’,[footnoteRef:34] or essentially, the extraordinary, with ordinary defined in the Merriam-Webster.com dictionary as ‘[…] to be expected in the normal order of events’.[footnoteRef:35] Therefore, the secular person who experiences the extraordinary may have their spiritual horizons broadened to potentially incite a more religious outlook, and thus the conclusions drawn from Eliade’s claims could apply generally to both religious and initially secular experiencers of the extraordinary.  [28:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, trans. by William R. Trask (London: Harcourt, Inc., 1957), p. 118.]  [29:  Eliade, p. 118.]  [30:  Eliade, p. 118.]  [31:  Eliade, p. 118.]  [32:  Eliade, p. 118.]  [33:  Caputo, p. 321.]  [34:  Caputo, p. 321.]  [35:  ‘Ordinary’, in Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary [online], <https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/ordinary> [accessed 14 December 2022].] 


Despite the above claims, nature can still be considered to diverge into ordinary and extraordinary nature. Joye and Bolderdijk tested the distinction between the effects of the two and discovered that ‘exposure to awesome nature improved moods above and beyond the effect of mundane nature conditions’,[footnoteRef:36] and that the former made the subject feel ‘the smallest’.[footnoteRef:37] This further evidences the findings of Mathers and Brymer where the profound nature-based experiences led to increased self-awareness as a being part of the whole ecological system of the world.[footnoteRef:38]  [36:  Joye, Bolderdijk. ]  [37:  Joye, Bolderdijk.]  [38:  Mathers, Brymer.] 


In Joye and Bolderdijk’s study, every response except one saw an increase when participants were exposed to awesome/extraordinary nature as opposed to mundane nature images (see Figure 1). Self-proclaimed feelings of  ‘connectedness’, for example, rose from 2.94(1.84) when viewing neutral pictures to 3.79(1.60) for mundane nature, and once again to 4.03(1.61) for awesome nature (see Figure 1). Interestingly though, the jump from neutral to mundane nature was greater than that from mundane nature to awesome nature, perhaps indicating the importance of the extraordinary experiences being rooted in nature. It is also worth noting that ‘care’ actually went down between mundane and awesome nature exposure (Figure 1), perhaps indicating that extraordinary nature experiences are in fact less likely to inspire actual meaningful interactions with nature. This may be to do with the increase in feelings of smallness that the awesome nature inspired (Figure 1), though this could be considered helpful in recalibrating the self as what Bird-David calls a dividual,[footnoteRef:39] a component of a wider environment of influence and relationships rather than a static notion of the self as separate from the rest of the natural world; thus establishing a greater relationship with nature.[footnoteRef:40]  [39:  Bird-David, S73.]  [40:  Haapala and Potgieter, cited in Saito, ‘Aesthetics of the Everyday’.] 
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Figure 1: Yanick Joye and Jan Willem Bolderdijk, ‘TABLE 1. MEANS (STANDARD DEVIATIONS) PER CONDITION FOR SCORES ON THE EMOTION ITEMS AND SLIDESHOW EVALUATIONS, AND OVERALL F-STATISTICS’ in An exploratory study into the effects of extraordinary nature on emotions, mood, and prosociality, 2015 <https://www.frontiersin.org/files/Articles/119285/fpsyg-05-01577-HTML/image_m/fpsyg-05-01577-t001.jpg>  [accessed 11 December 2022].
On extraordinary experience possibly allowing for an emergence of the subject as a dividual, Harrild and Luke, in their 2020 paper evaluating the role of mystical experiences on transpersonal ecopsychology,[footnoteRef:41] maintain that mystical experiences awaken the recipient, and that this is integral to allowing them to ‘accept their place within the world and their relation to nature’,[footnoteRef:42] and as Mathers and Brymer also observe, ‘ultimately dictating their future behaviour’.[footnoteRef:43] They expand on this when they state that these extraordinary experiences, interpreted to have a mystical nature/makeup, facilitate a relationship to nature by dissolving ‘egoic boundaries to reveal the inherent connection of the id and the Mother Earth herself’,[footnoteRef:44] as these types of experience impart a revelatory, perspective-changing knowledge that ordinary experiences do not.[footnoteRef:45] This would seem to suggest that extraordinary experiences have a vital role in establishing a relationship with nature – forming and shaping the recipient’s transpersonal ecopsychology,[footnoteRef:46] as noted in the introduction to be described by Harrild and Luke as the self, expanded to include its connectedness to its ecosystem.[footnoteRef:47] Similarly, Bird-David observed how the dividual is ‘born of the “affordances” of events in-the-world’,[footnoteRef:48] adaptable to allow for future extraordinary experiences to be perceived and understood as part of their worldview.[footnoteRef:49]  [41:  Harrild and Luke, p. 1-15.]  [42:  Harrild and Luke, p. 11.]  [43:  Harrild and Luke, p. 11.]  [44:  Harrild and Luke, . 6.]  [45:  Harrild and Luke, p. 3.]  [46:  Harrild and Luke, p. 11. ]  [47:  MacLean et al, cited by Harrild and Luke, p. 2.]  [48:  Bird-David, S68.]  [49:  Bird-David, S68-S69.] 

Further evidencing the ideology of Harrild and Luke in the above paragraph is the ‘dissolving of ego boundaries’ often attributed to the extraordinariness of psychedelic experiences.[footnoteRef:50] Paterniti, Bright, and Gringart, in their 2022 paper The Relationship Between Psychedelic Use, Mystical Experiences, and Pro-Environmental Behaviors,[footnoteRef:51] citing research published in the Journal of Humanistic Psychology, concluded that people who have had extraordinary experiences as a result of taking a psychedelic substance ‘are more likely to engage in behaviors aimed at protecting or conserving the environment’.[footnoteRef:52]  William James, ruminating on personal experiences with psychedelics, wrote that he believed ordinary consciousness to be only one iteration, and that other forms of consciousness neighboured it, accessible upon application of the right stimulus.[footnoteRef:53] This suggests that extraordinary experiences could be a stimulus for accessing a type of nature-oriented consciousness. This could be through what James dubbed ‘the accommodation or adjustment of the sensory organs’,[footnoteRef:54] with the extraordinary experience priming the experiencer for a relationship with nature by allowing the recipient to experience nature in a new way that accommodates more of its complexities and nuances; therefore establishing a relationship with nature as properly psychologically accessible; alleviating difficulties of accurately receiving and interpreting the phenomena as it relates to an established concept of egoic self.[footnoteRef:55] The cultural contaminations in the receiving of ordinary experiential stimulus, according to the likes of Wilhelm Dilthey, knots the subject in that cultural influence,[footnoteRef:56] and so the extraordinary, cultural-framework-dissolving psychedelic experience gives an unusually clear, culturally unadulterated perception of nature and resulting pure, authentic relationship to it. [50:  Louis Jolyon West, ‘Hallucinogenic Drugs: Perils & Possibilities’, The Hastings Center Studies (1974), vol. 2.1, p. 103–12 (106) <https://doi.org/10.2307/3527505> [accessed 16 December 2022].]  [51:  Paterniti, Bright, Gringart. ]  [52:  Paterniti, Bright, Gringart.]  [53:  James, location 42590-42596. ]  [54:  James, location 7594.]  [55:  James, location 7594.]  [56:  Rudolf Makkreel, ‘Wilhelm Dilthey’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2020 Edition), ed. Edward N. Zalta, <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2020/entries/dilthey/> [accessed 28 Feb. 2021].] 


Also potentially relevant is the fact that psychedelic substances originate from natural sources, whether chemically altered or consumed unchanged as nature grew them.[footnoteRef:57] As such, these experiences are indeed also routed in nature, therefore conducive with claims that extraordinary experiences are inherently linked to the natural world, and also that of course the resulting effect of these experiences brings the subject further into this world.[footnoteRef:58] According to some, such as certain subjects in Mathers and Brymer’s study, extraordinary, revelatory experiences (such as the psychedelic) reveal the truth that we are living contrary to how we should be - that in living distant from nature we are perverting our true selves and societies and that getting back to a more natural way of life can fix problems in their lives and broader culture.[footnoteRef:59] By this cognition, these revelations would be reason enough to establish a relationship with nature. [57:  David E. Nichols, ‘Psychedelics’. Pharmacological Reviews (online) (April 2016), vol. 68.2, p264-355 < https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4813425/> [accessed 05 January 2023]. ]  [58:  Eliade, p. 118.]  [59:  Mathers, Brymer. ] 


One proposed rationale for humanity’s perceived estrangement from nature was supposedly suggested by the neo-Marxist Frankfurt School of critical theory founded by Max Horkheimer and Theodore Adorno.[footnoteRef:60] Cited by Brennan and Lo in Environmental Ethics, they are said to have observed that classical Marxists ‘regard nature as a resource to be transformed by human labour and utilized for human purposes’, and attributed these things to what they saw to be a burgeoning ‘human alienation’,[footnoteRef:61] since these positivist notions were of ‘rationality as an instrument for pursuing progress’,[footnoteRef:62] utilising only quantitative analysis in the construction of their worldview.[footnoteRef:63] They go on to state that such methods rely on the concept of nature being ‘predictable and manipulable’,[footnoteRef:64] and de-mystified through their knowledge of and power over it. This positivist attitude towards nature and the governing natural laws, when confronted by an extraordinary experience, their knowledge of nature and believed understanding of the rhythm and predictability of natural processes is shown - by these extraordinary experiences that they cannot place within their constructed positivist framework - to be false, incomplete, or even more foundation-shaking: unquantifiable. They are then brought back to face a reality where they are not able to lift themselves up out of nature and thus must work to establish a relationship with it whereas they had once thought of it only as a tool.[footnoteRef:65]  [60:  Andrew Brennan and Norva Y. S. Lo, ‘Environmental Ethics’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2022 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2022/entries/ethics-environmental/> [accessed 18 December 2022].]  [61:  Brennan, Lo, ‘Environmental Ethics’.]  [62:  Brennan, Lo, ‘Environmental Ethics’.]  [63:  Brennan, Lo, ‘Environmental Ethics’.]  [64:  Brennan, Lo, ‘Environmental Ethics’.]  [65:  Brennan, Lo, ‘Environmental Ethics’.’] 


Applicable to the above points is also the research conducted by Emilia Fägerstam, published in 2012, which found that nature experiences ‘were fundamental for developing a connection with nature and establishing environmental concern’.[footnoteRef:66] She also found that these experiences ‘facilitated ecological knowledge, which was considered to be a component of understanding and developing place identity in the […] environment’.[footnoteRef:67] As such, this seems to suggest that it is indeed experiences, not theory and the likes of positivist methodology and processes that can provide real ecological knowledge and ‘literacy’.[footnoteRef:68] The notion of place identity is linked intrinsically to environmental relationships, as the recipients of these nature experiences are granted a new or renewed sense of belonging in nature.[footnoteRef:69] In this same study, despite acknowledging the ‘lack of general causality between nature experiences and environmental concern’,[footnoteRef:70] she cites Sandell and Öhman’s claims that they provide ‘existential perspectives that originate from aesthetic and emotional relations with nature’, which is seemingly connected to sustainability.[footnoteRef:71] Sandell and Öhman also surmised that these experiences give ‘a situated and dynamic’ understanding of nature,[footnoteRef:72] which links to prior points made in this essay about experiences, especially extraordinary, allowing the recipients to act dividually and not as unyieldingly egoic and positivistic entities. [footnoteRef:73] [66:  Cutter-Mackenzie & Smith, cited by.Emilia Fägerstam, ‘Children and Young People’s Experience of the Natural World: Teachers’ Perceptions and Observations.’, Australian Journal of Environmental Education (2012), vol. 28.1, p. 1–16 (2) <http://www.jstor.org/stable/26420531> [accessed 02 December 2022].]  [67:  Fägerstam, p. 2.]  [68:  Fägerstam, p. 2.]  [69:  Fägerstam, p. 2.]  [70:  Fägerstam, p. 2.]  [71:  K. Sandell and J. Öhman, ‘Educational potentials of encounters with nature: Reflections from a Swedish outdoor perspective’, in Environmental Education Research (2010), 16.1, p.113–132 (125).]  [72:  Sandell and Öhman, p. 125.]  [73:  Bird-David, S68-S69.] 


Sandell and Öhman don’t fully dismiss the relevance and importance of knowing nature through other means than experience however, noting that experientially imparted knowledge is complemented by textual/scientific understanding, which, taken together allow for a more holistic ability to read the environment.[footnoteRef:74] Experience, they therefore conclude, is not enough to wholly know nature,[footnoteRef:75] and therefore one can read into that that experience similarly cannot independently establish relationships with nature. [74:  Fägerstam, p. 2]  [75:  Fägerstam, p. 2.] 


Conclusion
To conclude, though delineating the nature of extraordinary experience from ordinary can conceivably be called challenging due to its subjectivity,[footnoteRef:76] as mentioned in this essay’s introduction, I contextualised the question of what is an extraordinary experience by how it is understood in relation to how it pertains to social and naturalised epistemology; phenomenology – due to its experiential nature; and the philosophy of Aesthetics. Despite the aforementioned challenges of giving a definitive answer, the varied evidence presented in the sources analysed in this paper go some way to arguing that extraordinary experience does play a role in establishing a relationship with nature. This is not in isolation though – as previously evidenced, so does ordinary experience. Certain evidence suggested that the extraordinary was more affective than ordinary, but this same evidence also showed that there was more distinction between the effects of neutral stimulus and mundane nature than there was between mundane and extraordinary nature.[footnoteRef:77] Also divulged was the potential for ordinary experiences with nature being more likely to inspire tangible, evocative nature exchanges.[footnoteRef:78] In contrast though, extraordinary experiences was also said to have provided recipients with feelings of smallness that place them in the surrounding environment and dividualising them,[footnoteRef:79] therefore reducing the perceived distance between them and nature.  [76:  Onishi, p. 55.]  [77:  Joye, Bolderdijk.]  [78:  Joye, Bolderdijk.]  [79:  Bird-David, S73.] 

This paper also drew on accounts of extraordinary experiences imparted via psychedelic-use establishing relationships with nature. One of the key suppositions behind these claims were that these experiences sometimes shatter the ego and the boundaries it deposits between human and natural world,[footnoteRef:80] increasing the likelihood of acting to protect and conserve the environment.[footnoteRef:81] Another theory used to explain why psychedelic-use may determine relationships with nature that was discussed here was that suggested by William James. This theory was that ordinary consciousness is only one form of accessible consciousness, and that stimulus such as psychedelic-inspired extraordinary experiences can shift a person’s consciousness into a neighbouring alternative normal, such as one that is more coexistent and interactive with nature – with senses now fully capable of receiving nature with cleaned phenomenological receptors.[footnoteRef:82] This was not the only evidence analysed that observed that it is primarily a recalibration of the notion of self that is the real attributive factor of one’s relationship with nature, and that this is what extraordinary experiences can indeed impact.  [80:  West, p. 103.]  [81:  Paterniti, Bright, Gringart.]  [82:  Makkreel.] 

Furthermore, this paper brought up reservations in outright concluding that it is possible to state that extraordinary experience does play a role in establishing relationships with nature due to the fact that many of the types of extraordinary experience seemed nature-centric anyway so would bound to have impacts on the subjects’ relationship with the natural world. I imparted evidence to go against these qualms though, with scholars such as Mircea Eliade characterising all experiences as experiences of and or about nature in some way, shape or form,[footnoteRef:83] and thus validating the connotations of the evidence of the aforementioned nature-based extraordinary experiences as being useful to answering this essay’s titular question.  [83:  Eliade, p. 118.] 

Just what an extraordinary-experience-established relationship with nature might look like though, was discovered to be decidedly disputed. For some, there was not enough evidence to suggest that it was environmental concern or activism,[footnoteRef:84] while for others, it was perceived to have been transformative personally and encouraging them to have an active role in conservation efforts of some kind.[footnoteRef:85] [84:  Cutter-Mackenzie & Smith, cited by Fägerstam, p. 2.]  [85:  Mathers, Brymer. ] 

It also has to be concluded though, that despite looking as though there is a positive correlation between extraordinary experience and established relationships to nature, they are not alone in this. For example, I deduced from the comments of Sandell and Öhman that experience alone, extraordinary or otherwise, cannot independently establish relationships with nature and that it is only alongside other co-operating mechanisms allow us to truly know and therefore truly relate to nature.[footnoteRef:86]  [86:  Fägerstam, p. 2.] 

To frame it all in relation to a question posed in the introduction, It appears to me that there is a distinct correlation between extraordinary experience and the establishing of a relationship to nature, but that it is highly unlikely a bonified sole causation. It seems likely to me that many factors are at play simultaneously, and due to the complex nature of phenomena, perception, and interaction, these correlative and/or potentially causative elements are hard to parse in their own individual merit as distinct from the others. 
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