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remembering the beauty of movement; in remembering why I used to play outside for 
hours, fueled only by my own imagination and a sense of the potential; I am interested in 
the way we move through space; and how the body is always present in the world, even 
when the mind is not; 
I want to remember how important it is to listen, to respond to the living moment with 
presence of body and mind.

I want to appreciate the full potential of the body as a method of inquiry, as a means for 
understanding, relating, listening, touching, smelling and feeling the world. I want to 
use the body as a vehicle for exploring the world of design, as a way to tap into hidden 
possibilities within landscape architecture. 

I want to be a thoughtful person, and therefore a thoughtful designer.

I want to remember why I love to move and how happy I am when engaged in an activity; 
why I love to be outside at inopportune moments when the rain is about to fall, or the 
wind about to howl and how alive that makes me feel. I want to feel the truth embedded 
in raw unchoreographed movement, the beauty of awkward grace, and clumsy collisions. 
I want to have a discussion about the role of the body in design, and its place within an 
increasingly technological field. 
Most importantly I want to open up the possibility that design could be something 
more….

i am interested in...
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introduction

Embodied Design was born out of a desire to connect. I wanted to connect the body (and 

all its many attributes) to design and more specifically I wanted to connect movement to 

landscape architecture. I began with the abstract idea of the body and its extension into 

space with the hope of uncovering a design methodology that would help myself and 

others engage in a more meaningful design process. I wanted to connect people to the 

vital role of movement as a way of knowing our surroundings and enriching our senses. At 

the height of my research there was a potential for discovering the rare wildness of this 

world, of uncovering a new way to see and care for the places where we live. Through my 

research the body is portrayed as both virtue and vice and I continually shift my opinion 

on its value and ability to both inform or betray the senses. 

There were two events in my life that changed the course of this practicum. I discovered 

that I was pregnant, and my mother was diagnosed with cancer. Prior to this, embodied 

design was centered upon an idealized vision of the body in space. The difference 

between discovery and diagnosis are twofold. The word diagnosis is linked with there 

being a problem or an illness. In landscape architecture we are often asked to study the 

problem of a site, in a sense we are asked to make a diagnosis. Would it not be great if 

instead we were asked to make a discovery? To discover the hidden potential, instead of 

diagnosing the persisting problem?  

Throughout this practicum I have often paralleled my mother’s cancer with my pregnancy. 

I believe that both of our circumstances led us to view our ‘bodily’ relationship to the world 

in a unique way. After a particular long bout of chemotherapy treatments my mother 

spoke of wanting to float in space, of being suspended in air. I wanted so badly to rid her 
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of the burden of her body, while in the same breath I was researching the body as a useful 

tool for understanding and appreciating our surroundings. I became conflicted as to how 

I positioned the body in my research and I still question how our ‘body condition’ changes 

our relationship to the sentient world. 

Enduring a twin pregnancy was uncomfortably beautiful. For thirty-nine weeks my body 

became a home and my key to survival was movement. It was not until this point that 

I connected movement with the body in space. Without movement there is nothing to 

be connected; there is no way of completely knowing a space without first moving your 

body through it. As my pregnancy progressed movement became as difficult as it was 

important. When sitting still I became claustrophobic, it was only through movement 

that I was able to acquire space both on the inside as well as the outside. 

Embodied design is an attempt to go back to experience, to question design methodology 

and to move through new ways of knowing. I believe that landscape architects have a 

mediating role in the way humans use the world surrounding their bodies. My hope is 

that this practicum will give light to how phenomenological and other similar qualitative 

approaches can lead to environmental understanding and in turn a design that is more 

in tune with our experiences and everyday lives. Embodied design is a response to what 

I know of landscape architecture. At the heart of this practicum lies the question of 

how to better connect the body, mind and environment. It is through the simple act of 

walking that I begin to uncover the body (both emotionally and physically) as well as the 

landscape(and all its many attributes). Through an investigation of the phenomenological 

body I attempt to dissolve dualistic thinking and get back to the lived experience, in turn 
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creating a stronger connection to the sensuous world, as well as the people, plants and 

animals who we ultimately design for.

How to read this book:

This book is for anyone who is interested in the body’s relationship to the environment 

and how that might begin to shape design process. I have not included design examples 

in my own body of work in hope that the writing will be inspiration enough to seek one’s 

own ways of “doing.” Please feel free to jump in right at the middle or to read it from start 

to finish, or from finish to start. 



inquiry
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 It is the searching rather than the finding that has led me to this point of discovery, the 

secret obscured by its familiarity. I cannot know what happens just beyond the horizon 

of my awareness... I know this feeling, it is like warmth under a shadow or the sun after 

a rainfall. It is both warm and lonely. And so I return to the idea of searching and never 

finding. I am miserable with endings, nervous of beginnings, but love the joy of middles, a 

place comforted and cushioned by a start and finish (Freewriting exercise, 2012).

in
qu
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Landscape Architecture is a vehicle  for me to learn about anything I want (Freewriting 

exercise 2011).

I want to begin by exploring  the importance of inquiry. Asking questions is a vital part 

of design, it is where we begin, and in some cases, it is also where we end. It was my 

desire from the very beginning of this practicum to ask countless questions, to allow  my 

research to collide, push into, fall apart, confuse or clarify. I wanted to find a transparency 

in  my work that I was not accustomed to. In Liz Lerman’s Hiking the Horizontal she asks 

Dr. Wieschaus, a Nobel Laureate, how he asks himself a question. His response was, “I 

am fueled by my own ignorance”(Lerman 2011, 2). It is natural to want to place more 

importance on knowing than not knowing, but here I would like to ask you to make 

a virtue of not knowing, of always needing to ask more questions. The relationship 

between needing to know and discovering the answers makes for a lively intersection 

between the body and the mind. When we ask a question with our body the answer is 

often found in the experience. 

The question of the body’s relationship to space is undoubtedly a big one. It unravels our 

very existence and relationship to the earth. The idea here is to start with a big question, 

to allow for multiple perspectives to emerge, and in the end to have learned something 

of real value.

inquiry?
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the bodiless designer

Our imagination is the perfect computer, able to change the field of vision in a flash and 
able to work on no battery for a long period of time (Lerman 2011, 26).

Our understanding of the world depends highly on the emotional tone with which we 

confront it. The psychological dimension that connects the mind to the world is highly 

dependent on who we are as a person. But what does this mean for the body? The body 

lives, breathes and functions in the same dimension as the sentient world. If the mind 

can find its basic connection to the body, will a connection with nature be the natural 

progression?

Freud, the father of modern psychology, borrowed from the poets, but omitted their 

discussion of nature. The result was a psychotherapy that disconnected person from 

world. The struggle to shift the boundary between these supposedly segregated realms 

is one of the greatest challenges of our times. According to Roszak, in order to make 

progress we require psychological transformation. What the world requires in order to be 

healed will have to make itself felt within us as if it were our most primitive desire (Roszak 

2001, 46).

Prior to modern psychology, in many cultures the living body was highly attuned and 

connected to the natural environment. Human beings viewed themselves as part of an 

extremely complex natural system that was comprised of relationships with not only other 

people, but also other animals, plants and natural objects. The senses evolved through a 

distinct understanding and constant negotiation with nature; the eyes, ears, nose, tongue 

and skin became transitional points for receiving and transferring information from both 

internal and external worlds. The many voices and emotions of nature were heard, felt 

and replied to. The whisper of the oak forest on a cool fall morning, the laughter of a 
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babbling brook or the ominous shadow and swoop of a hunting eagle fed the curiosity and 

the hearts of those who acknowledged their presence. 

Our bodies have evolved in direct contact with nature and over time have developed a 

subtle connection to the shapes, sounds, smells and textures of the natural world. Despite 

this evolution, today we engage almost entirely with other humans and human made 

technology. We mindlessly cast our shadow, the projection of our ego slithering around, 

devouring the landscape. How can we do so much harm outdoors when we increasingly 

spend more time behind walls. I feel out of mind, distracted, and yet it has always been 

my goal to be mindful...Instead I sit here worrying as if my life is somehow separate from 

the rest of the world. And all I can think about is how I want to scream at the world: PAY 

ATTENTION!  How is it so easy to lose focus? How could we allow ourselves to live in a 

world that favors human knowledge over the knowledge explicitly found in nature? The 

experience of the human world is one of complete obliteration of the senses and loss of 

presence and awareness. We no longer interact with the world of others; instead we carry 

on an internal dialogue with ourselves, never learning more about the world than what 

we have put into it. Our relationship with the environment can only begin to be healed 

when we walk outside of our heads and into the land around us.

I believe that landscape architecture is a profession that has lost its desire to go outside. 

I entered this field with the hope of achieving greater environmental awareness and 

instead have found myself exhausted by a world of interiors. I find it disappointing that 

my design education has taken place primarily in front of the drafting board or computer. I 

have neglected the body in favor of the mind. Embodied design is about trusting intuition 

and experience. It is about re-inserting the body into the already abundant knowledge 
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held within the field of landscape architecture. 

Technology has become so normative that it is increasingly difficult to distinguish real 

from not real. The body is our last hope at intersecting technology and design, at knowing 

the ‘other’. As long as I sit in front of my computer I will never fully understand the existing 

conditions or the hidden potential of a site. The ecological crisis makes us aware of how 

interconnected everything is. This has resulted in a unnerving feeling that there is no 

world anymore. “In our technological age we have gained google earth, but lost the 

world” (Morton 2010, 30). 

As landscape architects it is important to continually work to uncover the many layers and 

hidden potential of the landscape. On the drawing board, we use lines to define edges, 

boundaries or program, however it is necessary to acknowledge that these lines do not 

really exist in the world. The concept of a body with no discernible boundaries, can be 

extended into the landscape , spilling over and intermingling with the many nuances of 

the surrounding environment.  Landscape architects are continually asked to connect 

their design to the world, opening up the opportunity to connect the personal, the body, 

the other, the audience and the environment. Interconnection is about far more than 

connecting the things of the world,  as designers we should push this concept to include 

the body, everyday awareness and outside space.

Slowly we have become detached from the sensible world and as a result have become 

less and less awake to the subtlety of the conscious landscape. This inability to connect 

with the world outside our own has led to the casual destruction of other species and their 

habitats; we have become both deaf and blind to their vital existence. To shut ourselves off 
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from these sensibilities is to deprive our hearts, bodies and minds of the richness, beauty 

and complexity of all living forms. Our disengagement with our senses has left us devoid 

of feeling and presence within the natural environment. The current environmental state 

is directly linked to awareness, perspective and imagination. It is a matter of shifting away 

from ego-based projections and towards a more holistic way of viewing and living in the 

world. The human mind and body is dependent upon its relationship with nature, the 

problem of environmental degradation is also a question of human psychology.

It is no wonder that many people report a profound anguish that only deepens with the 

degradation of the natural environment. It appears to be a pain that results from the 

earth itself, that the flesh of the land is deeply embedded within our own. The body is not 

a pre-programmed machine, but rather it is an open source that is entangled within the 

world. The body is the most important structure within the phenomenological field; it is a 

vehicle for exploring and understanding the world. It draws from the land, and continually 

contributes itself in a constant conversation with its surroundings. With every inhale and 

exhale the world of interior and exterior blends, so that at no given point are we clearly 

able to distinguish where the body ends and where it begins.

There is a direct link between the inner psychological world and the terrain that surrounds 

us. The human mind is not some other worldly essence, but rather it is provoked by the 

sensorial field itself. As we align our senses with the landscape we begin to turn inside out 

loosening the psyche from its previous confinement. We begin to see that intelligence is 

not only held within the mind but rather it is all around us, we are in it, immersed in its 

depths. Each place has its own intelligence, its own unique way of telling us about the 

world. Only when we attempt to escape human imposed reasoning do we begin to sense 
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a much older logic at work. When we learn to trust the senses, the body in turn responds 

to the subtle beauty at work within the world.
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The distrust of the senses goes all the way back to Copernicus, who offered evidence that 

the earth moved around the sun. This concept was foreign to the unaided senses and 

brought forth a deep schism between the sensing body and the thinking intellect. The 

senses had been undermined and could no longer be fully trusted. Much of Descartes 

dualistic theories about the separation of body and mind were largely influenced by this 

information (Abram 2007, 156).

The mind/body disconnect, most commonly referred to as Cartesian dualism, honors 

Descartes proclamation that the mind and body live in separate realms. However, the 

root of such two-dimensional thinking is far older than Descartes and can be traced back 

to Plato whose complex philosophy and profound implications shaped much of western 

consciousness (Sewall 1999, 75). Plato’s dichotomization between pure thought and 

material reality became the infamous source for the mind/body disconnect. The mind 

was cleaved from the physical realm transcending both the body and the material world. 

Sewall suggests that Plato’s influence has caused us to favor the mind while forgetting the 

body. Rationalism and the technological advances of the Renaissance further rendered 

the body as predictable and stripped of intuition (Ibid, 87). The body was reduced to 

a mechanistic collection of parts all to be mapped, categorized and further separated 

(Ibid, 76). In the western world, the psyche was patterned on a biomedical model of the 

body; already a disenchanted object and understood to be nothing more than a machine 

(Roszak 2001, 78).

As the sentient world becomes more and more fragmented and foreign to us, there is 

a disconnection slowly forming within ourselves, like a crack, steadily spreading. We 

become increasingly multiple, without any clear method of sorting between the differing 

mind/body disconnect
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selves. Provoked by these different worlds; we seek to find clarity in whatever world we 

are currently within. If we fail to do so we risk becoming numb, ensuring that no encounter 

moves us more than any other encounter, or that no phenomenon impinges on us. Abram 

says that the cost of maintaining coherence is the loss of sensitivity and excitement for the 

sensuous world, or any world for that matter (Abram 2007, 159).

Today, many persons rely on a kind of Alice in Wonderland strategy, taking one 

cookie to shrink themselves down, and another to make themselves larger—

popping one kind of pill to deal with the mass of digital information they must 

navigate at their desk jobs, another to deal with cranky children at home, and 

still another to withstand the daily onslaught of sadness and hype to which they 

subject themselves whenever they turn on the news (Ibid, 158).

So how are we to find balance and clarity when constantly shifting from realm to realm? 

Abram offers the following response: Perhaps we find clarity by paying attention to the 

patterns that can be found from one realm to the next, seeking subtle connections, sniffing 

the air for familiar scents, striving to uncover a forgotten coherence. Perhaps by listening 

more closely we might begin to uncover how the realms relate to one another, how these 

diverse worlds conjoin; there are certain rhythm buried beneath everyday awareness that 

echo between worlds (Ibid, 160). Ask yourself: What is the heart?

Merleau-Ponty upsets Cartesian derived dualism, most significantly the opposition of 

mind and body, subject and object, culture and nature by shifting consciousness away 

from the mental and towards the body-subject (Merleau-Ponty 1962, 75). Rendering the 

body with meaning meant that intentionality was no longer solely a mental process, but 

was much more grounded in a biological process, one that both humans and non-humans 
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share. The act of dissolving dualism is the first step in making way for a philosophical 

ecology (Harney 2007, 133).

A fundamental challenge for phenomenology and the concept of lived experience 

is dualistic language. Dualism invites a language that by its very nature suggests an 

unquestionably real and necessary separation. Knowing that the self/other, body/world, 

human/nature dichotomy exists, we might begin to think of the phenomenal world as a 

place for relational interchange between said opposing forces. The phenomenal world 

is the participatory, experiential, conversational, intermingling of the perceiver and the 

perceived, the living body and the living world (Adams 2007, 41). In order to advance, we 

must move beyond dualistic disassociation. I do not exist separate from the things of the 

world, I am reversible. To see ourselves above nature is no longer tenable. Historically the 

emergence of the modern era led to empowerment of the church and state over nature. 

Our relationship with nature was forcibly repressed, and as Freud and Jung taught, what 

is repressed will return in symptomatic form. The shadow of modernity still haunts us 

as forms of repression play out in acts of ecological devastation (Ibid, 48). This is not to 

assume that we are one and the same with nature, but rather that we are connected, 

much in the same way that we are connected to the air, we are irrepressibly connected to 

everything that surrounds us.
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Most people mistreat their body as they mistreat the environment. It is painful to awaken 

to one, eventually the other must follow (Freewriting exercise, 2010).
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To what extent has mind/body dualism carried over into a dualistic understanding of 

nature? According to Vogel, a research professor at Duke University, the term “nature” is 

itself fueled with human dualism making it unable to serve as an independent source of 

valuation (Vogel 1996, 4). The need to abolish dualism is as much about reconnecting the 

body to the mind as it is about connecting the body to nature. Nature is not something 

that can be readily and truly perceived through our thoughts, it requires our body’s 

engagement with the earth. Merleau-Ponty emphasizes that “The world is not what I 

think, but what I live through” (Merleau- Ponty 1962, xviii). At any given moment we are 

apt to realize that our body is already integrated with nature, bringing it to the forefront. 

The environment is revealed to us in terms of what our body is and is not capable of, 

however this discovery does not belong exclusively to the human realm, it also extends to 

the body of the earth. “It is impossible to say that nature ends here and that man starts 

here…” (Libberman 2007, 45).

One of the most important relationships we have is with nature, however we often fail 

to see this because our dominant mode of relating to nature is severely impoverished. 

The primary challenge we face is to acknowledge that the human-nature relationship is 

in fact a relationship. Our current understanding of nature is based partly on need, but 

mostly it is fueled by greed, confusion and fear. Today we are quick to acknowledge the 

environmental crisis, and even quicker to forget about it. The terribly disturbing side effect 

of this is that what we do to the earth, we ultimately do to ourselves. Our pathological 

relationship with nature is due in part to our confusion and fear regarding who we are and 

what nature is. According to Adams, this pathology is driven by three primary notions of 

the modernist world view: The first is self-centered, narcissistic subjectivity, the second, 

the problem with nature
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an illusory dissociation of humans and the rest of nature and the third is our exclusively 

human centered culture, values and practices. This reduced sense of self has left us 

disoriented and is the dark side of modernity’s great accomplishments. As a result of our 

narcissistic wishes, nature has been exploited and objectified (Adams 2007, 36).

Despite all of this, the problem is not so much that we use nature’s resources, but rather 

that we do not acknowledge our reliance or engagement with nature in the first place. 

There is no human being, that can escape its involvement with nature (Adams 2007, 56). 

To be fully human is not easy. At any given moment we are always partly conscious and 

partly not. It takes real effort to be aware, to live consciously, responsibly, lovingly, but it 

is even more draining to live in opposition. So how do we move away from viewing nature 

as an object over there? According to Morton, the concept of “Nature” is a problem of 

thinking and language. The idea of nature needs to be structurally realigned, what we 

need is an entirely new way of imagining nature (Ecology without Nature, 2012). When 

we begin to realize that everything is interconnected, we can no longer hold onto the 

idea that nature is some singular object over there. To delineate nature automatically 

separates us, we are only a part of what we have no concept of (David Suzuki, interview).

Williams considered “nature” to be the most complex word in human language. At the 

root of its complexity lies the debate as to whether humans should be included in nature. 

In the nineteen sixties and seventies the term “environment” slowly began to replace 

nature having a slightly less ambiguous tone. The environment does not necessarily 

include humans, but rather it surrounds them (Clement 2006, 35). 

In order to be a part of nature we must stop talking about it and start talking amongst it. 

th
e 

pr
ob

le
m

 w
ith

 n
at

ur
e



43

When we engage in a discussion about nature, we begin to lose our contact with it, nature 

becomes objectified and is viewed as existing somewhere over there. As we move away 

from nature we slowly lose our senses, becoming indifferent to the subtle patterns and 

nuances found all around us.

Morton offers an interesting view on nature. He states that now is the time to think big. 

The act of thinking big displaces humans from the center of the universe. Morton says that 

like the schizophrenic patient it has become harder and harder to distinguish foreground 

from background, resulting in a world where everything is frighteningly meaningful. We 

are loosing the ground beneath our feet and at the same time are realizing how important 

that ground is (Morton 2010, 29). Schizophrenia is a defense mechanism meant to 

reinstate consistency or stability. By reasserting a lost harmony we create a feeling of a 

lost world, this does nothing more than “paper over the crack, however, even the paper 

betrays the crack” (Morton 2010, 31). Thinking big means accepting the meaninglessness 

and disorienting openness of ecological thought. The idea of interconnection is one of 

intimacy, however it is not the warm and fuzzy kind we may have come to expect. 

What does ecological thought have to do with landscape architecture? All landscape 

architecture is presumed to be about nature at some level. Unfortunately the image 

of nature common to most design is overly romanticized, simplified, abstracted and 

controlled even when it is presumed to be “naturalistic” or informal (Howett 1993, 68).

Fowles believes that both scientist and artist fall into this utilitarian understanding of 

nature. Our technocratic society has conditioned us to respond to the natural environment 

in a way that separates us from any form of real experience. We have developed the 

need to categorize and objectify the world, leaving little room for appreciating the present 
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moment or phenomenon (Fowles 1979, 61). Fowles  concludes that:

We lack trust in the present, this moment, this actual seeing, because our culture 

tells us to trust only the reported back, the publicly framed, the edited, the 

thing set in the clearly artistic or clearly scientific angle of perspective. One of 

the deepest lessons we have to learn is that nature, of its nature, resists this. It 

waits to be seen otherwise, in its individual presentness and from our individual 

presentness (Ibid).

So how do we engage with the present moment? According to Howett we might begin 

with design ideas that work to create intensely vivid and immediate encounters with the 

natural world. We might begin by restoring the concept of “spirit of place” also referred 

to as the genius loci. The root meaning of this term suggests a living, spiritual presence 

or energy that exists prior to human awareness (Howett 1993, 69). We need to modify 

the idea that nature is scenery and that we are the audience. Landscape design has the 

potential to engage us in the essence of a site. It is as much about process as it is result.

Engaging with the landscape should be done on its own terms. To achieve a sense of 

connection, I am suggesting that we uncover the hidden meaning of our body, the same 

body that is constantly engaged with nature prior to our own awareness. The Aristotelian 

principle that to understand nature is to understand motion relates directly to the way 

that the body most naturally perceives its surroundings, by way of movement (Sheets-

Johnstone 1999, xxi).
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This study is an attempt to create an ongoing critical engagement between the senses and 

design using a phenomenological approach. The term ‘phenomenology’ was first coined 

in European literature during the mid 17th century in order to indicate the illusionary 

nature of human perception. In 1764, Swiss-German mathematician Johann Heinrich 

Lambert was the first to use ‘phenomenology’ in the title of a scientific publication that 

questioned our human capacity for thinking as rational beings (James 2007, 1). The first 

great work devoted to phenomenological inquiry was Friedrich Hegel’s Phenomenology of 

Spirit published in 1807, where he questioned Kant’s description of subjective experience. 

For Hegel, if one is to grasp the mental character of human experience, then we must 

delve into the evolution of our collective knowledge of a phenomenon (Ibid). Principal 

figures in phenomenology are Edmund Husserl, Martin Heidegger, Jean-Paul Sartre and 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty who all built on the work of Hegel.

Edmund Husserl first used phenomenology in his theory of mathematics and logic. 

Eventually this led to a more focused study of transcendental philosophy and later 

branched off into metaphysics, philosophical anthropology and theory interpretation 

(Embree and Sepp 2009, prelude). The continuing focus has been primarily on knowledge 

and being, however it is in art and aesthetics that a phenomenological approach comes 

most naturally. Phenomenology prefers nearby things, the everyday experience or 

lifeworld. Intuition plays an important role in both design and phenomenological research 

making it an ideal method of inquiry for landscape architecture.

The phenomenal world is said to be the world of experience, a thoroughly subjective 

realm. According to Edmund Husserl the world was an entirely mental dimension, an 

immaterial field of appearances. So then, how does our subjective experience enable us 

phenomenology
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to recognize the reality of ourselves and other experiencing beings? The answer seems 

to lie somewhere within the body, one’s own body, as well as the body of others. This 

implicates the body as the singularly most important structure within the phenomenal 

field. The body is this amazing, mysterious and multidimensional field, which always 

seems to accompany awareness, and is in fact the very location of awareness within the 

field of appearances (Abram 1997, 36-37).

The phenomenological body, also referred to as the lived body, is in constant communion 

with its environment. In this sense the body is not seen as a separate physical entity, but 

rather it is made of the same stuff as its surroundings. The phenomenological body is not 

static, but continually emerges anew out of an ever changing relationship to the earth, 

sky, and other bodies. “The world is not external to the body, rather it is an ever-present 

horizon latent in all our experiences” (Bigwood 1991, 62). Phenomenology addresses 

phenomena based on psychological effects.  It is a way of interpreting experiences through 

inquiry. Phenomenology deals with essences and does not seek to be predictive, instead it 

seeks validation of the subjective experience.

When we consider the phenomenological body, it becomes a creative, shape-shifting 

entity, far from restricting access to the things of the world. In this sense the body is the 

vehicle for understanding the world, and the very means for entering into relations with 

all things (Abram 1997, 47). The notion that the body is the very subject of awareness 

provides a different kind of philosophy that diminishes all attempts to provide a complete, 

objective view of reality. However, at the same time, a truly phenomenological approach 

would, as a philosophy, strive not to explain the world as if from outside, but give voice 

to the world from our experienced situation within it, recalling us to the here and now. To 
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acknowledge the body and to affirm our solidarity with it, is to acknowledge our existence 

as one with the earth’s animals, it is to rejuvenate a sense of wonder at the world that 

surrounds us (Abram 1997, 47).

In “sense phenomenology”, the concept of self is one of an open circuit, according to 

Jensen, the body completes itself only in things and in the world (Jensen 2007, 194). 

Phenomenology seeks to explain the world through experience. Its main purpose is to 

describe as closely as possible the way in which the world makes itself evident to the 

senses, the way that we first and most directly experience the world (Abram 1997, 35). 

Merleau-Ponty rejected Descartes view of the body as a biomedical object. Instead he 

used phenomenology to demonstrate that there is no marked separation between the 

experiencing “I” and the body that lives it (Merleau-Ponty 2008, 111). The living body 

is the opening to the world, it is the primary place where one experiences meaningful 

things. Abram extends the concept of the experiencing “I”, claiming that there is no 

distinguishable boundary between the “I” that experiences and the experience itself.

“I” do not deploy these powers like a commander piloting a ship, for I am  

indistinguishable from a certain heaviness of my bodily limbs…To acknowledge 

that “I am this body” is not to reduce the mystery of yearnings and fluid thoughts 

to a set of mechanisms, or my “self” to a determinate robot. Rather it is to affirm 

the uncanniness of this physical form. It is not to lock up awareness within the 

density of a closed and bounded object, for as we shall see, the boundaries of 

a living body are open and indeterminate; more like membranes than barriers, 

they define a surface of metamorphosis and exchange. The breathing, sensing 

body draws its sustenance and its substance from the soils, the plants, and 
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elements that surround it; it continually contributes itself, in turn to the air, to 

the composting earth, to the nourishment of insects and oak trees and squirrels, 

ceaselessly spreading out of itself as well as breathing the world into itself, so that 

it is very difficult to discern at any moment, precisely where this living body ends, 

and where it begins (Abram 1997, 46-47).

The relationship between ourselves and the world is at best paradoxical. At times we 

sense the world as being seamless, as having an embodied wholeness, and still at other 

times, we feel the world is separate from us, and as a result we are disconnected from 

any concept of a whole. Without any perceived or immediate need for the things that 

surround us, we are quick to render them as useless, failing to see the connection. In 

this regard, our relationship to the world is relative and changes based on our perception 

and current needs (Merleau-Ponty 2008, 184). There are those who would emphasize 

that we are internally connected to the things of the world and therefore already have 

a sense of them, and others who would say that we are separate from everything and 

therefore must build a relationship with others from nothing. Phenomenology takes into 

account both of these arguments and instead suggests that we consider the validity of 

immediate experience in lieu of ideas with other sources. Phenomenology does not rely 

on a preconceived notion of self, common sense or science-based ideas of reality. Instead it 

aims to focus on reality as it is played out. Merleau-Ponty hoped that a phenomenological 

understanding of self would help to bridge the gap between self and world, subject and 

object (Ibid, 185).

One of the most significant discoveries of twentieth century phenomenology was the 

concept of embodiment, flesh, or the animate form. This understanding of phenomenology 
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determined the unified form of experience across all worldly realms. The body is not a 

bridge between subject and object, but rather a “primordial and unsurpassable unity 

productive of there being persons in the world at all” (Crease 2003, 70). However 

phenomenology still lacks an in-depth discussion of movement. Husserl first proclaimed 

that “I move, I do” precedes the “I can do” (Husserl 1989, 273). This concept has not since 

been elaborated and cries for a deeper place in phenomenology. Later phenomenologists 

failed to realize the deeply ingrained role of movement in the animate form (Crease 2003, 

71). Without the body there would be no possibility of experience and without movement 

there is no understanding of what Merleau-Ponty and Husserl referred to as the “primary 

world” (Casey 1997, 229).
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The body of the earth reaches out to my own body. My space is equally molded by own 

presence and the presence of the soil, water, air, wind, heat…The truth of the world is 

made apparent to me through my senses and the things of the world are as revealing as 

they are revealed. When we reduce the world to the exclusively human, there is nothing 

left to be discovered, the world dulls and in turn the senses are dulled. When we engage 

our senses, they awaken, our flesh jumping out of itself to seek contact with the skin of the 

earth, and the earth reaches out to include my body. I interrogate the earth, I beg of it to 

include me, and in turn it swallows me whole (Freewriting exercise, 2010).
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“…I am experiencing the world; yet when I attend closely to the carnal nature of this 

phenomenon, I recognize that I can just as well say that I am being experienced by the 

world.” (Abram 1997, 100).

The human body is unique, mysterious and sensuous, it is both experiencing and 

experienced by the sentient world. The body nurtures continuity, it is the primary site 

for engaging our similarities and differences between humans and the rest of the world. 

The tactile world is constantly reaching out and enticing the senses. It pulls towards my 

skin, entering deep within, mixing my interior with the exterior of the world. At once I 

am both inside and outside of myself and the other, moving from one perspective to the 

next. The Haida people believe that all life is fluid and that animals were once people and 

flora and fauna are respected companions who may one day shift again. The concept of 

reciprocity is essential to Haida culture, it is the fluidity of boundaries, marked by the 

ability to transform from one being to another (Locke 2007, 57). In order to shape-shift, 

you must be willing to lose your sense of the world, to unpattern the assumed and then 

creatively stitch it back together.

Modern and post modern western cultures are driven by the fantasy of splitting mind 

from heart, self from nature and body from world often at the expense of the senses. The 

disembodied mind is favored over the body and as a result we are left with a desensitized, 

anesthetized existence. According to Merleau-Ponty, the living body is an open circuit 

that is constantly engaged in an intimate conversation with the world. The living body 

is naturally sensing, feeling, desiring and empathetic and is not easily discernible from 

the phenomenal world. (Adams 2007, 40). Just beneath the threshold of everyday 

awareness lies a world that the body lives, breathes and actively participates in. In this 

reciprocity



58

sense, participation is perception. At its most intimate level perception always involves 

the interplay between the “perceiving body and that which it perceives” (Ibid, 40-41). 

I reciprocate the world, and the world me. The landscape that I directly experience is 

hardly a determinate object, but rather changes and responds to my emotions, calling 

forth feelings from me in turn.

Felt reciprocity, specifically the echo of the body on the landscape and the landscape 

on the body, is incredibly important for understanding our current relationship with the 

environment. The body is not a pre-programmed machine, rather it continually shifts and 

changes in response to the world. The body’s actions are never entirely determinate, 

just as the landscape is in constant motion, the body must also respond and adjust to 

its changing environment. The body is a site for both past and present. Despite one’s 

predispositions, the past is always woven into the present, an activity that requires 

receptivity to the sounds, textures and shapes of the here and now. The experienced 

moment must continually respond and adapt to change. It is within this openness that 

every animate organism orients itself to the world, and the world to itself (Abram 1997, 

50).

There is an intimate reciprocity at work within the world. To touch is to be touched, to 

sense is to be sensed and to experience is to be experienced. The world and the body 

intersect, caress and collide with one other, constantly mixing with no definite distinction 

between self and other. It is only at the scale of our direct, sensory connection that we can 

best respond to the immediate needs of the living world. Husserl believed that our first 

true encounter with the world was expressive, and that every movement of the body was 

full of soul. According to Husserl, feeling one’s way into the expressive body of another 
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was a means of entering into the consciousness of the other. Merleau-Ponty took this 

concept to mean that when I shake the hand of someone, he/she is also shaking my hand. 

At the exact same moment we become each other through reciprocity, the recognition of 

the subjectivity of another (Diprose and Reynold 2008, 181). For Merleau-Ponty we exist 

both on the inside and the outside of our body, we are not self contained, or restricted by 

having a body. In a sense he claims that the world understands us and we project it:

The world is wholly inside of me and I am wholly outside myself and I understand 

the world because there are for me things near and far, foregrounds and horizons, 

and because in this way it forms a picture and acquires significance before me, 

and this finally because I am situated in it and it understands me(Merleau-Ponty 

1962, 474). 

A map of the of the body begins with touch, but soon reveals much more as it delves into 

the internal senses. The visible (what the eye sees) tells a much larger story then what is 

seen (what the mind perceives). Many philosophers are drawn to studying sight, few to 

hearing and even fewer to touch. This obliteration of the sentient divides the body and 

eliminates the senses. To abstract our understanding of the body is to tear it to pieces 

(Serres 1984, 26). According to Michel Serres the skin has eyes of its own and is both 

capable of caressing the world and being caressed. The epidermis is tattooed, layered, 

punctured and marked locally with great pressure, sometimes as if bombarded (Ibid, 35). 

The experience of reciprocity is at once beautiful and uncomfortable, it is the warmth 

of the golden sun at dusk, as well as the spider who eats the cricket. It is the elation of a 

child’s crooked smile and the cancer that may someday kill her.
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For Merleau-Ponty, perception is reciprocity. The interchange between the body and its 

surroundings are carried out in a silent conversation with the world. It is a continuous 

dialog that unfolds far below verbal awareness and is often completely independent 

from it (Abram 1997, 52). According to Abram the sentient world is first presented in 

our recollection of the phenomena, and is not always readily perceived. Instead it enters 

through symbioses and reveals a certain way in which “the outside has of invading us, 

and the ways in which we meet the invasion” (Ibid, 54). Merleau-Ponty believed that 

our bodies and the world were two aspects of a single reality. The seer and the seen 

reciprocate one another until we no longer know which sees and which is seen. In contact 

the body adopts a living pulsation that is not its own. When experiencing the world, the 

body gradually responds to the experience. It is through this incarnate communion with 

the world that existence realizes itself in the body. Even in my most quiet moments of 

observation, I am not a passive spectator, but the subject of my gaze and myself are only 

abstract moments of a single incarnate communication.
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I feel myself being looked at by the earth. I long not to be an outsider, but my feelings are 

of a underwhelming passivity. I do not want to be seen on the outside…I want to exist on 

the inside, to be seduced, captivated and drawn into the phenomenon, so that I cannot be 

separated from what I see. I long to engage, to become intertwined with the earth so that 

I am no longer able to distinguish my flesh from the flesh of the earth. I want to lose the 

human, even if just for a moment (Freewriting exercise, 2012).
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The other
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I caught a glimpse of white moving on white. Immediately I stopped, held my breath 

and opened my ears. The white stopped as well. Silent, we tried to perceive each other, 

I wondered if it felt curiosity or fear, I wondered what its senses would tell it about me. 

Silent, I did not dare move. I tried to perceive the white, and in turn I felt my body perceiving 

itself. Slowly a warm sensation crawled from my toes into my knees, and my fingers began 

to tingle. It was only through this encounter that I was able to recognize my own body as 

a sentient, fully aware being. And in a moment the white began to move, quickly, with a 

slightly awkward grace, leaving me with the thud of my heart and the warmth of my body. 

I walked home happy (Freewriting exercise 2010).
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the other

The world that we experience through our unaided senses, is the world of the body. Yet 

the sensuous world (or the aesthetic world) is animated by so much more than the body; 

it is steadily fed by the body of others. It is alive and filters our moods, inhales and exhales 

with us, tugs at our heart, and in the same breath, the sentient world (or the world of 

the senses) is highly influenced by its surroundings, absorbing the world of others. It is 

the world we most desperately need to remember, however it appears more and more 

to be the world we have forgotten. Unity can be found in the depths of the experienced 

world, the unfolding of interdependent relationships that ceaselessly draw us into a subtle 

communion with one another. Despite our present state of amnesia, many of our unique 

characteristics were born out of and profoundly shaped by the earthly world (Abram 2007, 

163-164). The human mind did not evolve in a vacuum. Rather it evolved in response 

to bodily engagements with the sensuous world. The mind and body therefore have a 

natural ability to orient and relate to our continually shifting surroundings (Ibid, 164).

There is so much to be learned from other scales and dimensions, yet we often overlook 

their ability to inform us. We consistently ignore or obliterate the animate world, 

repressing our carnal acts in an attempt to remain separate from the rawness of nature. 

We act as disembodied minds, uninhibited by our animal form or by any connection to the 

animate earth. Today, many of our interactions are with bodiless minds. This experience 

forces us to imagine the likeness of the other, leading to a relationship that is often built 

out of ideals rather than reality. Flesh to flesh contact immediately makes apparent the 

otherness of the other. It is only in the carnal world that we most often find ourselves 

confronted by what is truly other than ourselves. It is only in the sentient world that we 

come into contact with what genuinely exceeds us (Ibid, 168). The world of experience is 
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the one world that we all share in common. It is only by recalling our body to the body of 

the land that we have a chance of integrating the many divergent worlds that currently 

beckon for our attention.

The concept of interrelating refers to a very primal human instinct. Interrelating is not 

something that comes and goes, rather it is always here, arising from every present 

moment. According to Buber, interrelating precedes the beginning. From birth to death 

we are interrelational beings, and the need to engage with others is necessary to human 

existence “There is no such thing as a separate self, but always a self in relation” (Buber 

quoted in Adams 2007, 6). Awareness is not simply a human concept, but rather it extends 

to animals, plants and stones. Without awareness of ourselves as interrelational beings, 

true experiences with nature become less and less possible, and no real exchange can 

take place. We so often mistake interrelating with objectification. When studying a tree 

we might be able to identify the species, age, etc, all while reducing it to an object. This 

exchange with the world does nothing more than reduce the tree into a predetermined 

role created by humans. It tells me nothing of the likeness of the tree, all I am left with is a 

monologue of my own fantasies. On the other hand if I approach the tree with the intent 

to engage in a relationship that extends beyond human language, the tree ceases to be an 

“it”. As I confront the tree I notice that the tree in turn confronts my body, that is not to 

say that the tree exhibits consciousness similar to my own, or that it necessarily has a soul, 

but rather that when approaching a tree, I should engage with it as a tree, not an object. 

We should not dilute the importance of relation; relation is reciprocity. Take a moment 

and try to remember a time when nature beckoned you into its intimate depths. The truth 

is in the experience. Children know this…
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…the difference was in participation, and I could not help myself, I fell hopelessly 

in love with the grasses. In the early morning they glistened, and in the late 

afternoon they gathered and reflected the warm light softening my body, they 

were the grounds of my world, filling each day with shards of deep green, then 

shifting with the season to tones of salmon and then pink and then to many 

shades of mauve burgundy purple and plum to yellow and shiny gold tones, all 

day long they gathered up my attention, swaying and teasing me dragging me 

into their world. In a moment I simply felt yes, entirely this, totally as it should be 

without words or thought to think about, this bliss rupturing unity, sudden swift, 

easy like sway. The light flashes of clear site, the moment lustful and wondrous. 

In the aftermath I knew that light had streamed through my eyes, that I had been 

trapping light for many months, and the beauty had become deeply embedded in 

my brain, sinking into my body and resurfacing as bliss (Sewall 1999, 7).

In the realm of perception everything is intimately connected. The sensuous world is 

imprinted locally on the flesh, the shapes, sounds and textures traced into the body. From 

the tips of the fingers, or from head to toe, we negotiate a complex relationship with 

the world. In order to know things, you must place yourself between them (Serres 1984, 

80). Seeing something does not automatically place oneself in the midst of it, touch is 

somewhere in between, making the flesh the point of interchange; “the body traces the 

paths between the things to be known” (Ibid). At every moment there is infinitely more 

than what we are capable of seeing. We must learn to study the in between, to shift our 

perception to what lies just beyond the peripherals of awareness.
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It was from them (spiders) that I first learned the intelligence that lurks in non-

human nature, the ability that an alien form of sentience has to echo one’s own, 

to instill a reverberation in oneself that temporarily shatters habitual ways of 

seeing and feeling, leaving one open to a world all alive, awake and aware. It 

was from such small beings that my senses first learned of the countless worlds 

within worlds that spin in the depths of this world that we commonly inhabit, and 

from that I learned that my body could, with practice, enter sensorally into these 

dimensions (Abram 1997, 19).

To see the world as a realm of interrelated ideas places us in constant dialog; it connects 

in-here with out-there. Von Uexhull’s argues that it is through the lived experience of 

others that we are able to find our common ground; the body, gifted with intentions (Von 

Uexhull 1992, 7). Both Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger saw in Von Uexhull’s work a point 

of departure for the phenomenological consideration of animality (Merleau-Ponty 2008, 

180). Our body orients us to the behavior of the other, of the animal or plant, or ourselves 

standing in front of a mirror, rather than to our consciousness. The reciprocity of the flesh 

is a reflexive (gestural) and not reflective (intellectual) phenomenon. The body/flesh can 

only respond to the other when in the presence of the other (Merleau-Ponty 2008, 181).
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I have a peculiar fascination with geese. The sudden burst of honking evokes memories of 

untamed places, remote and far far away. The sheer abundance of them is exhilarating, 

there is nothing as sad as a lone goose call, or the distant honk, with no return. The 

coordinated movement of the geese, their unchoreographed precision…. (Freewriting 

exercise, 2010).
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the body, children and learning

In infant development, others are necessary to understand oneself as a separate being.  

According to Merleau-Ponty it is through encounters with other people, animals and even 

plants we begin to perceive of ourselves as independent beings (Merleau-Ponty 1964, 

104). Bodily perception is first learned about through observation and then tested by way 

of movement. Movement is the epistemological gateway by which infants first acquire 

knowledge of themselves and of the world. Movement is not something that helps the 

infant to perceive their surroundings, but rather it is deeply embedded in perception. 

“Learning to move oneself is the foundation of the perceiving world” (Sheets-Johnstone 

1999, 245). According to Sheets-Johnstone, phenomenological investigation has been 

studied from primarily an adultist stance, where the adult human body is viewed as the 

most significant vessel for phenomenological investigation (Ibid, 232). She insists that 

we adopt a more holistic appreciation of the body that credits infancy with our current 

perception of the world. “If we are at a loss to understand our infancy, then we are at a 

loss to understand the very wellspring of our humanity”(Ibid, 235). Exploring movement 

is the infant’s primary way of investigating the world. It is through movement that we first 

begin to understand the limitations, as well as the possibilities of the human body.

The 18th century French Romantics believed that childhood held epistemological 

significance. Children greet life, and more specifically nature, with an instinctively 

animistic approach. To them the world is alive and personal, it speaks and has a voice. 

For the Romantics, childhood is gifted with the purity of perception. According to poet 

Thomas Traherne, it is the acquisition of speech that ends the child’s natural animistic 

sensibilities. From there onward, the child is no longer able to engage with nature with 

the same inherent intimacy. According to Roszak, a child armed with language begins to 
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think of the world in words, reducing the world to a series of definitions (Roszak 2001, 

297).
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The term “feminism” makes me squirm. Immediately I feel uncomfortable, almost 

embarrassed to be a woman. I shy away from making large statements that are gender 

based, but I do wonder if when questioning the body, we are also questioning gender. I 

was warned that the relationship of the body and space was primarily a feminine issue and 

I have tried to embrace this concept. However I am fearful of what such a categorization 

might do to my research, will I be blinded by the woman inside of me? Will my new role 

as a mother and a wife shift my perception? 

When coming to an understanding of our intimate relationship with the world, there is 

an advantage to thinking with feeling. Given our current way of being, it is important for 

woman to discover ways of living in the world that are appropriate to their unique bodily 

being. While great progress has been achieved in terms of gender equality, we still live in a 

world that is ripe with male-oriented institutions and favors male modes of embodiment. 

In Bigwood’s research she maintains that the body must be “renaturalized” so that its 

earthly significance may be fully realized. Through a feminist re-appropriation of Merleau-

Ponty’s phenomenology of the body, Bigwood develops a non causal link between gender 

and body (Bigwood 1991, 56).

The eco-feminist sees a need to understand the body and intuition, and to recognize these 

processes in the everyday experience. The goal is to abandon mind/body dualism in favor 

of reconnecting with what Bigwood calls the “earth-world-home”(Ibid, 57). Renaturalizing 

the body gives the feminist ways of being that are potentially revolutionary to the way 

we think and act in nature. Favoring characteristics such as the ability to nurture, holism, 

and gentleness may help to solidify a more responsive relationship to the sentient world. 

These qualities are found in the body, and with a renewed effort to question gender, it has 

feminism
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become evident that when advocating female specificity, we need, first to affirm the link 

between the female body and women’s way of being and to also show that the category 

woman is not necessarily fixed by a biological body (Ibid, 56). We need to renew our 

understanding of the body in a way that leads away from biological determinism. The 

body should be valued as culturally and historically significant on the one hand and also 

as part of our embodied presence on the other.
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It came out of nowhere, first a sign staked in the ground, piercing the flesh. They soon 

came out to mark the site of infection, where the cancer had originated, and where the 

land would soon be raped. She never let on to the severity of her illness, instead we would 

joke about her high test scores, how she had gotten 100% on the exam. The operation was 

scheduled, and the bulldozers arrived. We woke up every morning to the house shaking, 

the windows clattering. The cancer is aggressive and is treated with the same hostility. 

First they put in the utilities, that was cause for most of the raucous…. But no matter 

how I look at it, I will always feel that they have taken more than they have given. A visit 

to the hospital smelt of sterile sadness, sweet hope and the musk of those who wander 

aimlessly. She was groggy and in pain. Before she came to I spent a moment staring at 

the tubes of blood draining away from her empty chest cavity. I stared at her body, it 

seems that cancer has made her smaller… she opens her eyes and immediately is relieved 

to see us. The surgeon reports that the surgery went well. I imagine them cutting her 

open and scrapping away the bad, along with whatever good is left. Before I know it, 

the land is leveled and the flesh is nothing more than scar tissue. They build on top of it, 

adding synthetic devices that will never know the warmth of touch or the pounding of a 

heartbeat. They sit, stagnant on the ground. No roots will ever be formed, no amount of 

masking will ever hide it. But somehow I begin to accept it. Somehow I begin to forget. 

(Freewriting exercise, 2011).
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beauty and the body

“Wise knowledge heals and moulds the body; it embellishes. The more alert and inquisitive 

I am, the more I think…the world is beautiful, therefore I think. Knowledge cannot do 

without beauty. It is a science of beauty that I seek” (Serres 1984, 105).

Illness reveals itself not simply as the absence of health, but rather as a change in one’s 

access to the world. Illness has the ability to morph one’s perception, changing what one 

can hope for, project or do in this world, and in exchange, it changes one’s sense of self, 

even one’s consciousness. The act of aggression on the body can cause it to undergo 

physiological changes, altering one’s attitudes towards the world, others and one’s own 

bodily experience (Theberge 2010, 154). 

Using the body as a tool to reach happiness, to become liberated, or to feel alive is 

especially important for elderly people or people with disabilities. Engaging the body 

almost always involves some element of touch… touch with other bodies, touch with 

oneself, touch with the landscape. Many people with physical (and mental) disabilities 

have not been touched in years. When choreographer Liz Lerman taught a dance class to 

the elderly, she was surprised to find that “the physical range of their bodies increased as 

they found the joy of moving, their imagination became animated as they learned new 

mind/body connections…”(Lerman 2011, 43). Older bodies make for beautiful movement 

and a curious form of courage.

We are drawn to the beautiful, but who and what is considered beautiful? How does 

the body condition/age/gender alter one’s perception? How does body image play into 

our relationship with the surrounding world? It is important to note that beauty is as 

subjective as personal experience. As our body changes, our perception and values shift 
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accordingly. The phenomenological body is incredibly personal, in order to relate to, or 

delve deeper into the sentient world, we must use our own body and our own experience. 

When the body guides the mind, preconceptions of what is beautiful dissolve, and we are 

left with the world as it really is.
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The Body, space 
and touch
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Bliss...rupture...unity...mystical...nirvana
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My bodily experience is one of flesh given to flesh. It is like an embrace that takes place 

between the flesh of my body and the flesh of the world (Freewriting exercise, 2010).

The body is actively engaged and constantly in touch with its surroundings; it is inextricably 

entangled in existence (Bigwood 1991, 61-62). As living bodies we are immersed into a 

constantly changing field of color, motion, noise and tactile feeling that predates thought 

itself (Merleau-Ponty 1962, 254). In Haida culture they do not see themselves as ending at 

the skin or the fingertips. Being Haida means being the environment…the fish, the trees, 

the birds, are all part of who the Haida people were. Their connection to the land was 

their history, their reason for being in this world. If they lost this connection, they would 

simply become like everyone else (David Suzuki Interview). If we can learn anything from 

the Haida people, it’s that we have defined the environmental crisis incorrectly. There is 

no environment out there, and us in here. We are the environment. Whatever we do to 

the world, we do to ourselves. The environmental crisis is a human crisis. We are at the 

center, both causing the problems and victims of the consequences. So how do we move 

from thought to action, from mind to body? We start by questioning our own knowledge 

of our body, how much do we truly know about the body, its dimension and potential? 

How and when do we sense the presence or absence of our body? There are instances 

in the body that cannot be felt through its own presence. They can only be made aware 

through external environments. There are moments where the beating of the heart, 

the rush of blood, or the tingle of the spine can only be felt in response to another. The 

“other” is extremely important in bringing the body to life in a way that is impossible for 

it to do on its own (Serres 1984, 83). Only when we are able to look beyond the entirely 

human world, and most importantly beyond human intelligence, are we able to glimpse 

the body, space and touch
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the world of others. Only when we learn to trust our sensing body do we begin to respond 

to the logos of the land.

To acknowledge that I am my body, is not to reduce it to a set of mechanisms for there 

is no “I” that is separate from the heaviness of my bodily limbs. Rather it is to affirm the 

uncanniness of this physical form. Acknowledging the body is not to burden the mind, 

or bind consciousness to a closed object. The living body does not have determined 

boundaries, instead it is open and fluid. The breathing, sensing body draws its energy 

from the soils, the plants and elements that surround it; it continually contributes itself to 

the air, or the composting earth, spreading out of itself as well as breathing the world in. 

When the sensing body embraces the earth it becomes one with its surroundings.
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Today my skin feels stretched to its limits. I am 22 weeks pregnant with two healthy babies, 

and I can feel them growing, kicking, and fighting their way into the world. Reciprocity 

extends from flesh on flesh, to the flesh of my unborn babies, pressing against the inner 

wall of my uterus. I feel huge and uncomfortable in my own skin, movement is becoming 

more and more of an issue for me, my body is being pushed to its limits…I have never 

known the discomfort of skin stretching, of feeling my body more and more in the world, 

of unexpectedly bumping, nudging and pushing, of having no real concept of my extension 

into space… of losing control of my ability to do simple tasks, of overheating….(Freewriting 

exercise 2011).
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The body, mind, 
soul and a 
little love
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The pain in my head is like no other. It is the pain of the mind, impossible to locate, 

constantly shifting. Is it the pain of the world? I try to be less sensitive, but I am exhausted 

from guarding my heart. Feelings physically hurt me, like needles to the heart. This is not 

the first time…(Freewriting exercise 2009).
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The body, mind, soul and a little love

My connection to the flesh of the earth is no longer a beautiful intertwining of body on 

body, but rather an awkward beating of flesh on flesh. My body betrays my mind…(Ibid, 

2012).

The human mind is inspired by the sensorial landscape, provoked by the tensions and 

participations between the human body and the animate earth. By acknowledging the 

deep connection between the inner, psychological realm and the world that surrounds us, 

we recognize that the psyche cannot belong only to the entirely human world, returning 

sentience to the sensible world of which we are all a part. When we engage in an entirely 

human world, the world of others begins to slip away. We are unaware that the crickets 

no longer sing or that the chorus of frogs has not returned this spring. In contrast to the 

global character of todays technology, the sentient world is always local.

There is something discerningly maniacal about our relationship with the earth. We look 

to the school of psychology to teach us the meaning of this madness only to find it at the 

root of our mindset. Psychology stems from the same belief that there is more to the mind 

than we are aware of. How does the mind, in all its uncertainty, relate to the body? What is 

the psychosomatic, mind/body continuum? In western psychology the model of the mind 

was based on the biomedical model of the physical body.  According to Roszak, the body, 

to which the mind was assimilated, was already a disenchanted machine, understood 

to be nothing more than an object (Roszak 2001, 78). Psychology ignores the greater 

ecological crisis, offering to heal the soul while the biosphere crumbles (Ibid, 57). There is 

no wonder that many people report a profound anguish deep inside of them. Our current 

ecological condition is much more than skin deep, what the body already knows, the mind 

intuitively seeks. There is an alternative to using scare tactics to motivate a renewed sense 
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of ecological intelligence and passion. The answer lies in shared identity, where one body 

merges into another, where two become one. We also call it love.

The skin has its own way of exploring the world. It knows our body’s limits, proximities 

and potential. The body and soul intertwine and dance together on the skin, the map of 

the epidermis revealing much more than just touch. It is as if the skin has its own eyes, 

perception takes place on the entirety of its surface. The five senses are thought to be 

external senses, taking place entirely in relation to one’s exterior environment. Serres 

suggests that we have overlooked the primal sense of the body. The body is both internally 

and externally aware, it is the sense of oneself (Serres 1984, 54). As Friedrich Nietzsche 

put it: “Body am I entirely, and nothing else; and soul is only a word of something about 

the body.” (Nietzche quoted in Junlt 238).
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attention

If the doors of perception were cleansed, everything would appear as it is… William 
Blake.

Attention offers a unique coming together of the world. We know from experience that 

it often drifts, comes into focus and quickly slips away again. It can be focused on the 

world, the contents of the mind or perhaps the body. It can bring to life the world of 

others, infiltrate the neighbors backyard or amplify loneliness (Sewall 1999, 98). However, 

attention in its purest form, true attention, is very rare. It demands that we throw away 

everything we know, everything we have been or hope to be. True attention requires us to 

face the moment naked of identity with an openness to whatever comes (Ibid, 99).

Our perception of the world depends entirely on where we focus our attention. The 

placement of cognitive energy on desires, needs and priorities acts as a filter by selecting 

information from the visual field that fulfills what is already at work in neural activity. 

Although attention can come in various forms and at varying intensities, there is no doubt 

that it enhances and essentially creates our reality (Ibid, 103-104). There is a degree 

of attention that takes place below consciousness. However when you set aside the 

ingrained, or learned, way of perception, you discover that you are able to once again 

attend to the world. You realize that the world exists as a community to whom you are 

meaningfully related (Kohak 1987, 89). By surrendering the ego, the relational world is 

naturally revealed.

The true practice of attention is meant to help us unlearn mindless habits. In Buddhism 

the primary goal of “samatha” is to achieve non-reactive acceptance of whatever presents 

itself in the busyness or stillness of the mind (Trungpa 1976, 58). It is the eventual calming 

of all thought replaced by a full dedication to the present moment. The experience is one 
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of spaciousness. When we are truly in the moment, the ego fades away and is replaced 

by a train of endless thought that is able to freely pass through the mind and body. The 

most important practice of the Bodhissattva is to be fully present. The result of this sacred 

attention is that the bodhissatva is able to appreciate all the pain and joy of life. At the 

core of wisdom, is an authentic compassion to truly see the world, to be aware enough to 

appreciate what truly is (Sewall 1999, 231). When we are able to see the world, we realize 

that life is relentlessly impermanent, and all of our needs, desires and wants simply fade 

away.

Attention requires the immediate focus of the sensing body. The fragmented condition of 

the world reflects our forgetful blindness and lack of bodily perception. Attending to the 

present moment is also about remembering the past, it is about listening to the sentient 

world with both your heart and your ears. We quickly forget the hum of nature as wetlands 

are bulldozed, the voices of the crickets, frogs and songbirds silenced. Instead we focus 

our attention elsewhere, unable to process the loss of lives, the loss of relationships and 

just barely noticing the consequent loss of our own experience. The way that the world 

is stitched together is not always readily apparent, the way that one thing interweaves 

with another, or the web of relationships found in both the human and the more than 

human world. Our environmental crisis could easily be considered a crisis of perception…

The edges of the world are frayed, the seams being to tear…(Ibid, 124).
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The intuitive mind has the ability to alter perception in order to see the patterns that 

connect us to the sentient world. In this sense the message is the medium. The message 

is in the mountain, the ocean or the prairie… not in what we discover through analysis, 

but rather in the phenomenological interpretation and intuitive understanding of it. 

Perception is a cyclical, reciprocal process of seeing into the phenomenon (Sewall 1999, 

147). It is our senses that tie us to the earth, enriched by the gift of having a body, of 

having eyes, ears, skin with which to read the signs, with which to wrap ourselves within 

the great soul of the world.

Seeing the world as it truly is means stepping out of our comfort zone and looking with 

honest eyes. Are we even capable of being in a deeper, more meaningful relationship with 

the world? At the center of our fear is the fear of depth, the very dimension so many of us 

long for. It is difficult to talk about the soul satiating experience of depth in a world gone 

mad with machines, such beautiful moments are simply not as real as the metal and mass 

that surround us. If we desire what our vast unconscious has to offer, then we must first 

empty consciousness of all our hopes and dreams. In order to see the world as it truly is, 

we must first make room (Mackenzie 1998, 202).

According to Merleau-Ponty, the body is the only medium in which we are fully understood 

and sensible to others. The body is therefore the primary insertion into the field of 

experience. If the body is one’s presence in the world, then it is the body alone that allows 

us to enter into relations with other bodies (Ibid, 71). It is only through the sensing body 

that we are fully able to appreciate the world that surrounds us. The senses aid us in the 

rejuvenation of our primal instincts. The body opens up multiple ways of encountering 

and exploring the world. We do not experience the world as fragmented, the body is 

experience



110

amazing in its ability to sense both sight and sound, or touch and smell simultaneously. 

The sentient world demands that the senses work together, that they meet up with each 

other, commingling and converging in the things we perceive. The body is an open circuit 

that only completes itself in things and in the world (Abram 1997, 86). The philosophy of 

the body reveals itself as a way of being in the phenomenal field (Merleau-Ponty 2008, 

84).

The phenomenological method entails describing the phenomenon as it is lived by us or 

how it appears in our experiences. Merleau-Ponty describes the body as being sentient, 

born together with a certain existential environment (Ibid, 123). The living body is actively 

engaged in its surroundings and does not passively await the sensory experience. The 

body has a unique sensitivity to its environs, it does not simply record experience, 

but rather it genuinely experiences the phenomena. It receives the world through an 

openness that is fundamental to sentience (Bigwood 1991, 61). Sensory experience, as 

it is usually understood is “alien to natural perception which we achieve with the whole 

body all at once, and which opens onto a world of interacting senses” (Power 2007, 7). 

This opens up the idea that synaesthasia, when one sensory experience triggers precepts 

in another, is something that we all experience. It is a part of phenomenological reality; 

“it is the way in which, moment by moment, living beings recreate their world; a world in 

which they are reflexively and inescapably immersed; a world experienced as a stream of 

pre-reflective encounters that are simultaneously situated and constitutive of everyday 

lives” (Power 2007, 7). Merleau-Ponty aims to lay the senses bare. In his phenomenology 

of the body, he suggests that we throw out common sense and re-experience the world 

through the senses. He asks that we appreciate the delicate connections between the 
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sensing body, the world and imagination. The phenomenology of the body is as much 

about understanding the way that we are bound to the earth as it is about understanding 

how the earth is bound to us (Power 2007, 9).

As designers it might help to focus on the lived experience, on our everyday encounters 

with things. Our relationship with the sentient world should be intimate, each experience 

speaks to our body and the way that we live. A main criticism with Merleau-Ponty’s 

phenomenology of the body, is that rather than rely on the lived body (his own) to validate 

his methodology, he often looks to third person accounts. Sheets-Johnstone claims that 

a true phenomenological method is obliged to ascertain and validate the empirical 

data first hand ( Sheets-Johnstone 1999, 286-287). First hand experience is essential to 

understanding the human condition, in order to bring the body back into view, there must 

be a return to experience and a renewed discovery of invariants.

A wide range of sensory experiences and emotional values are determined by the act of 

seeing alone. However it is often the visual world that most easily fools us and sways our 

perception. The fundamental human experience of being-in-the-world as described by 

Heidegger, suggests the necessity of an experiential aesthetic to replace the operative 

one derived from Cartesian mind/body, subject/object dualism. Dualism only serves to 

reveal a skeleton staring at a ghost, distancing us physically as well as spiritually from 

a world in which we are actually immersed (Howett 1993, 66). According to Evernden, 

an experiential aesthetic requires a relationship between the seeking subject and the 

responsive world (Evernden 1985, 54). An embodied sensation results from immersing 

oneself in the world, and cannot easily be dissected or torn into pieces. 
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the mind is to body as thought is to language… (Freewriting exercise, 2010).
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The rain surrounded us… with a whole world of meaning, secrecy and mystery. The rain 

pounded down pouring forth its own language, free of judgment it set to work renewing 

the grass, the trees, and filling the woods, creeks and rivers with life. The rain will stay as 

long it likes, and for as long as it stays, I will listen (Freewriting exercise, 2011).

If the sensible world itself is a deep body of language, then language can no longer be 

thought of as a power that is solely gifted to the human world. Language is born out of 

carnal participation in a world that already speaks to us at the most intimate level, the 

senses. Language belongs to the sentient earth of which we are all a part of, it cannot be 

conceived of as a power that privileges only the human realm, at least no more than the 

roar of a waterfall, or the sound of the leaves in the wind (Harney 2007, 142). Language, 

and more specifically writing, is not only infused in the human community, but is also 

found in the animate landscape. Just as we obsess over the written word, our ancestors 

studied the tracks of deer, moose and bears. Our survival can be attributed almost entirely 

to their ability to read these signs (Abram 1997, 95). Writing has a direct influence on how 

we engage the world, the senses that observe the written world communicate almost 

exclusively within the human realm. According to Abram with the introduction of phonetic 

writing, the rest of nature lost its voice (Ibid, 138).

For indigenous people, the local world is the very matrix of discursive meaning. Dislocation 

from their land renders them speechless. The indigenous language is so deeply embedded 

into the land that to relocate them from their home is to force them out of mind. Human 

language is not only a part of the expressive vitality of the more than human world; it 

is inseparable from it. Oral stories are rooted in the locale, rich with the traces left by 

animals. To put these stories to pen and paper is to disconnect them from their home, 

language
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eventually the stories will come to be known as independent of any specific place, their 

integrity fading to a distant backdrop that could easily be found elsewhere (Ibid, 138). 

There is a human capacity for which there is no discernible language. The sensing body 

is not easily translated into words. Of the five most commonly experienced senses, 

Serres says that we have missed the sixth sense, the sense of the body. He attempts to 

reconstruct philosophy in order to include a philosophy of mingled bodies, one that does 

not rely on language. The concept of intermingling bodies brings forth the idea of mixture, 

of one body being indistinguishable from the next. In the modern world we often think 

of the soul and individual self as separate from the rest of the world, which is counter-

intuitive to actual experience. True experience does not understand isolation, when we 

look to experience we find ourselves immersed and inseparable from the events of our 

lives (Serres 1984, 97).

There is a word for everything in human knowledge. From the onset, children are given 

lessons on naming and categorizing the world. We learn that the sky is blue, the grass is 

green, a tree is a tree…It is as if we can only feel, sense and perceive within the limits of 

language. However it is language that anesthetizes the senses (Mortley 1991, 17). We 

build walls of language, blinding ourselves from our surroundings and in some cases 

causing them to vanish entirely. The philosophy of language has converted the way that 

we perceive the world. I desire the ability to open myself up to what is given through 

smell, touch, taste, sound, sight, the body…But how can we do anything without also 

saying it? How do we strip our flesh of language? The discussion is over as soon as it 

begins, no one knows how to say anything independent of language. The whole landscape 

is overrun with words, as though in the midsts of an invasion and becomes a variant of 
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speech right before our eyes. It is only by embracing the non-linguistic order of the body 

that we can tear down the walls of language exposing raw, uninhibited experience.



The body, depth 
and imagination
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the body, depth, imagination 

Does our view of the world follow our imagination, or does our imagination follow our 

view of the world? (Freewriting exercise, 2012).

Imagination is a powerful tool. It has the ability to bridge between multiple dimensions, 

as well as, between inner and outer landscapes. In a sense it is the glue of the universe, 

bringing us closer to the things of the world. At the outer edge of imagination experience 

becomes infused with an unknown wildness. It becomes far less predictable, bringing 

us closer to a realm of limitless possibilities (Sewall 1999, 214). I have often questioned 

the edge between reality and delusion, and our ability to shift that edge based on our 

beliefs. It is our perception that marks the edge between inner and outer forms of reality. 

It is a permeable boundary, a zone of gradations between black and white where our 

imagination fills in the unknown. When we pay attention to the spaces between the 

things of the world, the backdrop— the places and things that we ordinarily pay minimal 

attention to, move into the foreground, flooding our field of vision.

There is volume between the things of the world that can be felt within the body. It is as 

if the spaces themselves echo in the cavity of the belly, inside and descending, moving as 

I move. The experience of depth is a unique sensation, an impression on the body. Depth 

is acquired through lived experience and exists in both time and space, further deepening 

the primal activity of the soul (Ibid, 168). Depth is often associated with a deep darkness. 

Darkness reveals the many faces of our imagination, bringing it to the surface as a mixture 

of both hope and fear. The ability to imagine, questioning what is known and what could 

be should not be discredited. Imagination is a powerful mode of consciousness, and the 

deepest voice of the soul (Ibid, 209).
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Is it possible to imagine a better world? Or are we simply programmed to imagine more 

profits, more development, more technology? Do we favor one world, leaving the other 

to perish? If the human body can be rejoined with not only human consciousness, but also 

with the flesh of the earth, it would seem incipient that the recovery of meaning would 

in turn infuse the relationship with the self and the universe. When this relationship is 

rediscovered, even the most simple tasks are carried through with a sense of purpose, 

love and gratitude (Ibid, 191). According to Merleau-Ponty, meaning is born at the organic 

level. It is pre-personal and is discovered through one’s bodily experiences with the living 

world (Merleau-Ponty 2008, 114).

th
e 

bo
dy

, d
ep

th
 a

nd
 im

ag
in

ati
on





124

Flesh
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The Haida people believed that the world is fluid. For the Haida, animals and humans 

were one and the same, the world was punctuated by humans that could shape shift into 

animals and animals that could morph into humans. It is a world of wilderness, but here 

wilderness takes on a new meaning. It is not the natural landscape untouched by man, nor 

is there any indication of a world where subject and object are divided, instead human and 

world are defined by each other (Locke 2007, 51). Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of “flesh” 

refers to an interrelational phenomenon. The concept of flesh does not refer to subject 

or object, self or world. Instead the flesh is in constant communication, involving and 

actually constituting self and world. Our everyday engagement with the world reveals a 

complex web of relationships where we are inextricably tangled with the world. The world 

is in us, and we are in the world. If we are aware of this entanglement the most simple 

acts, such as walking, dancing or singing, ultimately ground us to our very existence within 

the animate earth (Adams 2007, 43).

The visible often reveals much more than the visible. A map of the epidermis begins with 

touch but quickly evolves as it immerses deeper into the internal senses. Just as there is 

no word that directly corresponds to flesh, there is nothing that immediately responds 

to touch to designate the untouchable or intangible. The sense of touch is incredibly 

intense, sensitive and delicate, it is the sense of the soul. Many philosophers are devoted 

to studying sight, few to hearing, and even fewer to the tactile experience (Serres 1984, 

26). This abstraction divides the sentient body, eliminating the importance of taste, smell, 

or touch, relegating the senses primarily to sight and sound. In order to fully appreciate 

the senses we must study the body in all its entirety, to abstract it into a series of parts is 

to tear it into pieces.

flesh
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The flesh cannot be understood as either subject or object, rather it is the “formative 

medium” of the two (Fischer 2007, 204). Flesh is elemental, like earth, air, water and fire it 

is the tissue that lines and sustains the animate and inanimate world. Flesh is the element 

with which we first perceive the world. It is where our own consciousness first arises and 

our sensory awareness develops. The flesh is our immediate access to the world because 

it is of the world. It is haunted by the gentleness of the sensual, the visible and audible 

both linger on the surface, a faint marking of “chiaroscuros and whispers” (Serres 1984, 

71). The skin is marked locally by the imperceptible, it soaks in sounds, both harsh and 

soft, it feels the warmth of the sun, or the heavy caress of the snow. It is in darkness that 

the body realigns itself with its surroundings. Nights does not anesthetize the skin, instead 

it moves with caution, a myriad of shadows evaluating the shadows of others, the absence 

of light can be wonderfully tantalizing for the body (Ibid, 70).
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This very time that is space, this very space that is time…(Freewriting exercise, 2009).
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time and being present

Our living present is torn between a past that it takes up and a future that it projects 

(Bigwood 1991, 65).

When I allow the past and future to dissolve into the present, the current moment 

expands to include an infinity of moments. This melding of past, present and future 

unfolds the shape of the landscape, alive and spontaneous, swallowing all the senses and 

enlivening the body. From the standpoint of Merleau-Ponty, Heidegger and Husserl, the 

conventional distinction between time and space was inconceivable from the perspective 

of pre-conceptual experience. As long as we continue to view time and space as both 

rectilinear and static we will continue to overlook our thorough dependence on the world 

around us. Space and time belong to a single phenomenon that encompasses the earth as 

the very ground and horizon for all our knowing (Abram 1997, 217).

What implication does the concept of past and future have for my body? Most of my 

body is available to my awareness and visible to my gaze. I can see my arms, torso, legs, 

even my nose and eyelashes. My back is hidden from my immediate view yet I do not 

question its existence. The body is not merely in space and time, according to Merleau-

Ponty, it inhabits space and time. The body’s possession of space is the result of time and 

movement (Merleau-Ponty 2008, 114). It is through movement that perceptual meaning 

is derived.

Time is most commonly understood as having a distinct beginning and end. The past and 

future are believed to be separate from one another, yet obviously still connected. The 

past is connected with all that we see, and the future holds where we are going. There are 

indigenous people who claim that time is cyclical and eternally recurring. Some indigenous 
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languages even lack terms for the past and future as they believe that everything plays 

out in the present. Prior to language, there was simply no method to record the subtle 

variations in the endless cycles of nature. One simply lived it (Abram 1997, 57).

A truly ecological view does not encourage a mentally envisioned goal, but rather it delves 

deeper into the present moment. Design might benefit from encompassing all aspects 

of past, present and future, dissolving the concept of linear time, making every effort to 

enter into the world of others. 
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I want you to think about the air…the most automatic thing that we do is breathe. When 

we inhale, we retain a small amount of air, otherwise our lungs would collapse. It is 

impossible to draw a line that says air ends here, and I begin there. There is no line. We 

are air. When I breathe out, you breathe in, and we become each other. The air caresses us 

inside and out. We are immersed in its depths. The air is the soul of the visible landscape, 

it is a secret realm from which all nourishment is taken. The air, wind and breath are 

commonly recognized as aspects of a singular sacred power, it is in remembering the air 

that we are fully able to acknowledge the presence of the earth. In this sense, air binds us 

to the present, it is an invisible medium in which we are all immersed (Abram 1997, 226). 

For the Navajo people the air has similar qualities of the mind. The wind within us can be 

thought of as engaging in a continual process of interchange with the various winds that 

surround us. The Navajo elders suggest that what we perceive to be the “mind” is not 

something that can be held hostage to human possession. When the mind is thought of 

as the wind, it becomes a property of the all encompassing world (Ibid, 237). One’s sense 

of self or personal awareness is simply the enveloping air that circulates within, through 

and around one’s body. Intelligence mingles with the swirling of the wind on the land. 

Therefore any harm that is done to the land is felt deep within the awareness of all who 

dwell within that land. Physical and mental health is inseparable from the wellbeing of 

that which surrounds us (Ibid, 237).

remembering the air
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The body in motion is perhaps the most useful tool for understanding our unique 

perspective of the world. Engaging the body allows for real, uninhibited experience. Getting 

the physicality right is a delightful challenge. By nature I am clumsy, I have little awareness 

of my bodily presence and often struggle with the idea of a graceful body. When my twins 

were born I stopped caring about how my body reacted when I moved. Movement simply 

became a way of being, first it began with a constant rocking and swaying back and forth. 

I began to find the motion so calming that I was constantly rocking, constantly moving 

regardless of whether I was comforting a restless baby. It has since evolved into a day 

packed with a myriad of bouncing, leaping, running, jiggling, dancing all for the simple 

pleasure of knowing that movement makes my boys happy. I have thrown out dignity and 

replaced it with uninhibited movement. My twins seem to readily accept that movement 

is the primary way of knowing, they engage the world through movement…it is how they 

know themselves, their wants and desires and in turn it is how I know them. 

Movement is crucial to experience. According to Sheets-Johnstone it is so deeply woven 

into the everyday experience that it often slips through methodological cracks (Sheets-

Johnstone 1999, 186). People who use their bodies as both research and outcome know 

that nuance matters and even the tiniest changes in perception can make a difference in 

how movement feels or looks, it takes immense skill to merge the mental and the physical 

with immediate results (Lerman 2011, 60). How do we portray the essence, grace and 

fluidity of movement? Uniqueness lives and breathes in the body. In order to understand 

something it is human nature to want to experience it with the body. It is a worthy 

challenge to try to embody the movement of someone/thing else. In order to succeed 

it takes a deliberate desire and dedication to step out of your own ways of doing and 

perceiving (Ibid, 70).

movement
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Movement can be made to mean so many different things, stretching meaning across so 

many different realms. However it is worth questioning whether people are still capable of 

listening to their bodies. Can we understand ideas and find hidden meaning through the 

language of movement? How do you translate meaning into movement and back again? 

Movement appears to generate suspicion. We are easily distracted from the wonder and 

meaning of motion. It is only by testing it, copying it and embodying it that we discover its 

beauty. When the mind and body work in unison, something happens that is beyond the 

capacity of both. When the mind connects to the body and the body connects to the mind 

a ladder between the two is formed, transcending both and enabling people to experience 

the spiritual (Ibid, 142). Sheets-Johnstone writes that consciousness is developed through 

primal tactility (Sheets-Johnstone 1999, 218). Perception and thought evolved together, 

meaning that thinking is deeply rooted within the body.

Our phenomenological body is made up of fluid movements in search of indeterminate 

supports (Bigwood 1991, 63). The body is easily provoked, one must simply engage in 

movement to ensue the multitude of emotional attachments. The body, separate of the 

thinking mind, intuitively knows how to say I. It is aware of what side of an object it sits, 

or when it is inside or outside (Serres 1984, 19). This intuitive awareness inflicts the body 

better than anything else in the world. The body turns in on itself, contact to contact. 

Without the contact of self on self, without this folding, there would be no real image of 

the self, no internal atmosphere, we would live unconsciously, at any moment able to fade 

away. As Michel Serres so adequately puts it “consciousness belongs to those singular 

moments where the body is tangential to itself”(Ibid, 22). Sheets-Johnstone believes that 

consciousness is a dimension of living forms that move themselves, therefore the true 

means for understanding the animate world, is by studying movement (Sheets-Johnstone 
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1999, 59). Movement is the precursor to all forms of perception, without movement there 

is no perception.

What is already there is movement, movement in and through which the 

perceptible world and acting subject come to be constituted, which is to say 

movement in and through which we make sense of both the world and ourselves. 

That ‘I move’ that arises on the ground of our primal animateness is of equally 

profound epistemological significance, for it means that movement is the ground 

on which transcendental subjectivity- in a broad sense, our sense-making or 

constituting faculty arises (Sheets-Johnstone 199, 138).

Movement is something we have all learned, and therefore share in common. We came to 

know the world by way of movement, via the processes to which Husserl (1989) applied 

kinestheses, which dramatically expanded our repertoire of “I cans”(101). The main idea 

here is that we should not design from the comfort of the computer or the familiarity of 

the drafting table. The Aristotelian principle that to understand nature is to understand 

motion is immersive and cannot be fully appreciated at arms length. When we jump into 

the middle of the experience we find a world that is not primarily made up of objects but 

rather “a world of varied and changing physiognomies, a qualitative, and dynamic world 

(Sheets-Johnstone 1999, xxi).
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As landscape architects, it is important to imagine a better reality. This ability to stretch 

the imagination bridges the gap between past, present and future, between what we 

know to be true and what we hope to accomplish. This may seem like a daunting task and 

the question often arises: Where do I begin? Begin with where you look. What are the 

characteristics of the landscape, what is your perceived reality? Does life seem to burst 

through the seems, or is it full of sorrow and despair? How many dimensions of reality 

do you see? Now using solely your imagination and a sense of the potential ask yourself 

what would make this landscape more pleasurable? How might you offer beauty? No 

matter what path you might take, realize that it is all indicated by your personal level 

of awareness, as if predicated by the intensity of your displeasure or love. We are most 

informed by the world as it truly is, and like courage and fear, beauty and the beast are 

paired powers (Sewall 1999, 234).

I want to go back to the experience, forget the ego and participate. We must re-articulate 

the world that we live in, dismantling the categories by which we understand the world 

and subject/object divisions. I want to challenge dualism not only in the body, but also 

in the sensible. The human body does not have easily distinguishable boundaries, it is 

impossible to completely isolate an animal from its environment or the body from the 

earth. It is important to stretch beyond the mythic pedestal of a designer in order to 

address some of the romantic preconceptions about landscape architecture. The term 

“landscape architect” is in itself problematic, reinforcing the idea that landscapes should 

be designed in the same fashion as buildings. Many landscape designs exhaust visual 

interest before the body even has the opportunity to become involved in the experience 

(Howett 1993, 70).

embodied design
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Landscape architecture offers the opportunity to engage the space between searching 

and researching. Without the body, design becomes the product of what we perceive to 

be true rather than what we experience to be true.

At some point in our lives we are taught to see and think differently, the persistent 

questioning of childhood diminishes and our world is changed. I would like to propose 

a few ideas for loosing oneself and reinstating our inner child, the one who jumps in 

puddles, chases butterflies and occasionally eats a handful of dirt. What follows is a brief 

list of design ideas, questions and guidance. It is what I look to for inspiration.

Explore

-Ask big questions. There will always be people who ask and those who answer. People 

who answer draw from what they know, and those who question, imagine what they do 

not know. Not knowing is fuel for the imagination.

 -Daydream: have a big vision that makes you feel foolish, happy and obsessive. Finding 

the essence of an idea is not always an act of reduction.

-Design should be an open process. Turn discomfort into inquiry and allow moments of 

not knowing to guide you, rather than stop you. 

Wonder

-Know that where you come from matters. What are your strengths and weakness? What 

are the pivotal moments in your life? These aspects of knowing yourself change the way 

that you view the world.

-When you are frustrated turn your anger into a question…I wonder why…? Try to find 

the question hidden in the opinion.
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-Allow for multiple perspectives, recognize that making distinctions is a vital act, but 

make sure that the walls are permeable between these differences.

-Ask yourself what your responsibilities to the world are? Merging real life experiences 

with design should be a natural act. How do you make the subject matter of life, and the 

subject matter of design connect or collide? What is the underlying significance?

Create

-We cannot force creative meaning. We can only prepare ourselves by immersion into our 

field of interest remaining open to the possibilities, seizing it, attending to it, wherever it 

appears… what is the felt response?

-Know that ideas come bundled with attitudes. It is not enough to recognize an idea, but 

rather one must understand that even philosophy is subjective, it is self revealing and is 

just as much a product of human attitude as it is human philosophy (EWC Nature, 2012).

-When you feel lost, try to find some beauty.

Embodied Design is about ways of being that can change the environment we live in, it is 

about finding new ways to discover information that charges our artistic impulses.  I want 

to fight for intuition as a legitimate way of knowing. I want movement and the body to be 

taken as seriously as any technologically driven data. Our bodies are constantly engaged 

in the sentient world and therefore should be the prime point of intersection between 

idea and design.

 What we pay attention to, what calls out to us on a site, and what we care about, is all 

related to how we experience and perceive the world. Learn to tune into what is really 

there, and what precedes you.  All design is subjective and biased, and it is good practice 
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to clearly understand how your own circumstances might affect the design decisions that 

you make. The events that we live through influence our perspectives on the world and 

our own personal sense of hopefulness and cynicism. 

The quality of what one makes depends as much on the quality of his/her listening and 

ability to respond with respect and sensitivity. The coming together of what exists, what 

is subtracted and what is added, should be a pleasant discovery. Design is the mediation 

between your own interests, research and experience. The making of something eventually 

moves from the personal to the consideration of the audience. This battleground between 

public and private realms leads to a very interesting landscape for learning about oneself, 

the subject and the structure of meaning (Lerman 2011, 213).

The outdoors is an endless orchestra of shape and movement. Drawing by walking  

liberates the mind and body, it is as much about the wind that animates the tree as it 

is about the tree. Using the physical to draw our own trace liberates the land, invoking 

feelings that are at once complicated and simple and somehow always deeply personal. 

Embodying the dancing limbs of a tree or the openness of the prairie fills the body with 

a sensation of breeziness or airiness, expelling the bad while filling the body with air. 

Throughout my mothers cancer drawing by walking became a way to give the body life. 

Walking for my mother was a way to exhale the poison, it was about forgetting the burden 

of the body. For myself, walking while pregnant was a way to create space as my body 

became cramped and stretched to its limits. 

Drawing by walking fuses the personal with the landscape, it is about showing  the 

world in your design by drawing the everyday, giving the things of your life the time and 
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attention that they deserve. It is as much about how you draw the landscape, as it is 

about how the landscape draws you. I often find myself questioning whether there is 

anything new left to say about landscape, have we exhausted our visual and sensorial 

desire as landscape architects? Drawing by walking moves the design process back into 

the landscape, simply responding to the ephemeral materials of the earth. Drawing, by its 

very nature, brings us back to the inexplicable mystery of the earth. Nineteenth century 

art understood landscape as the great art, going to nature was about finding yourself and 

painting the story of your life. Drawing by walking puts us directly in the landscape, ever 

since the Renaissance, drawing has shaped our understanding of nature in very dynamic 

ways. Drawing by walking is an unobtrusive form of investigation, it is the eloquence of 

the simple line that disappears as soon as it is made.

Walking can be used as investigation, research or meditation. It is the closest intentional 

act to the unwilled rhythms of the body, to breathing and the beating of the heart. Walking 

is a bodily labor that produces nothing but thoughts, experiences and arrivals. (Solnit 

2001, 7). Ideally, it is a state where the body, mind, and earth are aligned, as though they 

are three characters finally in conversation together. Walking allows us to be in our bodies 

and in the world without being wholly lost in our thoughts. 

Movement is crucial to experience. Walking is so deeply woven into the everyday that we 

often fail to understand its significance. People who use their bodies as both research and 

outcome know that nuance matters and even the tiniest changes in perception can make 

a difference in how movement feels or looks, it takes immense skill to merge the mental 

and the physical with immediate results. 

Movement can be made to mean so many different things. However it is worth questioning 
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whether people are still capable of listening to their bodies. Can we understand ideas and 

find hidden meaning through the language of movement? It is only by testing it, copying it 

and embodying it that we discover the beauty of movement. Incorporating movement into 

design, as research, method, process or outcome, is incredibly valuable in investigating 

the epistemological and metaphysical realms of the animate world. So how do we begin 

the process of knowing through movement? Perhaps we start with a simple walk outside. 

The concept of walking extends far beyond the ordinary. The everyday persistence of 

walking recognizes that breathing and moving place us in the tangible world of experience, 

deflating abstraction. Bodily movement challenges the objectivist account of the world 

and opens up a space for a theory of imagination (Jacks 2004, 5). Meaning, understanding, 

and reasoning are all highly dependent upon the upright moving body. Our orientation to 

the world, whether it be high, low, sideways or backwards all extend from our bodily 

experience (Ibid, 5-6). Embodiment is about who we are, it helps us define meaning and is 

essential to the creative process. Walking helps us to gain knowledge and understanding 

about our self and the world, it is a process of turning outward. It inspires the imagination, 

turning our attention to the world with a sense of equality for the things and relationships 

that emerge. The natural, the beautiful and the ugly are turned on their sides, non more 

important than the next. The act of walking helps to envision a better environment, 

one where the design of the world matters. The following is a brief summary of walking 

practices that may help to align the mind, earth and body:

Thought (mind)

Thinking and sensing are deeply ingrained in the walker. The sensing body is provoked by 

the landscape and in turn connects the parts to the whole, making the unconscious acts 
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of walking conscious. Walking engages both the abstracting and embodying tendencies of 

the designer, aiding with the design process and outcome. 

Experience (earth)

Walking aligns the body to the earth. It is our primary form of engaging the living body 

with the animate world. In order to experience the landscape one must be willing to walk 

it, using the body as a tool for measuring, observing and embodying the character of the 

site. Understanding the landscape is about more than just giving words to objects. It is 

about uncovering and giving voice to the history and stories embedded into the land, 

bringing to life the imagination of the walker as well as the imagination of the landscape.

Arrival (body)

Walking induces a sense of timelessness where we become attentive to our own acute 

awareness, slowing down the body in order to slow down the mind. The perspective of the 

body in motion is of incredible value to the design process. The sequence of space visited 

before, during and after design are equally valuable to understanding and evaluating 

space. It is critical to remember that we are not only the authors but also the visitors of 

the spaces we design (Ibid, 8)

The principle that to understand nature is to understand motion is immersive and cannot 

be fully appreciated at arms length. When we jump into the middle of the experience we 

find a world that is not primarily made up of objects but rather “a world of varied and 

changing physiognomies, a qualitative, and dynamic world (Sheets-Johnstone 1999, xxi).

I am interested in the play between understanding in order to know and knowing in 



156

order to understand. Interpretation is a situation of fundamental involvement. That is 

to say that we bring our own preconceptions in terms of how the other speaks to or 

re-interprets us and in turn we must constantly re-envision our own goals. In this sense 

being is understanding (Gadamer 1976, 51). So how do we take the concept of being and 

allow it to emerge in the constitutive processes of experience, play, research, creativity 

and dialogue that make up so much of qualitative research? In order to know, we must 

continually forget. For a design to inhabit the spirit of the place it must come to life in 

a spontaneous, non-meditated way. First we must get lost. In order to get lost we must 

disassociate from all of our preconceived notions of self, environment and world and 

simply live through the experience. Start by pointing to what excites you without stopping 

to reflect on your choices. Fill your body and mind with fragmented ideas, try to retell the 

story of the site through your own personal felt meaning. Now take this idea a step further 

and expand on any one of these ideas, the goal here is to enrich the creative process 

and to go beyond conventional design methods. Allow the site to guide you, then allow 

your interpretation to evolve. True understanding involves loosing one’s personal sense of 

pride and self. In order to create, one must embrace a responsive openness to the world. 
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I began this practicum with a feeling of emptiness, and a desire to be, or do something 

better than what I have come to expect from myself. My motive was rooted in my own 

depression and feelings of sadness about a world that no longer calls for our attention, 

and our inability to listen when it does. I wanted to write from the perspective of a 

stranger, so that I could be honest, candid and transparent about my own motives and 

understandings. When I first began writing, I was pregnant, and throughout this practicum 

my body’s relationship to the world was in a state of constant negotiation. I do not place 

the body on a pedestal, or believe that it always reports back to us in a truthful fashion. 

However, I do believe that the body, whether it be young, old, sick, healthy or deformed, 

is what grants us immediate access to the world. The more uncomfortable I became, the 

more apparent my body’s presence in the world was, and the more I began to question 

the validity of my research. I have learned first hand that our state of mind, our happiness, 

sadness and awareness are all related to our bodily condition, this becomes immediately 

apparent when the body undergoes a major stress or change. I believe that paying attention 

to the current state of our body can help us to clarify our designs. Acknowledging that 

design intention has as much to do with the logistics of the site as it does with personal 

circumstances is the first step. Landscape design is situational-- in every sense of the word.

The how (process) of landscape architecture is just as important as the what (result). In 

the design field process is everything. My hope is that this research will help to illustrate 

how a phenomenological approach to landscape architecture can lead to a deeper 

environmental understanding and in turn designs that are more in tune with the wonder 

of the everyday experience. Landscape architecture is unique in that it is all encompassing, 

it is a vehicle to learn about anything and everything. For me, the design process is 

conclusion
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ultimately about investigation, learning, and discovery. The final product is not only about 

meeting the needs of the client, but also the needs of all other life forms.  Design has the 

ability to express both magnificence and vulnerability. If the mind can find its way back 

to the body, a connection to nature may be the natural progression. Embodied design is 

peculiar, intimate and receptive, it is about a process of experiencing the world through 

the body and the body through the world. 
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