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2	 Integrating	Human	And	Nature

2.1	 Experiencing	Not-Separateness

To them I may have owed another gift,
      Of aspect more sublime; that blessed mood,
      In which the burthen of the mystery,
      In which the heavy and the weary weight
      Of all this unintelligible world,                          
      Is lightened:--that serene and blessed mood,
      In which the affections gently lead us on,--
      Until, the breath of this corporeal frame
      And even the motion of our human blood
      Almost suspended, we are laid asleep
      In body, and become a living soul:
      While with an eye made quiet by the power
      Of harmony, and the deep power of joy,
      We see into the life of things. 
- William Wordsworth

In the natural environment I was able to let my guard down against the onslaught 
of the artificial world, and enter into a communication with the self-environment. 
I simply sat quietly in the context of nature, and turned my attention inwards, 
towards my own felt experience. Through this process, I felt within myself my own 
growing potential to learn from nature in the way that has always been accessible 
to nature-based peoples.  

I returned over and over to sitting in nature, and ever so gradually, I found a 
new kind of happiness. Through dwelling in its presence and rhythms, I found 
myself able, here and there to relinquish a desire - for things to be different, to have 
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things, to succeed in my “career.” The quality of my own quiet presence felt more 
nourishing. Then I was able to see my desires more clearly as addictive patterns 
which I used to distract myself from the continual discomfort that was my daily 
experience in the industrial way of life. As I became aware of this discomfort, and 
of the self-defeating mechanisms I was using to avoid it, the pain also became less. 

It reminded me of a line from a Buddhist scripture: When inverted thinking stops, 
the affirming mind naturally accords. After some minutes under the tree, or looking 
out onto the pond, I felt myself according with nature’s way. I felt an experience of 
release, or expansion, and this told me very clearly that what I felt was right – it was 
good for me. For me this kind of knowing is very powerful, because it experientially 
tied the inner and outer worlds together in a direct relationship unfolding in real 
time: “right here, right now, under these conditions, looking out on this pond, I 
feel more whole, more complete.” I felt like I was coming home to myself, as if my 
self and this natural world were not separate things. What was most powerful, was 
that this did not feel like a thought, but came to me rather as a knowing, arising 
from deep inside myself. My whole body told me. My brain jangled less, my breath 
deepened joyfully, and I felt an emotion of peace and happiness that pervaded my 
heart and stomach. I felt that I was home, on planet Earth, and my true self was all 
around me.

This extraordinary experience of being at one with nature is in fact very 
common for human beings, regardless of their age. It can take many forms, from 
a sense of communication with the natural world, to the sense that our selves 
extend far beyond the individual person, stretching to include the natural world, 
or the whole universe. In children, sensory experience links the natural world with 
inner, emotional one. The natural environment provides the opportunity for rich 
discovery and creativity which is not possible in the man-made environment.

For adults, going into nature is a common trigger of deeper, existential 
experiences. According to Kaplan and Kaplan  (quoted in Davis, 1998, p. 3), 

Fig. 29. (above and below) Outdoor 
activities brought indoors are self-de-
feating because it is the interaction 
with the environment that is decisive.  
The kids in the picture below are 
reaping the real benefits.
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adventurers into the wilderness often encounter “a surprising sense of revelation, as 
both the environment and the self are newly perceived and seem newly wondrous.  
The wilderness inspires feelings of awe and wonder, and one’s intimate contact with 
this environment leads to thoughts about spiritual meanings and eternal processes.” 

Robert Greenway, professor at Sonoma State University for thirty years studied 
over seven hundred student’s experience in the wilderness. He wrote (in Roszak, et 
al, 1995, p 128): 

When entering the wilderness psychologically as well as physically, 
participants most often speak of feelings of expansion or reconnection with 
adaptations of our evolutionary past, still layered in our deeper psyches, or 
simply with complete and fully natural systems (systems which include 
death, fear and violence, as well as beauty and elegance, in wondrous 
balance). 

For many the wilderness experience means release of repression – release 
from the inevitable controls that exist in any culture. Participants who speak 
of this benefit tend to see its source not so much in the external wilderness 
but in the “internal wilderness” of physiology, instincts, archetypes and the 
like.…It is also obvious, to me at least, that I am attempting to explore 
an experience of such depth and complexity that the terms “ineffable” or 
“spiritual” are appropriate. 

Experience in the wilderness leads often to feelings of non-separated-ness from 
nature, the breaking down of solid boundaries between self and the external world.  
This is echoed in the teachings of the world’s great religions, which express the 
notion that we are one with creation.  In The Perennial Philosophy, for example, 
Aldous Huxley described how many religions agree fundamentally that the whole 
phenomenal world of  both consciousness and things is the manifestation of a 
divine ground, and that it is possible to realize one’s identity with this divine ground 
through direct experience. Allan Watts referred “The Self of the World” to describe 
the way  in which the divine ground is who we really are. 

Interestingly, the view of reality reflected in the Perennial Philosophy is common 

for people who have attained very high levels psychological of development. 
For example, by analyzing patterns of human language, Suzanne Cook-Grueter 
(2002) identified two very advanced, so called unitive or transpersonal stages of 
development at which reality is “deeply experienced at times as the undifferentiated 
phenomenological continuum or the creative ground of unified consciousness.” 
(italics in original, underlining mine). This is sometimes called a non-dualistic 
awareness, in which, according to John Davis (1998, p. 9), “personal identity and 
the world are not separate.” 

Through intensive meditation practice and study of these texts at Green Gulch 
Zen Center, I began to experience directly how the external world and myself 
were entirely un-separated, made of the same stuff, in fact, one Self. The fact that 
being in a natural environment was an important factor in accessing these types of 
experience was clear to me. The records of the past are also full of accounts of sages 
accessing the divine in the context of nature. Jesus’ fourty day fast in the desert, 
and the Buddha’s enlightenment under the Bodhi Tree are only the most famous 
examples. According to the Jewel Mirror Samadhi, a scripture from Zen Buddhism 
“when about to fulfill the way of Buddhahood, [the man who became the Buddha] 
gazed at a tree for ten eons.” He didn’t gaze at a blank wall, or a computer screen. He 
gazed at a tree, that beautiful and complex fractal form that has such resonance for 
the earth-born human being. But I wondered whether the built environment could 
also provide us the venue for achieving such insights, and what the implications of 
these insights might be for planning the sustainable city. How would I relate to the 
built environment that was my very self?  

This seems to me to be the question that architect Christopher Alexander is 
pondering in the fourth volume of his last major work, The Nature of Order. In The 
Luminous Ground, Alexander lays out his understanding that there is some way in 
which we are all connected to what he calls this ground of the universe, and that 
good architecture allows us to experience this connection directly. In doing so, he 
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both taps into the language of the perennial philosophy, and exhibits the type of 
understanding that Cook-Greuter identifies with the highest stages of psychological 
development. Perhaps the goal of architecture really can be to create forms that 
allow that self to shine through as much as possible, so that we can feel our unity 
with the rest of creation in our contact with the environment.

2.2	 Inhabiting	the	Mind-Environment

“I feel like I’m living in an amazing Brain” – Allan Watts

The intimate, non-separable relationship that we have with the environment is 
going on also in a much more everyday sort of way. We use the environment as an 
extension of our minds in order to perform mental tasks. For example, we often 
use props in the external world to stand in for our memory: a shopping list allows 
us to keep track of things that we want to remember, but might otherwise forget. 
According to Andy Clark, Professor of Philosophy at University of Edinburgh 
(1998, p. 66), Alzheimer’s victims use their environments as ways to retain their 
fading memory:  

the individuals rely on highly structured environments which they create 
and then inhabit. These environments may incorporate multiple reminding 
notices around the house and strict adherence to specific routines. One 
patient virtually lives on a couch in the center of her apartment, since this 
provides a vantage point from which she can visually access the location of 
whatever she needs. 

The environment is thus used as an external prop that helps the mind to perform 
as well as elaborate its thought process. Clark (p. 206-7) goes on to give an example.

As I construct this chapter, for example, I am continually creating, putting 
aside, and reorganizing chunks of text. I have files (both paper and online) 
which contain all kinds of hints and fragments, stored up over a long period 
of time, which may be germane to the discussion. I have source texts and 
papers full of notes and annotations. As I (literally, physically) move these 

things about, interacting first with one and then another and making new 
notes, annotations, and plans, the intellectual shape of the chapter  grows 
and solidifies. It is a shape that  does not spring fully developed from inner 
cogitations. Instead, it is the product of a sustained and iterated sequence 
of interactions between by brain and a variety of external props. In these 
cases, I am willing to say, a good deal of actual thinking involves loops and 
circuits that run outside the head and through the physical environment. 

A simple version of this process is also seen in young children, who think 
concretely, that is, using concrete objects in the environment to aid them. It seems 
to me likely that a similar process could be going on inside the inhabitants of the 
city as they act on their environment. The slow process of building and rebuilding 
the built environment could be seen as the embodied act of an entire community 
over generations developing a highly sophisticated understanding of how the city 
works. In a living city, the parts that are beneficial to it are sustained and preserved, 
while the failures are gradually be removed. I could then look at an evolved city as 
a sort of external mind, which allowed people to understand their relationship to 
the environment by manipulating it. The city would serve as detailed records of 
problems solved that we could then learn from. 

Thus damage to the city would mean damage to this evolved understanding. 
For the Alzheimer’s victim, the disruption of the environment constitutes a direct 
harm to the mind of the individual person, who relies on that environment for her 
meaning-making. Likewise, the bombing of cities during World War II, followed 
by their further disruption through modernist-inspired building in the post-war 
era would have literally wiped out part of our understanding of how the city works. 

The environment does not only record information, but is the carrier of social 
and cultural meaning.8 For nature-based peoples, the stories and life-lessons of their 
cultures are recorded in the ancestral landscape and can only be understood in the 
context of it, by interacting with and reading the landscape itself. Furthermore, 
the shape of the culture, its stories and morality provided a map of the physical 
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landscape, and thus the very minds of nature-based peoples were are tied to their 
home-ecologies. When, as for example it was the case for many Native American 
tribes, native peoples were forced to leave their lands, their ability to make sense 
of the world broke down. Their values could only be explained in the context of 
that landscape. Is it really so different for us today? It seemed to me that the built 
environment of the city could likewise be the context for understanding the values 
embodied in it, and that if I were separated from that context, my ability to hold 
those values would also diminish. 

For example, many of the values that I see in the city of Weimar are only the 
result of living in it and walking its streets. Even before I had read anything about 
the organic city functioning as a social catalyst, I noticed that every time I went 
downtown, I ran into someone I knew. As I became aware of the frequency of my 
chance encounters in the city, I also became aware of how the form of the city – the 
shapes of the streets and squares - enabled those encounters. I then saw those forms 
as essentially good – they improved my quality of life. I met people in the street, 
developed relationships, and these in turn led to new opportunities, and I started to 
feel at home. This kind of experience happened to me less in the cities of Berkeley 
or Seattle where I had lived, whose grid-networks do not optimize social interaction 
on the street. Nor did my values in those cities point in that direction. I saw social 
interaction as happening elsewhere, at special meeting places or activities, not in 
the public street, and appreciated big roads as means to facilitate swift traffic-flow, 
so that I could get to my social engagements.

Yet the difference in values that I experienced between the medieval and the 
“rational” or machine-city did not feel purely relative. For, the medieval city 
conveyed to me a sense of being at home, even if I was visiting it for the first time. 
I felt comfortable wandering the city without a map, trusting that I would find my 
way back again, simply following the crowd, and following my nose.  For example 
the tiny alley in figure 30 (above, left) is in fact the main street leading from the 
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train station in Delft to the city center. When you are there, this is intuitively 
evident. This kind of experience said to me that in some way the structure of the 
city mirrors the way that I think intuitively, without even consciously realizing it. I 
felt myself to be part of a system that was responding to me. 

Buildings frequently seemed to “face” me in the street, making every spot unique 
(see photos on opposite and following pages). Wherever I stood, I felt like I was 
in a whole place, something self-contained, of inherent value, yet at the same time 
expressing a particular interaction of buildings, space and people, at that position. 
Buildings even seemed to present multiple sides to my view simultaneously, turning, 
bending slightly towards me, and as I walked down the street, following the curve, 
the buildings faced me in new ways, but at the same time standing to the side to let 
me walk past. The result felt like a continually unfolding meeting or a conversation 
between my self and built environment, with buildings coming into view exactly    
lined up with my eyes as I moved through the space.9

I felt more content to allow the organic unfolding to take place within me and 

Figs. 30 and 31. In the mind-like environment (above), you can follow your 
nose. In the artificially produced environment, common-sense instinct be-
comes thwarted thwarted and we are forced to resort to alphabetic signs to 
tell you facts that are no longer obvious.

Fig. 32. This house 
tilts its roof slightly 
so that you can see 
it from the side as 
well as the front.
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Figs. 33. Every place in the city-scape is unique. Fig. 34. The houses present themselves from the front, and move to the side 
as you walk down the path.
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Fig. 35. Every 
place in the 
city-scape is 
unique.
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Fig. 36. As you walk through 
the city, new events “meet” you 
on your journey.
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Fig. 38. The buildings in this 
scene are irregular because 
they have adapted to validate 
the pedestrian experience as 
she moves through the city. 
The gate is lined up with the 
door behind it to be visible 
from the courtyard.

Fig. 37. The church windows are centered 
on the approaching pathway; they are not 
centered in the church building. 

a.
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Fig. 39/40. In this series (marked a,b,c,d, starting on the opposite page,  
and continuing, left to right, this page) a climactic event is revealed 
progressively as the pedestrian approaches. At first the church is barely 
visible at the end of the street, but it comes into view as you round the 
corner. It is only fully exposed at the last possible moment, when you 
enter the church square.

b. c.

d.
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in my life, to grope and discover my way forward, to inch toward wholeness. And 
the process could be found in moments of everyday - in the falling of the leaves, 
in the cracks in the ice, in the tiny sounds of the birds, and also in the strange but 
comforting irregularity of a wall, or the chipped but familiar shape of my front step. 
It felt natural and affirming.  I felt an in-born preference for this way of being. 

The structure of the living city also seemed to be teaching me sustainable 
behaviour in the city. In it, I lived a very rich car-free life, and experienced how 
using a car frustrated the car-free life in that kind of physical space, both for driver 
and pedestrian alike. The driver is excluded from participating in the life of the 
city until he abandons his car. For cars clog up the city’s little alleys and intimate 
squares. They clap noisily over the cobble-stones, echo with a tremendous racket 
in the tiny lanes, and rattle the thin windows panes. By experiencing the quality 
of the city with and without cars, it was easy to make the comparison. Through 
these observations, I came to see the living city as a structure that was constantly 
reminding me of how the sustainable life can be lived. 

The values embedded in the living city were particularly comprehensible in 
contrast to places in the same city that did not embody them - places where visibility 
was horribly compromised, or where permeability was debilitatingly obstructed. 
Just on the edge of the downtown of the city where I live, there is an ensemble of 
long buildings built during the Nazi era, each of which is as long as ten blocks of 
the downtown. It acts like a giant wall, which I think has important results that go 
beyond just frustrating movement. By cutting people off from one another, it also 
hinders communities from forming through chance interaction in space. For me, it 
was easier to understand in a nuanced way through direct experience. Having the 
old and new sites right next to one another allowed me to compare the two.

The set of values embodied in the city only make sense when I inhabit that city, 
where I am, so to speak, constantly reading the values embedded in it. When I go to 
a suburb or a car-oriented city, I find that my ability to hold the same set of values 

breaks down. 
In the modern city, it seems to me that the values embedded in it are not ones 

that come from the direct interaction of person and place, but rather the imposition 
of human ideas on the environment. It is as if people have retreated from direct 
interaction with the environment. David Abram links this retreat to the rise of 
alphabetic language. According to Abram, when written language first arose, it still 
constantly referred to natural world. For example, the word for “bird” was a picture 
of a bird. It was a reminder of the reality of “bird”, something infinitely complex, 
and therefore non-reducible to a simple concept. Likewise our descriptions of place 
were reminders of these complex realities. But then alphabetic language arose. It 
was more self-referential, with symbols no longer referring to objects themselves, 
but to the sounds of words. The words no longer referred to complex things, and 
this made reductionism easier. Language became more “placeless” and abstract, 
more “reflecting the human form back upon itself.” (Abram, p 138). Slowly, human 
participation with the world came to be seen as inferior, and people began to believe 
that nothing could be learned from the external world. 

In the same manner, the city could be reduced to nothing more than what was 
on the plan, and could be mapped out by the all-knowing intellect without relating 
to the complex world outside himself. Rather than creating a map to remind us 
of reality, we could draw the map and create the built environment from it, and 
in this way, we simply projected out the human mind, unrelated to environment, 
onto what we now saw as an unresponsive external world. With the articulation of 
a geometrical approach to perspective in the early 15th century, the arts shifted away 
from a dialogical representation of objects in space, in which the fluid relationship 
between object and viewer might be represented in a composite form, to a single 
picture from a fixed, possibly completely theoretical, point of view. Buildings were 
no longer created in relationship with the site. The site was silenced, and the echoing 
voice of man alone remained.
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One day, I met a man by chance (whose name I have now forgotten) who 
claimed to have worked with Christopher Alexander in Berkeley.  He told me that 
Alexander had once said to him: “everything built after 1450 is garbage.” I have no 
idea if this is true, but it struck me as a rather strong statement, and I pondered 
what could he have meant. I think he was talking about this shift – the shift from 
building in the midst of relationship with a speaking built environment to design 
using abstract thought in a human-only discourse about the environment-as-object. 
Around 1450 the geometric perspective was discovered. After that, reality was made 
to conform to the map seen from above, or from a single, fixed point of view, and 
dictated from a piece of paper, whereas before, maps described in two dimensions 
the three-dimensional feeling of being in the city see fig. 42, right). Buildings were 
now conceived only in the minds of men, alienated by a degree from the influence 
of the context in which we have evolved.

It seems to me that the experience of interacting with the rational building or 

Fig. 41. This mod-
ern map views 
the city from a 
theoretical point of 
view not grounded 
in direct experi-
ence.

Fig. 42. This medieval map describes the experience of being in a place 
and engaging it as a subject.
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city is very different from the experience of interacting with the organic one. The 
natural fit between mind and environment is much compromised. The abstract 
map is the guiding principle, displacing the guiding spirit of the relationship of 
person to space. Buildings no longer face the pedestrian, but line up according to 
the dictates of the diagram that looks down from above (see illustrations at left). 
The feeling is also different. Although I am “in” the city, I am no longer fully in it 
in the same way as I feel myself to be in the Living City. Buildings look straight 
ahead; doors do not beckon, and windows do not blink, or maybe only one does 
(see figure 45, opposite).

The external world continues to act as my extended mind, telling me about who 
I am, and what the nature of reality its, but as the form of that world changes, so 
does the message that it gives me. The “me” that it tells me I am doesn’t feel like 
me anymore. The environment reflects much less the intuitive fit that I experience 
with nature or with the meandering medieval town. I feel less safe to follow it as I 
would the wanderings of my own thoughts. Instead, I must think rationally about 
where I want to go in the city and I must organize my thoughts according to the 
grid viewed from space. Imagining a map in my head, I must try to look down 
on myself from above, and orient myself accordingly. I become disembodied. At a 
traffic light, I find myself trying to keep track of the complex, but hidden sequence 
of light-changes thought out by a traffic engineer at a desk somewhere. They are 
not legible by interacting with the environment in any kind of intuitive way. At the 
“town center,” (see back to figure 31) I find myself unable to  instinctively know 
that I am there, and need written letters to tell me.

Thus the mind that I find in the rational city seems to be very different than the 
place-rooted mind that I feel myself to be adapted to. It seems to have relatively 
little to do with the mind that I understand was the foundation of our aboriginal 
sanity, whose wisdom is carried everywhere in the living world. The results of this 
new mind’s computations, when they are mapped onto the outer world utter a 

Figs. 43, and 44. In a rationally linear environment, be it a street or a canal, 
one walks among  buildings that are objects only. The uniqueness of each 
place is lost. For comparison, look at figures 33 and 35 on pages 37-8). 
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Fig. 45. One building in the street still responds as a living subject. The rest 
are merely designed objects.

Fig. 46. The “rational” environment can no longer be read by following your 
intuition. Instead, you must imagine looking down on yourself from above. 

Fig. 47. The logic of a traffic light cannot be determined by reading the environment. 
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speech whose value-system feels foreign, which doesn’t seem oriented to the organic 
flowering of my being. As a machine-environment, it seems to be telling me that 
I should function as a machine – I should consume, plan out my future rationally 
and then execute my plan in a linear sequence, just as the machine environment 
was produced. This mechanistic, linear way of thinking fills me with a feeling of 
emptiness. The spirit of evolution seems to be neither present in the city, nor in 
myself, I feel no presence animating me from the inside, but rather I feel repressed. 
The city does not seem to foster my intuition to growth, expansion, or connectedness. 
I feel, rather,  more domesticated, less wild, more technology constructed. 

In post-modern times, design of physical space has retreated from the physical 
world entirely. Models of buildings are replaced by virtual models on computer 
screens. The architect’s body and emotions react to the glare of the screen, not the 
life of the site, nor even the feel of the model. The shapes that meet us as we walk 
through the city are increasingly the result of totally disembodied mathematical 
computations performed by computer programs. Where as man-made designs 
might only “[reflect] the human form back upon itself,” the computer generated 
urban design projects the binary logic of the computer into experienced space. 
People design “media environments,” environments that are completely artificial, 
entirely divorced from sensual  experience of the living, breathing world. It is 
pure, abstracted design, created out of a sort of cyber-human logic, projecting the 
lifelessness and space-less-ness of the computer into the three-dimensional world.

 

Fig. 48. Computer-generated forms intrude into the living world.


